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This is the first collective report of the
Scrutiny Committees since the new political
management arrangements were
implemented in November 2001.  It is
therefore a report of their activities over the
last two years.  It is not intended to give a
detailed account of all their activities but to
give a flavour of the many things which
have been undertaken over that period.  As
some of the Chairs/Chairwomen/Chairmen
of the Committees have changed over the
last two years, the individual reports of
each of the scrutiny committees have been
written either by the current holders of
those positions or their immediate
predecessors.  

There are 5 main Scrutiny Committees -
Community Safety, Corporate Governance,
Environment, Learning & Culture and
Social & Health Care, these largely mirror
the portfolio areas of the Leader of the
Council, Deputy Leader of the Council and
the 7 other Executive Members.  Each of
the Committees undertakes the full range
of overview and scrutiny activities including 
"call-in" of decisions.  Full details of these

are set out in the Council's Constitution.
There is also a Health Overview & Scrutiny
Committee with co-opted District Council
members.  The County and District
Councils are in the process of finalising
arrangements for this to be a joint body
with 3 sub-committees covering different
geographical areas.  

The scrutiny role is still relatively new in
Oxfordshire and we are learning and
developing all the time.  In the very early
months of operation, the Audit
Commission's Corporate Performance
Assessment took place and their report
commented critically on how effectively the
scrutiny role was being carried out.  We
were not complacent about this and a
Scrutiny Development Action Plan was
developed to provide a clear way forward
for the Scrutiny function.  Councillors and
officers have put a lot of time and energy
into implementing that plan and in exploring
and developing fresh mechanisms to
ensure that this new function is effective
and has a real impact on the quality of life
of the people of Oxfordshire.  

From the outset Scrutiny Committees have
been keen to take every opportunity to
ensure it is widely understood that this is,
and should be, a Councillor-led process.
However, even after two years, some
people are still unclear about the role and
purpose of scrutiny.  Scrutiny Committees
have experimented with new and very
different ways of working.  Indeed, not only
have we been adopting national good
practice, we have also been developing it
with such bodies as the Centre for Public
Scrutiny.  We are particularly proud of our
Scrutiny Review process which enables
members to examine issues in depth
and to produce evidence based
recommendations for future action.  The
majority of the recommendations from our
reviews have been agreed by the
Executive.  
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During our first two years we recognised
that we needed to develop Councillor and
officer skills in order to effectively carry out
our new responsibilities.  Training and
development days were provided to
introduce the new skills required.  These
days served an additional purpose in that
they enabled Councillors to develop some
of our key processes and procedures.  Our
development activity culminated in our first
one-day Scrutiny Conference this July,
which encompassed a range of national
speakers and contributions from
Councillors of other local authorities.  This
was extremely well received by the County
Councillors and officers who attended and
we intend to repeat this on an annual basis.  

In order to have effective scrutiny,
Councillors on Scrutiny Committees need
to have a good overview of the issues
which affect the County, the Council and its
services.  Briefings and seminars have
helped to raise awareness of the
opportunities to examine topics of interest
to Councillors.  In undertaking our work, we
have benefited from a supportive Executive
which wants to see Scrutiny succeed and
add value to the overall work of the
Council; Councillors and officers have
worked hard to improve communications
between the scrutiny function and the
Executive.  Although tensions inevitably
exist between the various scrutiny roles,
particularly in providing challenge to and
check on the power of the Executive, we
hope that we carry out this role as a "critical
friend" rather than as an adversarial
opponent.  

We are fortunate in having a dedicated
budget for scrutiny activities, and staff to
support them.  This has been an enormous
help to the scrutiny committees when
carrying out their work programmes and in
the production of some well-researched,
evidence-based pieces of work.  

In summary some are our significant
achievements over the last two years have
been the:-

Creation of a Scrutiny Handbook to
give clarity to members and officers
about the role, purpose and operation
of the scrutiny function.

Linkage of Scrutiny work programmes
to the Council's core objectives and
performance management in a more
effective way, and the development of a
structured approach to work planning. 

Beginning of the development of an
outward facing culture that focuses on
outcomes and impacts.

The completion, publication and
submission to the Executive of nine
thorough, evidence-based reviews with
the majority of recommendations being
accepted.

