
SYP5 

Annex 2 

 
Oxfordshire’s Business Efficiency Strategy 
 
Context 
 
The council has become much more efficient in recent years. It is useful to 
remind ourselves of efficiencies already in the pipeline as a result of the 
Council’s prudent management of resources over recent years. In the life of 
the last administration alone we have delivered £40m efficiency savings.  A 
further £13m of efficiencies is planned in the current year. 
 
We have also moved from a position a few years ago where the council’s 
accounts were being qualified, to one where we are highly regarded by 
auditors for our financial management and efficient use of resources. 
 
Council wide we have slimmed down management, reduced support service 
costs (by introducing a Shared Services centre) and improved 
productivity/cost effectiveness, whilst improving performance year on year.  
 
Our Scope for Manoeuvre 
 
Although our gross budget is almost £900m per annum, half of this is ring 
fenced by the government for specific purposes, (principally for schools, but 
also for the careers service, early years & adult education), and cannot 
therefore be used for other purposes. 
 
This puts more pressure on the remaining areas of expenditure to bear the full 
impact of our savings targets. This is graphically shown in the following charts 
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The bulk of our overall spending is for children’s services. However, once the 
Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG) and other specific grants are taken out, the 
balance of spending (and therefore focus for savings) changes dramatically 
towards adult social care: 
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Financing = Cost of financing capital programme (debt repayment and interest) 
 
 
 
 



SYP5 

 
The way in which services are delivered varies across the council too, with the 
majority of Environment and Economy’s costs, and adult social care being 
delivered via external contracts, whereas other services are more reliant on 
directly employed staff. This means that the extent to which savings will be 
found from procurement, as opposed to direct staff reductions and internal re-
engineering of services, will vary. 
 
The Challenge Ahead  
 
In July 2009 we decided that to prepare for the difficult years ahead we 
needed to get ahead of the game by a radical efficiency drive to deliver £60m 
savings over the next 5 years. This £60m is on top of £30m already in the 
Medium Term Financial Plan, with most savings planned for the early years.  
The efficiency target for 2010/11 is £19m. 
 
Since July a number of additional pressures have emerged and so effectively 
the savings target for 2010/11 – 2014/15 has grown from £90m to closer to 
£106m. This is 24% of our controllable budget (once the DSG and other 
specific grants are excluded). In the four months since July directorates have 
identified savings which exceed the original savings target. The scale of 
savings found to date is impressive and the effort to sustain the drive for 
further efficiencies must be sustained in the months ahead.  
 
Most importantly the 2010/11 position is largely balanced so we can now 
concentrate on subsequent years and in particular on 2011/12 which is the 
most difficult year.  
 
Some of the additional pressures have only surfaced in recent weeks and 
whilst we are confident that savings can be found, we need to recognise that 
we are now moving into more difficult territory, and a period when hard 
choices will need to be made.  
 
This is a rather different environment to the last few years when we have 
been able to focus more on choices for reinvestment, rather than for savings 
and cuts. 
 
Given the level of public debt at a national level, resources for local 
government can only get tighter so there is also a need for us to reposition 
thinking across the board to prepare our staff and customers for a radically 
different approach in the medium term. 
 
This puts an increasing emphasis on the importance of clear priorities and 
political guidance on both which service areas members wish to protect, and 
on the way in which we should provide them in the future. 
 
Our Strategic Approach 
 
Our efficiency strategy is based around the council’s objectives of Low Tax, 
Real Choice and Value for Money.  
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Low tax 
The last council delivered our commitment to reduced levels of council tax 
increases two years ahead of schedule. 
 
The current financial strategy proposes a 3.75% increase for the period of this 
council although the administration has made it clear that should a 
Conservative government be elected in 2010, then  council tax would be 
frozen for two years (2011/12 and 2012/13) whilst a major review of the 
funding formula is carried out.  
 
Councils will be given additional grant equivalent to 2.5% per annum for two 
years to facilitate this. In practice this means that we would need to contain 
our rise in those years to 2.5%.  In light of this the current schedules have 
been revised to incorporate a 2.5% council tax rise in 2011/12 and 2012/13. 
 
