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	Annual Audit and Inspection Letter
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The Audit Commission is an independent body responsible for ensuring that public money is spent economically, efficiently and effectively, to achieve 
high-quality local services for the public. Our remit covers around 11,000 bodies in England, which between them spend more than £180 billion of public money each year. Our work covers local government, health, housing, community safety and fire and rescue services.

As an independent watchdog, we provide important information on the quality of public services. As a driving force for improvement in those services, we provide practical recommendations and spread best practice. As an independent auditor, we ensure that public services are good value for money and that public money is properly spent.

Status of our reports

This report provides an overall summary of the Audit Commission’s assessment of the Council, drawing on audit, inspection and performance assessment work and is prepared by your Relationship Manager.  

In this report, the Commission summarises findings and conclusions from the statutory audit, which have previously been reported to you by your appointed auditor. Appointed auditors act separately from the Commission and, in meeting their statutory responsibilities, are required to exercise their professional judgement independently of the Commission (and the audited body). The findings and conclusions therefore remain those of the appointed auditor and should be considered within the context of the Statement of Responsibilities of Auditors and Audited Bodies issued by the Audit Commission.

Reports prepared by appointed auditors are:

· prepared in the context of the Statement of Responsibilities of Auditors and Audited Bodies issued by the Audit Commission; and

· addressed to members or officers and prepared for the sole use of the audited body; no responsibility is taken by auditors to any member or officer in their individual capacity, or to any third party.

Copies of this report

If you require further copies of this report, or a copy in large print, in Braille, 
on tape, or in a language other than English, please call 0845 056 0566.
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Our overall summary

1 Oxfordshire County Council has improved the services it provides to its residents over the year, both in real terms and in comparison to other councils. Council tax levels remain low in line with the Council’s priorities for low taxes, real choice and value for money. Services are improving and costs are reducing or being increasingly challenged.

2 Almost two thirds of the Council's 2005/06 Best Value Performance Indicators (BVPIs) show improvement from last year, and almost a third are now in the best 25 per cent of all councils. Its performance in improving services in its priority areas shows sustained improvement for local people and the wider community.

3 KPMG issued an unqualified opinion on the Authority’s 2005/06 financial statements and unqualified conclusion on the Authority’s Use of Resources on 
27 September 2006. The Council’s financial governance arrangements are improving and are ‘consistently above minimum standards’ as assessed in the judgements on its Use of Resources.

4 As a result of its achievement of improvement across its service areas, the Council has now been classified as ‘four star’ in its current level of performance under the Comprehensive Performance Assessment. This is the highest rating achievable.

5 The performance of the Council’s Fire and Rescue Service has also been compared to services across the country and has been judged to be ‘improving adequately’. Service performance remains above average and improving in some but not all areas. The Service has a record of improvement in its priority areas and in contributing to wider community outcomes. Oxfordshire has maintained its operational assessment rating of ‘performing well’ in 2006. In some areas performance has not improved in the past year, for example in the number of accidental fires, and the deaths and injuries resulting from these. Oxfordshire had been in the best 25 per cent for the number of accidental deaths in 2004/05.

6 The Council is putting in place improved arrangements to ensure continued service improvement in the future. Its plans and processes for improving are robust and improving in most areas. A new performance management, balanced scorecard and business planning system is in place at the senior management level and work is progressing well to roll out the system across all services by April 2007.

7 The Council’s Change Management Programme is progressing well, projects are being managed effectively and initial progress is good. This includes a shared services initiative to bring together support services and involves the redeployment of 360 people with predicted savings of £27 million over an eight year period.

8 The Council is focused on the more significant areas that require more attention to improve services further. Many, but not all, are issues which the Council can only address in partnership with others.

· The overall academic achievement of Oxfordshire pupils is no more than satisfactory and GCSE results, although improving, are below those in similar areas. The Council has a LAA stretch target to improve GCSE attainment. 

· Oxfordshire has a high number of patients who experience a delay in being transferred from NHS to Social Care when compared to other areas. The Council and NHS partners are working together to review these processes in order to improve the efficiency of transfers. However, this still places severe financial pressures on budgets and in addition the cost of intensive homecare remains high in Oxfordshire.