Comprehensive evaluation by the
Scrutiny Committees of their previous
18 months work to encourage self-
reflection and learning from experience.

Profile of Oxfordshire raised nationally
by scrutiny articles in the 'Sunday
Times', LGA 'First' magazine, Centre for
Public Scrutiny publications and on
national websites and the appointment
of Cllr Robert Evans as a Local
Government Association representative
to the national Centre for Public
Scrutiny.

We recognise that despite our significant
progress there are still areas which we
need to develop further and to improve
upon.  Over the coming year we will:-

Continue to work through and
implement the Scrutiny Development
Action Plan.

Improve publicity, especially within the
Council - produce an annual report,
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publicise better our scrutiny reviews,
and use the Oxfordshire Magazine to
generate more public interest in our
work.

Continue to provide Council officers
with opportunities to enhance their
understanding of scrutiny.

Involve and engage with local people
more effectively - publicise scrutiny
work through the local media, make
greater use of the public to provide us
with information as part of our scrutiny
reviews and in other activities in our

work programmes, and make better
use of the Council's web-site and other
electronic forms of communication.

Encourage Members to continue
developing their forensic skills to
question more effectively in order to
probe beneath the surface of issues.

Extend range of scrutiny review
techniques through further
experimentation.

Celebrate our success whenever
possible - this is the best way to
overcome doubt and negativity.
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Derek Bishop
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The committee has had a busy and varied
schedule since the start of the new political
management arrangements nearly 2 years
ago and has enjoyed a number of very
positive outcomes . Its principle remit is to
review and scrutinise the following areas:

Drugs & Alcohol Awareness

Community Safety

Fire Service

Consumer Protection

Emergency Planning

Registration Service

Magistrates' Courts

Coroner's Service

 

Cherwell 

 

Oxford City South 

Oxfordshire 

 

Value of White 

Horse 

West Oxfordshire 

Drugs and Alcohol Auto-crime Violent Crime Violent Crime Crime 

Burglary Burglary Property Crime Young People Drugs and Alcohol 

Vehicle Crime Violent Crime Community Safety 

Issues that affect 

Rural Communities 

Community Safety 

Issues that affect 

Rural Communities 

Domestic Violence/Child 

Abuse 

Nuisance and 

Disorder 

Anti-social behaviour  Drugs and Alcohol Property Crime Road Safety/Traffic 

Young People Drug & Alcohol 

misuse 

Anti-social 

behaviour, vandalism 

and disorder 

Drugs and Alcohol Community Support 

Victimisation Victimisation Road Safety Anti-social 

behaviour, vandalism 

and disorder 

Young People 

Traffic and Transport Fear of Crime  Road Safety Anti-social behaviour 

Railway Safety Patterns of Offending   

 

Communications 

An early, and very timely, item that we considered was the five districts' community safety
strategies 2002 - 2005, given the strategies pivotal role in much of the committee's
business. Though we felt, on evaluation, that we did not have enough time to comment
effectively (this will be rectified the next time), due to time constraints, the strategies have
been used when constructing the work programme. The summary of the districts' priorities
offered many common themes:

Summary of Districts Community Safety Strategies



We have completed a review on road
safety and the 30mph speed limit in South
Oxfordshire. This was considered in
tandem with the development of a speed
management strategy as a key element
towards ensuring a consistent approach to
setting speed limits.  A very satisfactory
outcome of this review was the adoption of
by the Executive of its principle
recommendation which was to set up a
Task Force with the aim of achieving a rural
speed limit strategy that works effectively.
This Task Force also has included into its
remit responsibility for overseeing the
development of the Speed Management
Strategy and a review of selected speed
limits in South Oxfordshire.

In addition to this, the Executive recently
welcomed a review on drugs and alcohol
abuse entitled 'Not just a Quick Fix' and
requested officers to proceed with an
action plan with proposals for the
implementation of its recommendations. A
review on domestic violence is also
underway.

At committee we have questioned
representatives from the Youth Offending
Team, Thames Valley Police and officers
from the districts on anti social behaviour
orders, and on the effectiveness of CCTV,
with a view to carrying out future reviews
into those areas. We have also received

presentations from Trading Standards and
the Fire Service on the sale and use of
fireworks that culminated in a request to
the Executive to write to the government
urging them to consider a change of
category use on fireworks available to the
general public.

