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Scrutiny Review of the Registration Service

Report of the Community Safety Scrutiny Committee
Summary

1. The Review set out to look in detail at two areas of the Registration Service: the budget, and the accommodation. The budget situation had raised concerns because of the overspend (i.e. spending over the budget) of the last few years. The accommodation was particularly interesting because of the very public nature of the service, and the county-wide provision of facilities. Throughout the Review, the Review Group heard how popular the Registration Services are, and were impressed by the dedication of staff.
2. The overspend was attributed to several factors: service expansion to meet new statutory demands; increased salary and pension payments as a result of ‘job evaluation’, and a perception that the service had been under-funded in the past. Staff costs make up 85-90% of the total costs to the service. The creation of a ‘call centre’ to handle incoming phone-calls regarding marriages and the registration of death and births, has been costly but was universally regarded as a worthwhile investment, and essential for a customer-focused service.
3. Two main factors are involved in tackling the budget deficit. The first is an increase in the budget given to the service, but the most significant is the increase in income generated by the service, which has gone up by 39% between 2003/04 and 2005/06. The service is unusual in the amount of income it is able to raise through its services, particularly the marriage ‘business’. Charges for services have recently been reviewed, but more transparency around the basis for the charges would be welcomed, as would more emphasis on ‘activity’ statistics to demonstrate cost-effectiveness and value for money.

4. Witnesses were confident that the improved financial situation could be maintained. Focusing on income generation by, for example, promoting ‘Oxfordshire as the place to marry’, is the key plank of the future financial strategy. The service will have a dedicated marketing budget to support this enterprise, and the Committee endorsed this. The Committee were encouraged by the commitment shown by the Service to improve effectiveness along with financial systems. The operation of the call centre needs to improve to meet the demand. At present, too many calls are missed and customer service standards are not being attained. 

5. The service is vulnerable to changes beyond its control, such as the introduction of new legislation, for example, regarding citizenship. Population growth and housing development will also influence the provision of services around Oxfordshire, and the introduction of Registration On-Line will take a while to settle in. The Registration Service needs to be both robust and flexible in its financial arrangements to manage through periods of planned and unforeseen change. The Committee was satisfied that the Service had suitable management systems in place to take account of these risks.

6. The Committee would like to see improvements in bench-marking the Service against other local authorities, and better reporting of performance measures, linked to budget monitoring. At present, there is limited robust comparative information available. This also applies to the properties used by the Registration Service, which have varying rates of activity and costs. It is essential that the service can transparently show that it is providing good value for money, as well as a first class service.

7. The Registration Service has one Register Office in Oxford and a number of offices around the County which are used to register births, marriages and deaths, as well as carry out ‘optional’ ceremonies, such as civil partnerships. Several offices are located in County Council properties, but others are situated within District Councils, and pay a lease under contract. Both the location of offices and the opening hours of offices outside Oxford seem to have developed historically. The Committee is confident that there will be a more fundamental examination of how assets, both people are property are used. The service has recently undertaken its own review of property, and has recommended the closure of some sub-offices. The Committee endorses the view of the responsible Cabinet Member that the Service must keep a number of registration offices open around the County, to make sure that people have easy access to this vital service.

8. Some improvements to properties used by the Registration Service is essential. The Oxford Register Office does not currently provide adequate waiting areas, and therefore cannot deal as sensitively as it would like with the needs of different client groups. The Committee has made recommendations to improve the waiting area available, and for a longer-term increase in office space. The use of the attractive marriage room in the Register Office should be maximised and made available to the widest range of people. 

9. The facility for registering a death at the John Radcliffe Hospital is a vital service, and the accommodation used needs to be improved, with the agreement of the John Radcliffe and the Patient Partnership Team who generously allow the Registration Service to use one of their rooms. Making people comfortable at such an important time must be a priority. Improvement needs at other offices around the County have been identified by the service, and the Committee hope to see action taken as soon as possible.

10. Discussions about the future of the Registration Service, as with all local authority services, will need to consider the needs of customers first and foremost. Access to services, through an improved call centre and website, and longer or more flexible opening hours, will continue to drive improvements. As the Registration Service touches everyone’s life, it is not surprising to find it at the forefront of customer focus and customer service improvements. The Committee heard with satisfaction that the staff were dedicated to this end. Now that the Service is on a more secure financial footing, it should go from strength to strength, and manage its performance effectively over the coming years. The Committee very much hopes that implementing the recommendations set out in this report will contribute to providing an excellent service to the public.

Recommendations
The Community Safety Scrutiny Committee recommend the Cabinet:

R1: That detailed monthly monitoring and financial planning be continued – both on expenditure (especially employee costs) and income. That activity statistics should be developed in parallel, in order to enhance this monitoring information, explain movements in spending/income and aim to demonstrate cost effectiveness and value for money.

R2: The base budget of the Registration Service should be maintained (in line with inflation) within the medium term financial plan.

R3: A dedicated marketing budget should be provided and maintained within the medium-term financial plan for the Registration Service.    

R4: Measures of cost-effectiveness should be improved. The service should develop systems to improve coding of activity and the attribution of costs to cost centres.

R5: That every effort is made to increase the number of calls answered by the help desks. This should be monitored and reported, along with other financial and performance information.

R6: The reception area of the Register Office in Oxford should be improved as a matter of urgency. An extra waiting room for marriages and birth registration should be provided in a refurbished current ‘administration’ office, once any partitioning has been removed. Extra accommodation should be found for administrative functions of the Registration Service, and should be provided as close as possible to the current offices. These changes should be planned and carried out within this financial year.

R7: A plan to maximise the use of the marriage room should be developed, with specific reference to good practice, and the needs of a diverse community.

R8: A review of the records storage conditions should be undertaken by the service in conjunction with Property Services and Fire and Safety officers. Any work for improvement should be timetabled and carried out as soon as possible.

R9: a) The Registration Service should negotiate with the Patient Partnership Team and John Radcliffe Estates Office to enable minor refurbishment and redecoration of the office currently used to register deaths, to bring it up to an appropriate standard for a customer-facing facility.

b) The Registration Service should approach the John Radcliffe Estates Office to stress the appreciation of the space provided to date, and emphasise the importance of the facility of registering deaths at the John Radcliffe. The review of facilities used by Social & Community Services must include the provision of space for the Registration Service.

R10: When leases for properties are reviewed, priority should be given to cost, access, and the times that the offices can be opened. Wherever possible, the service should aim to be placed within a County Council property.

R11: That any office closures should be accompanied by a plan to make the service throughout the county more ‘customer focused’ by assessing opening hours, access and the quality of accommodation. There should be publicity around the service changes to inform local people of their alternative facilities.
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