· The County Council has helped facilitate a new high level waste management strategy agreed through the Oxfordshire Waste Partnership. Waste management partnership working has improved, although work in some key areas remains to be completed and embedded. The County is on track to exceed its stretch recycling target one year early and has invested to improve its waste recycling centres. The cost of waste disposal in Oxfordshire remains above average mainly due to the high land-fill charges it incurs. Plans to address future Landfill Allowance Trading Scheme (LATS) penalties are not yet agreed.

Introduction

9 This report provides an overall summary of the Audit Commission's assessment of the Council. It draws on the findings and conclusions from the audit of the Council, carried out by KPMG and from a wider analysis of the Council's performance and its improvement over the last year, as measured through the Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) framework.

10 The report is addressed to the Council, in particular it has been written for councillors, but is available as a public document for stakeholders, including members of the community served by the Council.

How is Oxfordshire County Council performing?

11 The Audit Commission’s overall judgement is that Oxfordshire County Council is improving well and we have classified the Council as four star in its current level of performance under the Comprehensive Performance Assessment. These assessments have been completed in all single tier and county councils with the following results.
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12 The detailed assessment for Oxfordshire County Council is as follows.

Our overall assessment - the CPA scorecard
Table 1 CPA scorecard


	Element
	Assessment

	Direction of Travel judgement
	Improving well

	Overall
	4 stars

	Current performance

Children and young people

Social care (adults)

Use of resources

Environment

Culture

Fire 
	3 out of 4

3 out of 4

3 out of 4

3 out of 4

3 out of 4

3 out of 4

	Corporate assessment/capacity to improve 
	3 out of 4


(Note: 1=lowest, 4=highest)

The improvement since last year - our Direction of Travel report

Overall performance

13 Where direct comparisons can be made, the Council has improved relative to other councils. Of those selected for comparison, 64 per cent of the Council's 2005/06 Best Value Performance Indicators (BVPIs) show improvement from last year, and 31 per cent are in the best 25 per cent of all councils. The Council has also improved in 22 of its 25 key local performance targets (LPSAs). Customer satisfaction with the Council overall remains average when compared to other councils. This year the Council has agreed new priorities for 2006 to 2010 and its performance in improving services in current priority areas shows sustained improvement for local people and the wider community, as the following paragraphs show.

Growing our economy – improving prosperity

14 The Council performance in this area has improved. It has successfully completed the Oxford Castle heritage site. This flagship project has resulted in a major facility, opened up public space, created more than 250 jobs and it is attracting new business to the city. The Council has increased affordable housing availability for key workers, improved the use of local bus services and the ‘Oxfordshire – the place to marry’ promotion has improved customer satisfaction and generated substantial income in the Council’s registration service. Focus on adult learning and skills has improved, a stretch target is now in place to increase adult skills in order to boost the economy. The Council’s Adult Learning Service had been an area of weaker performance and a detailed recovery plan has been drawn up and a new Adult Learning Catalogue launched. 

15 Through its good delivery of its Local Transport Plan the Council has improved the condition of roads in the county, particularly the principal roads network. A number of other key policies have led to improved road safety, public transport information and the expansion of Park and Ride provision.

Investing in our children and young people

16 Children and young people’s services have improved and are performing well in most areas. The 2006 Annual Performance Assessment (APA) rated the Council’s children’s services’ contribution as good with excellent capacity to improve. The APA highlighted improved cross-agency working and good targeting of resources to areas of greatest need. The County has good and improved school attendance and it has improved the attainment of pupils of Bangladeshi heritage, pupils with learning difficulties and disabilities and of looked after children. However, the APA concluded that the overall academic achievement of pupils is no more than satisfactory and GCSE results in Oxfordshire, although improving, are below those in similar authorities. The Council has a LAA stretch target to improve GCSE attainment. The Council has improved its engagement with young people and parents by involving them in a Children and Young Peoples Board and through a Children’s Fund in which young people have a say in spending decisions. The number of teenage pregnancies, although reduced, remains in the worst 25 per cent of all Counties.