An Executive commissioned review on
Community Fire Safety has also been
completed. The Review Panel's
recommendation that there was a need to
employ trained educators was noted by the
Executive and costing for this is to be
undertaken by the year end.

The committee has monitored performance
in the community safety field in relation to
the Emergency Planning accommodation
situation, premises management within the
Fire Service and unwanted fire signals. We
have also given our advice to the Executive
on the Oxfordshire Plan, Food Law
Enforcement Service Plan, and Review of
Petty Sessions Area Courts and also made
comments on various Best Value Reviews.
The review of Petty Sessions Area Courts
was both an interesting and useful exercise
because it was the first time a scrutiny
committee had questioned an external
body in a public forum. The advice given to
the Executive provided them with a clear
steer with which to respond to the
consultation.  
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Corporate governance has been described
as the system used to direct, manage and
monitor an organisation and enable it to
relate to its external environment.  The
Scrutiny Committee has been active in
several important areas of the County
Council's corporate governance agenda,
and some of these matters are outlined
below.

Shortly after the introduction of the new
political management arrangements the
Council asked the Scrutiny Committee to
undertake reviews in three areas, namely:

Local Area Structures, which is looking
at improving local community
engagement with the County Council's
affairs and resulted in a pilot being
developed with South Oxfordshire
District Council;  

Standing Consultative Arrangements,
which is concerned with developing the
Council's consultation processes and is
helping members to be better informed
about the procedures and processes of
consultation;  and

Support for Members, (now
completed), looking at the kind of
support which members need to carry
out their Council duties and which led to
improvements in the training 
and development programme for
councillors

Excellent progress is being maintained with
the two ongoing reviews.  

The Scrutiny Committee has
commissioned a scrutiny review on Social
Inclusion which is currently looking 
at corporate aspects of inclusion.
Preparations are under way to interview
witnesses with a view to reporting in Spring
2004.   

Our Work Programme, which at the time of
writing is subject to fundamental review, at
present includes two topics, Public
Service Agreement and Local Strategic
Partnership.  

One of the ways in which scrutiny may
exercise influence is through the
policy development role. In 2002/03 the
Scrutiny Committee is contributing to 
the Oxfordshire Plan, which sets 
out the Council's priorities, and the
Budget/Financial Plan both in the Council's
and our own scrutiny service area.  In the
light of our experience we are hopeful that
moves to improve scrutiny committee
consideration of both the Oxfordshire Plan
and the budget, as outlined in the
Executive's paper 'Maximising Our
Resources', will enhance the future
effectiveness of  the scrutiny role.  Other
matters include Best Value Reviews, the
District Audit Annual Audit Letter and
comment on topics in the Forward Plan,
'Maximising Our Resources', job evaluation
for County Council employees, and the
Treasury Management Strategy for Debt
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Management.  We also consider at each
meeting the Executive's regular budget
monitoring reports, and track the outcomes
of our recommendations/advice.  

We invoked the Council's 'call-in' process in
relation to the proposals by the Director for
Resources for the Human Resources &
Performance Management function which
led the Director for Resources to review his
proposals, and continued until recently to
receive regular updates by Executive
Members on the review of Education,

Cultural Services & Social Services.  Some
reservations have been expressed about
the success of call-in, the improvement in
our policy development role being seen as
a more productive approach.  

I would like to thank the Scrutiny
Committee members, in particular the
former Chair Councillor Sylvia Tompkins
and Deputy Chair Mrs J Heathcoat for their
contribution and work to make corporate
governance scrutiny meaningful and
effective.  
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Over the past year the Scrutiny Committee
has looked at a wide spectrum of subjects
affecting Oxfordshire's Environment.  This
has been the first year of Scrutiny at
Oxfordshire County Council and has
proved to have been a very steep learning
curve for members.

At the start of the year the Committee
carried out a major Review into the
Council's Bus Subsidies on behalf of the
Executive.  This has resulted in other
studies into how the County Council can
improve Rural Bus Services, such as
Flexible Routing, a Hub at one of the Park
& Ride sites in the City and a study into the
possibility of using Postal Buses, all of
which is of key importance for the residents
of such a rural County.

