CABINET – 19 DECEMBER 2006 


LOCAL GOVERNMENT WHITE PAPER

Report by the Leader of the Council

Introduction

1 The accompanying report entitled The White Paper: Strong and Prosperous Communities describes the main issues raised in the government’s recent White Paper on Local Government.  This paper adds a short commentary on the apparent direction of travel of the government implied by the White Paper and goes on to address the specific issue of possible structural change. 

2 Various authorities have commented on the content of the White Paper in terms varying between:

(a) “a lost opportunity;  no real change”, to

(b)  “a genuine tipping point;  a significant opportunity for local government to grab the chance of seeing a real rolling back of the centralising tendencies of the state and to bring more freedom to local government”.

3 I take an optimistic view, based on the fact that the two main parties in Westminster are making similar noises about localism and returning power to local councils and local communities.  

4 I have been heartened by the recent publication of The Permissive State by David Cameron and Caroline Spelman which also points towards a more localist agenda.   I look forward to the warm words of both of the main parties being translated into a rolling back of the boundaries of the most centralised political system in the civilised world.  It will then be for local government to demonstrate that new-found freedoms and flexibilities are repaid in improved public services, strong and effective local leadership and, hopefully in time, improved turnout at local elections in recognition of the difference that local councils can make.

The White Paper covers a wide range of issues and we will need to reflect on these over the coming months. However the key issue requiring an immediate decision is the options for structural change through a unitary bid or a Pathfinder bid.

Structural Change
5 The Report of the Chief Executive demonstrates there is no case for any reorganisation to a unitary structure unless it is to a single unitary council for the whole of Oxfordshire, which could produce a payback within two years.  

6 Reorganisation to three unitary councils based on an Oxford City unitary, a Cherwell & West Oxfordshire unitary and a South Oxfordshire & Vale of White Horse unitary (the City Council’s preferred option) is the most expensive and will never pay back the set-up costs. 

7 In any case, creation of a unitary council based on the present City Council boundaries would imply handing over our schools, social care, libraries, transport systems and a host of other services to an organisation inevitably very similar to the present City Council.  It should be remembered that this is a council currently rated as Weak and of whom the Audit Commission says “it does not offer value for money”.  While it might be argued that structural change could provide the impetus for significant improvement, there has been no indication of improvement in this Council for a long time and I would not wish to risk the diminution in service quality that wholesale service transfer could bring.

8 If the issue were to be considered on financial grounds alone, there would be a strong case for a Unitary County Council.  However, there are other, compelling issues to be considered.  The most significant are:

(a) The short-term disruption caused by the creation of a new unitary council for the county, the transfer of staff, operations, assets and liabilities of the five districts and the county council to the new council and the resulting winding up of the residuary bodies.  The cost in terms of service disruption, major uncertainty and temporary dislocation of the search for  continuous improvement are not insignificant;

(b) The short-term impact on relationships at all levels between local democratic organisations and the resultant diminution in service quality should similarly not be discounted;

(c) The serious loss of democratic access and accountability if a whole tier of local councillors disappeared.  There are presently 320 councillors elected to the five districts and the county council.  Abolition of the five districts would reduce this at least by half. There has been no debate about the best level of representation at a local level but I am not convinced that such a drastic reduction in local members would be beneficial for local representation;

(d) In the longer term, considerable financial savings can be secured by improved two-tier working.  This includes:

(i) the joining up of back office functions between districts, between the county and districts and, with other public bodies;

(ii) the rationalisation of property and the creation of joint front-office functions, providing one stop shops and seamless advice and service for the public including the development of a single ‘phone numbers for all public services in Oxfordshire;

(iii) the better management of split services such as economic development, waste management, museums, youth services, arts and culture.  This should not imply rationalisation to a county level but adoption of the principle of subsidiarity by which services are planned and delivered at the lowest logical level;

(iv) rationalisation of management structures while retaining strong local political representation.

9 For the reasons set out above, I am recommending:

(a) outright opposition to any bid for three unitary councils in Oxfordshire and 

(b) support for an enhanced two-tier structure.  I accept that status quo is not an option and that the County Council and the five district councils must work positively and speedily towards that improved system and I invite the districts to embrace this unreservedly as I do on behalf of the County Council.

10 Turning to the question of a Pathfinder for enhanced two-tier status, I do not believe it is possible or desirable to work up a detailed and radical scheme by 25 January 2007.  The deadline is absurd.

Recommendations:  

11 That the Cabinet recommends the County Council to:

(a) Oppose vigorously any bid for three unitary councils in Oxfordshire, leading to the abolition of the County Council and

(b) Support an enhanced two-tier model of local government with an invitation to the five District Councils in Oxfordshire to embrace the concept enthusiastically but not to pursue a Pathfinder bid for the reasons set out above.

(c) Call on district council partners to sign up to the principle of radical changes in the two tier system for implementation over a 3 year period.

Keith R Mitchell

Leader of the Council

10 December 2006 
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