Protecting our communities

17 Although crime levels are below the national average, the Council and its partners have a mixed record in further reducing crime and disorder. The Council has improved its focus on community safety and a new county strategic level group is in place. In six crime areas Oxfordshire’s direction of travel (2004/05 to 2005/06) when compared nationally is worse than average in four (violence, sexual offences, robbery and burglary) and better in two (theft from and theft of a motor vehicle). Although crime levels are lower than average, violence against the person in Oxfordshire has increased relatively, against the national trend, for the past three years. Some of this is due to increased reporting of domestic violence, and the Council has increased its capacity to address this and set a stretch target in the LAA to improve it. City and town centre alcohol-related violence also accounts for a significant proportion of violent crime and ‘Nightsafe Schemes’ are now operating in key areas to help tackle this. In Oxfordshire the number of people killed or injured in road accidents fell by 11 per cent last year. The number of people receiving treatment for drug and alcohol problems has also improved.

Promoting social and community services

18 The County’s Adult Social Services and supporting people services are improving and are performing well in most areas. The Council maintained its two stars rating in 2006. The CSCI assessment concluded that the Council had accelerated its improvement pace. This includes improvements in the timeliness of organising and delivering services. There has also been an increase in Direct Payments to help more people live independently at home. Oxfordshire has a high number of patients who experience a delay in being transferred from NHS to Social Care when compared to other areas. The Council and NHS partners are working together to review these processes in order to improve the efficiency of transfers. However, this still places severe financial pressures on budgets and in addition the cost of intensive homecare remains high in Oxfordshire. 

Protecting our environment

19 The Council’s performance in protecting the environment is strong and improving in most areas. BVPIs have improved in determining major planning applications, in recycling and in reducing household waste. The County is on track to achieve its LAA targets for recycling, at least one year ahead of schedule. The Council has invested £1.1 million to improve its waste recycling centres and the amount of material recycled through the centres has increased by 10 per cent this year. 

20 The cost of waste disposal in Oxfordshire remains above average mainly due to the high land-fill charges it incurs. Waste management partnership working has improved, although work in key areas remains to be completed and embedded. The partnership has improved its cooperation and focus, agreed a new high level strategy and improved its financial, governance and management arrangements.

Access

21 The Council is improving access to its services. It has improved its complaints procedures and its published Customer Service Standards now include a commitment to access for all. An improved number of services are accessible 
on-line including a consultation tracker which allows the public to check on consultation progress. The Council waste management phone service is now run by a specialist company and this has improved the service and the Oxfordshire Highways initiative provides a single access telephone number. A new Access to Information and Services Team became operational in October 2006 to provide a single contact point for all new customers into social care.

22 The Council’s progress in equalities and diversity is mixed. The Council has improved its six permanent sites for travellers and reduced both unauthorised encampments and clean-up costs. It has made steady progress to achieve Level 2 of the equalities standard for local government and new quality race and disability schemes are in place to comply with its statutory requirements. The percentage of staff from BEM communities and staff with disabilities employed by the Council is below average and 24 of the Council’s 79 buildings open to the public are not fully accessible. 

Value for money

23 The Council is improving value for money. Services are improving and costs are reducing or being increasingly challenged. Council tax levels and most service costs are relatively low when compared to other Councils. It has met its annual efficiency targets and improved its procurement to achieve £1.8 million of savings. Value for money local performance indicators to link cost and performance, and enable benchmarking of value for money are not yet in place across all service areas.

Sustaining future improvement

24 Improvement planning is being implemented effectively and most key objectives and milestones are being achieved. There are no significant weaknesses in arrangements for securing continuous improvement or failures in corporate governance that would prevent improvement levels being sustained. 

25 The Council’s plans and processes for improving are robust and improving in most areas. It now has a range of quality strategies to deliver improvement, for example a new Child and Mental Health Strategy (CAMHS) and a new Economic Development Strategy. A Children, Young People and Families directorate was successfully created along with a new plan in April 2006. A new Corporate Plan for 2006-2010 and Medium Term Financial Plan clearly articulate the Council’s vision, objectives, values and priorities. The Council’s second local transport plan has been classified as good by the Government. The Local Area Agreement was successfully negotiated in 2006 and is being managed well with stretch targets reflecting shared priorities with partners. The County Council has helped facilitate the agreement of a new high level waste management strategy through the Oxfordshire Waste Partnership (OWP) and the formation of a new constitution for the OWP from April 2007. Plans are in place to address future Landfill Allowance Trading Scheme (LATS) penalties and the OWP has agreed new financial arrangements to help partners meet future Landfill Allowance obligations. However, much needs to be done to follow these plans through to delivery. Progress in the Waste and Minerals Planning Local Development Framework is slow and this remains a risk in the procurement of future waste treatment facilities. 