An earlier success was the Review of
Parking on Bus Routes which was set up to
address the problem of cars parking on bus
routes and at bus stops making it difficult
for buses to be reliable.  Members toured
the County to check problem sites and
consulted the bus companies, Councillors
and bus passengers.  This has resulted in
the Executive agreeing to implement extra
controls where needed to prevent
obstruction of bus services and the County
and police jointly employing traffic wardens
to enforce the bus priority measures.  The

Scrutiny Committee has also carried out a
Review on Highway Consultations on
Planning Applications which has resulted in
looking at ways to improve joint working
with District Councils.

The Committee is currently carrying out a
major Review of the Council's
Environmental Policy looking at four key
areas to lesson our impact on the
environment.  We hope to suggest policies
on such issues as energy use and savings
and sustainable property management and
to encourage measures to ensure that the
environmental policy becomes central to
the way we deliver our services.

In the spirit of Scrutiny, the Committee has
started to look at new ways of working.  In
response to local concerns the committee
met at the Civic Centre in Didcot in July to
gather evidence from representatives of
south Oxfordshire District Council, Didcot
Town Council, Didcot Development
Agency, the Chamber of Commerce,
residents and local businesses.  This was
to look at the implementation of a major
road scheme in the hope to improve the
way the County Council let and manage
contracts in the future.

The Committee hope to scrutinise the
budget in greater depth this year,
concentrating on a few areas only rather
than the whole Environment & Economy
budget.  Highway Maintenance emerged
as a key concern and there has been a
small group review as well as a whole-
committee discussion with officers.

Looking back over the year that I have
chaired the Committee, I feel that we have
achieved some good results and has
begun to learn how Scrutiny can be
effective.  The Committee still has a long
way to go in this new way of working, but
are looking forward to impact we can make
on Council services.
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The Health Overview and Scrutiny
Committee was formed in January 2003 to
allow the powers given by Government
under the Health & Social Care Act 2001 to
be undertaken, particularly important given
the impending abolition of the Community
Health Councils. These powers are wide-
reaching and the government and people
working in the field are keen to emphasise
that health scrutiny is an important means
for local authorities to assist in reducing
health inequalities and promote and
support health improvement. It is therefore
about looking at the health of the
population in its broadest and most
strategic sense and not just scrutinising the
activities of the NHS, there being a number
of organisations who carry out the
latter. The committee comprises
7 County Councillors, 5 District Council
representatives and there is an option of
3 Co-opted members. Much effort has
been taken to bring all the District Councils
on board and find a working model which
has the agreement of all and the new
structure of sub committees is now being
finalised.

The Committee is currently setting up the
necessary protocols and management
systems to deal with the variety and

complexity of issues that will occur, for
example:

which consultations should be
responded to and which not, 

how to manage the work programme;

deciding on criteria to define what
constitutes a 'substantial' change to
Health services.

The task of scrutinising 'health in the
community' covers a very wide remit, not
least in gaining an overview of all the NHS
Trusts and organisations which exist within
Oxfordshire. To enable the committee to
acquire this knowledge, link members have
been allocated for each of the NHS Trusts
and Primary Care Trusts with the
responsibility of reporting on main issues
and concerns. Two seminars have already
been held with health partners and a third
is planned in February to prepare a work
programme for the coming year. Training is
also very important to enable the scrutiny
responsibilities to be successful and
effective and members will be encouraged
to attend useful training sessions.

An informal, member/officer mechanism
has also been set up between councils
carrying out the Health Scrutiny function
within the Thames Valley region to
scrutinise activities of the Thames Valley
Strategic Health Authority. This also gives
the opportunity to discuss issues that
concern more than one authority such as
the closure of the Mount Vernon Cancer
Hospital..