Real Choice 
Delivering “Real Choice” in services has been a political commitment of the 
council for the past four years and this fits well with an ethos that promotes 
community self help and local diversity. Increasingly, we have been moving 
towards a preventative rather than reactive response in different services, and 
to commissioning services rather than directly providing them, which enable 
more flexibility. The different elements relating to real choice include: 
 
Giving individuals and communities more control and influence 

• the Personalisation agenda in adult social care 
• community led planning 
• the focus on localities in the next highways contract 
 

Increasing Self Help  
• Improvements in the website and self service functionality 
• Encouraging “Pride in Place”, community self help and increased  

promotion of volunteering  to support service delivery 
 
Commissioning of services  
For the future we will make our priority the commissioning of the right service 
rather than the delivery. This will lead to an increasingly mixed economy of 
provision.     

 
Integration with other providers 
We will look at opportunities to share specialist services with other 
organisations (neighbouring counties, districts, police etc) and in particular we 
will work closely with the NHS to exploit opportunities for joint commissioning 
of services to reduce duplication and improve ease of access and flexibility.  
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Value for Money 
 
Minimising Back Office costs 
Ongoing work to streamline all back office functions is our first priority.  We 
want to maximise these savings but we must be careful not to reduce support 
costs which impact adversely on sharp end services or damage corporate 
capacity to meet the needs of the administration. 
 
Back office savings can make a significant contribution to our overall 
efficiency target but we cannot look exclusively in this area. The total gross 
expenditure budgets for Corporate Core and Shared Services only amounts to 
£64m and most of this is spent supporting the sharp end services and 
providing the tools to enable them to operate, which they cannot manage 
without e.g. ICT and legal support. 

 
Lean Services 
Reducing service costs without significant impact for service users is our 
second priority.  With the magnitude of savings required it isn’t possible to 
completely avoid impact on service users but managers have worked hard to 
avoid this wherever possible.  Where there are proposed reductions in 
services the proposals are made because current service standards are not 
considered to be financially viable over the medium term.  Where this is so the 
advice of CCMT is that early action to change services is preferable to 
delaying the inevitable. 
 
Within the proposals from all services there are examples of savings in back 
office costs.  Within Corporate Core significant savings (100 posts) are 
proposed: the effect will be to reduce costs by 23% over 5 years.  This is a 
major reduction but there is more potential for savings from: -  
 

- Reducing management costs (fewer managers with fewer layers of 
management) 

 
- Developing a One service approach for communications and 

possible for performance management activities 
 

- better use of telephone and video conferencing to avoid travel time 
and travel costs 

 
Rationalising our assets 

- Rationalising our asset base (less office space, in fewer more 
energy efficient centres) 

- looking at the scope for more shared services with other 
organisations e.g. shared training and recruitment 

- Standardisation of ICT systems and maximising the potential of 
existing ICT technology to reduce costs  

 
Less bureaucracy in how we work 

- reducing the number of internal meetings 
- less process in our procedures 
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- shortening chains of command for decision making 
- encouraging a “can do” and problem solving culture throughout the 

council  
- Reshaping HR/ Shared Services to avoid duplication and 

modernise HR practices 
 

Going forward 
 
Invest to Save 
There are a number of areas, such as the introduction of the SAP HR module 
to reduce the cost of recruitment, improvements to Customer Contact, and 
areas in Adult Social Care where investment in infrastructure could deliver 
future savings.  There are some one-off funds available which should be 
allocated to the delivery of projects which can achieve the greatest returns. 
 
Communicating our approach 
The position nationally and locally has changed since the early part of the 
summer when we communicated our increased efficiency programme. Given 
the scale of the challenge going forward it is important that careful thought is 
given to future communication, and to the way in which we monitor our 
performance and work on the changes to the culture that will be needed.  
 
Capacity 
All of these options require more detailed analysis and discussion with all 
directorates.  Project teams are being established and we anticipate firming 
up on potential savings and timescales for delivering during 2010.  As part of 
this we will need to ensure that we have the capacity to deliver and I would 
anticipate that a fair amount of lower priority work will need to be stopped. 
 
 
 
 
Joanna Simons 
Chief Executive 
 
6 November 2009 
 