26 The Council’s service planning process is improving but not yet embedded or complete. Improved business plans for each service area are being produced for 2007. A new performance management, balanced scorecard and business planning system is in place at the senior management level and work is progressing well to roll out the system across all services by April 2007. This will form the basis for future reporting of improvement and performance. 

27 The Council has improved capacity to deliver its plans. It has improved its Use of Resources this year, staff capacity is robust, sickness absence rates low and staff satisfaction positive. Workforce planning to assure future staff capacity is improving but not yet embedded. Councillor capacity has improved through a new member development strategy and involvement in a capacity building overview and scrutiny project which has increased the effectiveness of scrutiny. A scrutiny report led to a restructuring of the corporate performance team. The Council’s Change Management Programme is progressing well. An effective Change Management Board leads the programme, change projects are being managed effectively and initial progress is good. This includes a shared services initiative to bring together functions such as Human Resources and Finance in one location and involves the redeployment of 360 people with predicted savings of 
£27 million over an eight year period. The initial phase began in January 2006 with 126 people moving to a newly leased building. 

28 The Council has increased its capacity in partnership working. A new post was created in May 2006 to develop this area. The Oxfordshire Community Partnership is reorganised with new arrangements closely aligned to the LAA. Partnership working with the NHS is improving, a new joint Director for Public Health has been appointed and the Council and NHS partners successfully share some resources. The Oxfordshire Waste Partnership has developed its governance, financial and strategic arrangements.

The improvement since last year – Fire and Rescue Service - Direction of Travel report

Overall conclusion

29 Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Service is ‘improving adequately’. Its performance against national targets and priorities, and in its own plans and targets, remains above average and improving in some but not all areas. The Service has a record of improvement in its priority areas and in contributing to wider community outcomes. Oxfordshire has maintained its operational assessment rating of ‘performing well’ in 2006. When compared to other FRAs, Oxfordshire’s performance in key BVPIs is above average. It is in the best 25 per cent or above average in 54 per cent of BVPIs and in the worst 25 per cent for 15 per cent. Of those BVPIs which can be compared to others for direction of travel, 50 per cent have improved or remained unchanged. In some areas performance has not improved in the past year, for example in the number of accidental fires, and the deaths and injuries resulting from these. Oxfordshire had been in the best 
25 per cent for the number of accidental deaths in 2004/05. The Service has a new innovative ‘365 Alive’ 10 year vision and good capacity to drive future improvement in Community Safety and Emergency Response.

Community safety

30 The Service has improved its community safety work. As part of its restructuring this year it now has five new community safety advocates. This has lead to increased community safety activity and better targeting in vulnerable and higher risk locations. Communications have improved in delivering key safety messages, and older people have easier access to services through initiatives such as electric blanket testing, the provision of hard of hearing alarm systems and targeted information and events. The Service’s work with children and young people is strong. A new DVD aimed at children using lighters is being rolled out nationally and its work with Junior Citizens and its close involvement in schools, especially at Key Stage 4, is effective.

Emergency response

31 Key improvements have been delivered in emergency response including reducing the number of fires in non-domestic properties, the number of calls to primary fires and malicious false alarms. The number of deaths and injuries from accidental fires increased in 2005/06, after a good performance in this in 2004/05, and the percentage of accidental dwelling fires confined to the room of origin is below average and not improving in Oxfordshire. The Service has responded well with a series of actions aimed to improve this. The numbers remain small (when compared to the population) and usually involve older people. Of six deaths in 2005/06, two were alcohol related, two involved smoking materials and two candles. Action has resulted such as poster campaigns, increase press and publication activity including a promotion to 14,800 older people and £40,000 to undertake additional home fire risk checks and talks. A value smoke alarm fitting scheme has been introduced in partnership. Hard of hearing smoke alarms have been fitted free of charge for the elderly and hard of hearing in 150 homes. The Service is on target to achieve its PSA targets in emergency response.