The Committee has been working very
closely with the local Community Health
Council until its abolition on 1 December
this year, and has shadowed its work since
the inception of the Health Overview and
Scrutiny Committee. Subjects covered so
far include:
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The shadowing of the CHC with regard
to the consultation by the Ambulance
Trust's on their estates strategy;

The questioning of NHS
representatives and county officers with
regard to the Integration of Mental
Health Care Services consultation and
also with regard to the proposals to
close some Family Planning Clinics
within the County; and submission of a
consultation response with respect to
each;

Responses were made to the
consultation on the draft Regulations
on Patients (and Public) Involvement
Forums;

Ongoing discussion/presentations have
occurred with regard to a consultation
on the Nuffield Orthopaedic Trust's
consultation on their proposal to form a
Foundation Hospitals;

A review into Specialist Nursing Care
within the County's Special Schools is
ongoing and the Lead Member Review
Panel hope to present its final draft
report to the December meeting; 

Representatives from the Oxford
Radcliffe Hospitals NHS Trust attended
a meeting of the Committee in order to
present the reasons for a change to the
Post Mortem arrangements at the
Horton Hospital and, in response to
concern expressed by members of the
community, the Trust has been
requested to carry out more
consultation with the public before
deciding its future.

Health Overview and Scrutiny faces many
teething problems but the possibilities for
the future of working to improve health
across the community remains a positive
and exciting challenge.
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The committee established a fairly
ambitious and full programme in the course
of the year and completed three major
reviews. The review on Special
Educational Needs was broad ranging
looking at a number of sensitive issues
surrounding the statementing of children,
the role of panels, special schools and
social inclusion policies. The review lead to
further work undertaken jointly by the
Executive and Scrutiny on Inclusion under
an independent chairperson. Some
positive national publicity was accorded to
the review and its two authors in
publications and presentations to other
councils. Recommendations from our
review of the County Museums Service
were accepted by the Executive which
should extend and re-name the Standlake
store, strengthen partnership structures,
restore the Schools Loans Service and
enhance the marketing of museums and
the role of the County Museums Service. In
the autumn the Executive will consider a
review on the Recruitment and Retention of
Teachers and Support Staff which
concentrates on key issues of alleviating

teacher workload, increasing key worker
housing, and developing  career structure
for support assistants as well as
opportunities for all staff to develop their
careers within Oxfordshire. 

Work was started on a review of Faith
Schools after taking witness evidence from
Professor Richard Pring and a review of
Community Use of Schools is also well
under way. 

Following on from the work of the SEN
Review and Inclusion Panel, the
Committee was anxious to see an open
and transparent process undertaking under
the Executive's informal consultation on the
future of Woodeaton and Iffley Mead
Special Schools. We observed a variety of
meetings and are pleased that further work
is to be undertaken on investigating
residential education, admissions and
school places before proceeding to formal
consultation. The committee supported the
principle of introducing a Six Term Year in
the county's schools but urged the
Executive to introduce the change in
September 2005 rather than 2004. As the
Executive disagreed, the committee is
considering further investigative work on
six term year models in its next work
programme. The reduction in resources to
the Better Ways to School scheme was
also challenged by the committee.

The committee invited the [LSC] to give a
presentation and answer questions on two
occasions in the year - considering the
Annual LSC Report and 2003-4 Action Plan
for Milton Keynes, Oxfordshire and
Buckinghamshire [MOB]. 

Regular reports were received on the
progress of the City Schools
Reorganisation and head teachers from
two primary schools and one secondary
school were invited to discuss their
experiences of the transition from a three to
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two tier educational structure. The
committee also considered the Educational
Development Plan [EDP] and its Action
Plan, the Annual Library Plan and Adult
Learning Plan. Primary school and nursery
school head teachers, with contrasting
experiences, assisted us in exploring the
implications of the decisions surrounding
the Foundation Stage of Learning.  We
received regular digests of OFSTED
Reports and considered the more relevant
Best Value Reviews such as those on SEN
Transport, Schools of Concern and
Secondary School Achievement. 

Termly visits to School Partnerships in
Oxford West, Thame and Witney were
arranged and every attempt was made to
include libraries, museums, community
education and youth centres as appropriate
in this programme. However, for this
programme to work  effectively we would
appreciate further councillor participation [it
is open to all !]. For our March meeting with
the LSC we were accommodated at the
Oxford College of Further Education and
the committee was able to meet college
members over lunch. 