32 Since the previous 2005 CPA Assessment the Service has made good progress in the delivery of its Integrated Risk Management Action Plans. This includes new local response standards and a heavy rescue vehicle to improve response to serious traffic collisions. It has also introduced an innovative policy for dealing with unwanted fire signals for automatic alarms which has reduced this type of call. The Service is making good progress to deliver the outcomes required in the National Framework. A gap analysis has been completed which shows near complete conformance.

Wider community outcomes

33 The Service makes a positive contribution in the wider community. It is involved with all Community Safety Partnerships in the County and partnership working arrangements are strong. The Strategic Management Team (SMT) is integrated in the Council and this helps the Service. For example, the Chief Fire Officer as the Director of Community Safety has responsibility for the Council’s Gypsy and Travellers Service and a survey of all these sites has resulted in the provision of firefighting equipment and fire alarm systems. The Service works effectively in partnerships, for example in health to help people stop smoking, to raise awareness of fire safety in older people and disabled groups and with the police in delivering cycling training for young people., 

34 The Service has good focus on those who have been ‘hard to reach’ or previously excluded. Community safety work is targeted to help protect and reach those at highest risk. It works effectively with BEM groups through an advocate and a set strategy to improve its communication with previously un-reached groups. This has resulted in more than 200 additional home risk assessments and smoke alarms in BEM homes, and improved links with BEM businesses. Local needs are established via IRMP consultation, a fire advisory group, involvement with members and through community safety partnerships. It has a new Direction of Travel Forum which involves the public and other stakeholders. 

Value for money

35 The Service consistently delivers value for money. Compared to others, its overall performance is above average and costs are low. Financial management is improving and planning for value for money is satisfactory. The Service achieved its efficiency target to deliver in 2005/06 more than half a million pounds of efficiencies and savings in areas such as procurement and training. The Service challenges value for money through its IRMP and councillor and senior management demonstrate an understanding of the key issues in relation to cost and performance. However, performance management arrangements, including the need for more regular reporting of costs alongside performance, are developing although are not yet embedded in the Service.

Sustaining future improvement

36 The Service has robust plans and capacity for further improvement. It has strong leadership and management and there are no significant weaknesses in how it delivers improvement that would prevent improvement levels being sustained. The Service has a strong track record of delivering improvement. Recommendations following CPA 2005 have been delivered and a series of integrated and robust strategies is in place to deliver priorities and targets. Annual service plans are robust and key strategies are in place for the medium to long term delivery and improvement of services. All plans support its new ‘365 Alive’ vision which is effectively communicated to the public. The Service sets challenging operational targets and includes them in its pledge to local people. Its response time targets are based on risk assessment and research, the targets are challenging and it does not always meet them. The Service meets its 
11 minute target, 80 per cent of the time, and its 14 minute target, 95 per cent of the time. This is closely monitored and managers readily accept the positive challenge that the targets, which are in excess of previous national standards, deliver. 

37 The Service has good and improving capacity to deliver its plans. Financial capacity is robust. Its budget has increased by approximately £1 million over the past three years and the Service has successfully bid, won and implemented additional funding to improve services, for example £294,000 for restructuring and new posts. The Service has improved staff deployment to cover deficiencies on retained stations and in staffing appliances. There are good working relationships with members and staff representatives and this helps it deliver change. 

38 The Service has improved its organisational structure, changed staff responsibilities and moved significantly from rank to role. Changes to the wholetime shift pattern and the integration of wholetime and retained staff have resulted in a 3.4 per cent increase in wholetime establishment and increased capacity in community safety. A new Organisational Development and Information Management department has been created to bring together service support and deliver an improved approach to organisational development and performance management. 

39 The Service has good staff capacity. A small number of frozen posts are waiting to be released in May 2007, this includes extra posts to improve operational audit and review but this is not affecting operation performance. There is an increased turnover in retained staff but the Service is taking positive action to try and address this. Workforce and succession planning is basic and robust plans to match medium and longer term workforce requirements are being developed. Performance, project and risk management is robust and improving and the Service benchmarks within its family group, this is currently centred on BVPIs but the benchmarking of local performance indicators is developing. 

40 Performance in equalities and diversity is currently mixed. As part of the County Council the Service has achieved Level 2 of the Local Government Equalities Standard and has firm plans to achieve Level 3 next year. The Service is in the best 25 per cent of all authorities for employing female firefighters, but remains in the worst 25 per cent for the percentage of top earners that are female. It also doesn’t employ enough people from BEM groups. The Service is aware of the reasons for this and is focussing its BEM recruitment activity appropriately in key areas of the County. It has also developed an innovative equality and diversity strategy which clearly targets improvement in diversity. 

41 Oxfordshire is working with partners and Regional Management Board (RMB) to improve its capacity to deliver. It has a close involvement and effective working relationship with its RMB. This has lead to an agreement to appointment a South East procurement officer, improved shared procurement of some goods, a pooled HR resource/working group for assessment and development standards and improved work in resilience. 

Service inspections

Waste inspection

42 At the end of August 2006 the Audit Commission published its inspection report of the Oxfordshire Waste Partnership (OWP). We assessed the OWP as providing a ‘fair’ service with ‘uncertain‘ prospects for improvement. 

43 The OWP was assessed as providing a ‘fair service’ because while individually councils in Oxfordshire had delivered some good service outcomes such as high recycling rates, the OWP had made little contribution to overall outcomes. The OWP had little influence over the performance of its constituent councils, which was variable across councils and no significant improvements in value for money were being delivered through partnership working.

44 Prospects for improvement were assessed as ‘uncertain’ because the OWP had not yet agreed plans and a coordinated approach to recycling, composting and waste treatment to reduce waste going to landfill. However, prior to publication of the inspection report there was an increased focus and momentum at addressing this through strategy development work that was underway.

45 Publication of the inspection report concluded a significant piece of work agreed between the Audit Commission and Oxfordshire councils. The focus of the work was to inspect combined waste management services in the County to assess the effectiveness of the OWP. A key objective of the inspection was to help the partnership and its constituent councils to address the strategic issues they face and to enable a better focus on partnership working. 

46 The inspection was initiated in 2004/05 and was carried out in three phases. Phase 1 and 2 provided challenge and support by identifying key issues that helped or hindered the effectiveness of the partnership and made recommendations to help the OWP and its partner councils improve services. Phase 3, the final part of the inspection resulted in a scored published inspection report. 

47 Progress since the inspection is reported in the direction of travel section of this letter.

Other inspectorates

48 An important aspect of the role of the Relationship Manager is to work with other inspectorates and regulators who also review and report on the council’s performance. Relationship Managers share information and seek to provide ‘joined up’ regulation to the Council. During the last year the Council has received the following assessments from other inspectorates.

Review of services for children and young people 

49 The Council and it partners have continued to improve children’s services and have excellent capacity for further improvement. Children and young people’s services in Oxfordshire were rated as good in the annual performance assessment (APA) carried by OFSTED in 2006. The contribution of the Council to maintaining and improving outcomes for children and young people, and the contribution of the Council’s social care services in maintaining and improving outcomes for children and young people, were both rated as good. The Council’s overall capacity to improve its services for children and young people was rated as excellent.

50 The APA highlighted key improvements delivered by the Council and its partners in 2006. This includes good support to parents and carers, effective joint working across statutory and voluntary agencies along with good targeting of resources to areas of greatest need. This has led to improved health outcomes for young people. Good collaboration between agencies is helping safeguard children at all levels of risk. Outcomes for looked after children have improved and a comprehensive tracking system now helps establish the identity and whereabouts of children. Improvements have also been delivered in helping young people enjoy and achieve. Attainment at Key Stage 3 has improved, school attendance is very good and the attainment of pupils of Bangladeshi heritage and of pupils with learning difficulties and disabilities has improved. Offending by children and young people has reduced and a higher than average number of young people aged 14 to 19 now participate in education, employment or training.

51 Management of the Council’s children’s services is improving according to APA. The majority of performance indicators have improved during a period of 
re-organisation, and the Council responded positively to all action areas outlined in a children’s services inspection which has led to improved outcomes. 

52 Children’s services are performing well overall but the APA 2006 highlighted some areas for further improvements. For example, the teenage conception rate in areas of deprivation, the timeliness of assessment and treatment for all groups of substance misusers, the effectiveness of strategies to improve the range of placements for children who are looked after, progress and attainment at Key Stage 4 and pupils of minority ethnic heritage, post-16 provision for young people with SEN and improving ICT solutions for information sharing. These will be a focus of next years APA/Joint Area Review. 