After considering the overall budget
proposals, the committee believed it would
be more productive in future years to

scrutinise specific service areas. This
process will begin by examining the
Museums Service budget in 2003-4.
Following the difficulties experienced with
the central government schools' budget
settlement for 2004-5 the committee
hosted a Seminar on Schools' Budgets for
all members following its July meeting. 

The committee experienced a very heavy
workload in the past year and noted the
extensive commitment to members of
participating in reviews. Consideration of
whole development plans 'cold' by the
entire committee was also seen as an
unproductive exercise. Two Working
Groups are to be piloted in 2003-4 to work
through aspects of the EDP and the
County's Cultural Strategy, with relevant
officers, so that members develop
expertise in key areas which can then
benefit the rest of the committee. It is
hoped that more work will also be
undertaken by small groups of members
undertaking short investigations. It is also
intended that the committee produces a
Forward Plan of its 2003-4 work
programme which will be revised and
updated on a quarterly basis.  
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Annual Report - Social & Health Care
Scrutiny Committee

The principle areas for review and scrutiny
correlate principally with those functions
delegated by Executive Members for
Children & Young People and for
Community Care & Health.  These are:-

children & family services;

youth service;

care for older people;

adult care;

disability support;

community care.

The Committee from the outset decided to
view its monitoring and policy development
roles as being of primary importance in
light of the significant financial pressures
and major changes within this area of the
Council's business.  We have thus given a
detailed look and provided advice to the

Executive, often at their request, on a wide
number of areas of work.  These have been
often cross cutting with other Scrutiny
Committees.  Examples of such work
includes:-

Review of the Youth Justice Plan;

3 to 5's Learning - Proposals for Single
Main Point of Admission;

Early Years Development & Childcare
Implementation Plan 2002/03;

Oxfordshire Youth Service Plan -
Transforming Youth Work 2003-06.

As part of its policy development role the
Committee has had initial presentations
from officers working in particular areas, in
order to help to identify a possible focus for
a scrutiny review.  These presentations
have focused on met and unmet need and
on the protection of vulnerable adults.  No
action has been taken with the former due
to possible duplication with the work of the
forthcoming Best Value Review in
Children's Services, and consideration of
the latter has been deferred for a little while
longer to give officers time to implement a
code of practice.

We have just successfully completed our
first commissioned review on Geographical
Equity for Older People's Day Services,
focussing on a pilot study on inequality of
community based services in the Vale area.
The Executive have asked officers to come
forward with an action plan on the issues
arising from the review and its
recommendations.  We have also been
pleased to have been represented on
reviews of a cross cutting nature led by
other scrutiny committees, such as that
being conducted by the Community Safety
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Scrutiny Committee on Domestic Violence.
An interesting example of how scrutiny and
the Executive can work in tandem, whilst
still executing their separate functions, has
been in the delivery of Social Service
Inspection reports. Executive members
have joined with the committee to hear and
to question the Inspectors on their findings.
Members of the Executive have 
then retired from the floor to enable
scrutiny members to consider their
advice/recommendations to the Executive
in relation to the action plan produced by
the service officer. To date, two SSI reports
have been considered in this way, the first
was the Annual Review and Performance
Monitoring report and the second, the
inspection of Children's Services.

As mentioned above the Committee has
taken their performance monitoring role
very seriously and have received a brief
update on the Social & Health care
budgetary situation at every meeting.
Lately we have been encouraged to
consider any emerging trends emanating
from these updates that might be
considered for further review and therefore
put into the committee's work programme.

The Committee has been very active in the
Best Value field providing input to a whole
range of review outcomes and action plans
relating to:-

Children in Public Care - Behaviour,
Attendance and Exclusions;

Charging Policies;

Joint Commissioning in the Learning
Disability Services;

Support for Older People.

We have invoked the Council's Call-in
Process in relation to the Social Services
Budget 2002/03 and for Changes in Social
Services Provision in the Children's
Disability Service.

In conclusion, more by co-incidence than
design our first annual report is almost a
year late and I feel more meaningful
because of the magnitude of work that has
been completed during the last year in
particular. We have made tremendous
strides in what is such a short time. I
believe, however, that we have a long way
to go on the learning curve.            
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