Record of Performance for Adult Social Care

53 The Council’s performance assessment for adult social care completed by CSCI in 2005/06 is positive and highlights key improvements delivered by the Council. The Council has accelerated its pace of improving and sustained its performance for adult social care where it is good or very good. The timeliness of organising services within the care management arrangements and the timeliness of delivering items of equipment have improved. There has been a significant increase in the use of Direct Payments compared to the Council’s performance in 2004/05 and this is now well ahead of the performance of the average of comparator councils. There has been a good increase (compared to 2004/05) in the number of people with mental health needs helped to live at home. In addition the Council has further embedded the effectiveness of its partnership work and strategic prioritising.

54 Services for adults are strong overall but the APA highlighted some areas for further improvements. With its partners in the NHS, the Council needs to reduce the number of delayed transfers of care, which in 2005/06 were higher than the average for comparator councils; the cost of intensive homecare remains high in Oxfordshire; the number of adults with learning disabilities in paid and voluntary work needs further improvement; and the Council’s complaints service in Adult Social care needs further development. The county is developing an early intervention service for mental health users, this is being led by the PCT and a service model has been developed, but the Council needs to ensure that this is fully implemented.

Financial management and value for money

55 Your appointed auditor (KPMG LLP) has separately reported the findings of their audit work within the following reports:

· Interim Report 2005/06 (issued in July 2006); 

· Report to those Charged with Governance (issued in September 2006); and 

· Annual External Audit Report 2005/06 (issued in January 2007).

56 These documents detailed issues arising from their work in the following areas:

· 2005/06 audit of the accounts;

· 2005/06 work on the Authority’s Use of Resources Conclusion; 

· 2006/07 audit of the Authority’s Best Value Performance Plan; 

· 2006/07 audit of data quality; and

· 2006/07 work on the Authority’s Use of Resources assessment. 

57 The detailed findings are not repeated here, but the headlines are as follows.

· KPMG issued an unqualified opinion on the Authority’s 2005/06 financial statements and unqualified conclusion on the Authority’s Use of Resources on 27 September 2006.

· The Council was assessed as having ‘adequate’ arrangements in place for ensuring the quality of its data. The Council needs to develop a data quality strategy and provide training to officers involved in data quality work.

· The Council’s Best Value Performance Plan complies with statutory requirements.  

Use of Resources Assessment - Council

58 The annual Use of Resources assessment evaluates how well authorities manage and use their financial resources. This is the second year of carrying out the assessment and KPMG’s work has focused on updating for any changes and improvements to arrangements. The Council was assessed as Level ‘2’ in 2005/06 (adequate performance). In the revised assessment the Authority has progressed to Level ‘3’ (consistently above minimum standards). 

59 These findings are an important component of the CPA framework described above. The Use of Resources score is derived from work in the following areas.

· Financial reporting (including the preparation of the accounts of the Council and the way these are presented to the public).

· Financial management (including how the financial management is integrated with strategy to support council priorities).

· Financial standing (including the strength of the Council’s financial position).

· Internal control (including how effectively the Council maintains proper stewardship and control of its finances).

· Value for money (including an assessment of how well the Council balances the costs and quality of its services).

60 The Council’s arrangements for Use of Resources in these five areas as follows.

	Element
	Assessment

	Financial reporting

Financial management

Financial standing

Internal control

Value for money
	2 out of 4

3 out of 4

3 out of 4

3 out of 4

3 out of 4

	Overall assessment of the Audit Commission
	3 out of 4


(Note: 1=lowest, 4=highest)

Financial reporting

61 The Council provided auditable accounts, including a complete set of financial statements, disclosures and notes, in accordance with the agreed timetable. The accounts submitted to the Audit Committee meeting at which they were approved were accompanied by an explanatory paper providing interpretation of the accounts and highlighting key issues for the benefit of members. The agenda, reports and minutes for meetings of full Council, committees and scrutiny panels are made available to the public (on the organisation’s website) on a timely basis.

62 To improve further the Council needs to further develop its:

· capital accounting processes in 2006/07 and consider providing training to officers involved in this process; and

· summary set of Financial Statements. For example, it could include a glossary of terms within the document to enable better user understanding.

Financial management

63 A medium-term (three year) financial strategy is in place which is linked to key strategic objectives, and takes account of both local improvement priorities and national priorities. Business planning is integrated with financial planning. 

64 The Council has an up to date corporate capital strategy linked to its corporate objectives and medium-term financial strategy.

65 To improve its arrangements further the Council should:

· monitor to ensure that its medium-term financial strategy and joint financial plans are effective and deliver the outcomes which have been agreed;

· continue to refine the output from its financial systems through the development of dedicated SAP reports. This process will help progress the objective that all outputs from systems meet the needs of users;

· report to Members the results of the benchmarking information currently used by Property Services to help assess its performance and identify areas for improvement. This, together with the action point below, will demonstrate to members and stakeholders how the Council is managing its asset base; and

· undertake an assessment of how it can feed back to stakeholders the results of the Property function’s performance and benchmarking processes. 

Financial standing

66 The Council sets a balanced budget that takes account of cost pressures and the impact on council tax. It has a policy on the level and nature of reserves and balances based on a thorough understanding of its needs and risks, which is properly and clearly reported to members. The Council has developed a Balanced Scorecard that has been recently introduced to monitor key financial and operational performance indicators. It is expected to further develop this process within its Corporate Reporting framework over the forthcoming year.

Internal control

67 The Council has adopted a risk management strategy/policy that has been approved by members. It maintains and reviews a register of its corporate business risks linking them to strategic business objectives and assigning ownership of each risk. This process is reviewed and updated at least annually and specifically considers risks in relation to significant partnerships and provides for assurances to be obtained about the management of those risks.

68 An appropriate member group has responsibility for review and approval of the Statement on Internal Control (SIC) and considers it separately from the accounts. The sources of assurance to support the SIC have been identified and are reviewed by senior Officers and Members.

69 The Council as adopted a code of conduct for staff.

70 To improve its arrangements further the Council should:

· ensure that the Head of Partnership Working regularly reviews and updates the governance arrangements with respect to partnerships; 

· further develop:

· its risk management framework within all of its Directorate;

· its project risk management arrangements; and

· communication with the public on its whistle-blowing procedures.

Value for money

71 The Authority is improving its services and reducing costs. Council tax levels remain low in line with the Authority’s priorities for low taxes, real choice and value for money.

72 Service costs are below average in its major services whilst it achieved improvements in its ratings for Children and Young People and Supporting People. The Authority has met 8 of 11 key Public Service Agreement targets and 68 per cent of its BVPI’s are in the upper quartiles. 

73 The Council has in place arrangements that will secure further improvement in the future as its balanced scorecard arrangements develop. To improve its arrangements further the Council should:

· apply bench-marking processes consistently across all services; and

· develop post project/service reviews to ensure expected benefits have been achieved, and review the opportunities for benefits from joint working and/or shared services.

Use of Resources Assessment – Fire and Rescue Service

74 This Use of Resources assessment evaluates how well Fire and Rescue Authority’s (FRA’s) manage and use their financial resources. It is a more stringent test of performance than the auditor scored judgements that informed Fire CPA in 2005. It focuses on the importance of having sound and strategic financial management to ensure that resources are available to support an authority’s priorities and improve services. This was the first year KPMG has undertaken this assessment at Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Service (OFRS). 

75 The Use of Resources assessment has five themes covering:

· financial reporting;

· financial management;

· financial standing;

· internal control; and

· value for money.

76 The Audit Commission recognises the unique nature of the Fire ‘Use of Resources’ judgement in County Council Fire services and has modified the approach to be taken by external auditors. This is to prevent unnecessary duplication of information for Fire Services as most of the information is already available and has been assessed as part of the wider Council ‘Use of Resources’ review. Consequently, KPMG has indicated how it has arrived at the score, ie This process is reflected in the basis of assessment where KPMG has indicated in the basis of assessment how it has arrived at the score, either by applying the Council score (if appropriate), by applying particular elements of the theme or applying the specific theme to the service. 

77 Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Service have been assessed as Level ‘3’ (consistently above minimum standards) following KPMG’s review in 2007. 

78 The FRA’s arrangements for Use of Resources in five areas as follows.

	Element
	Basis of assessment
	Assessment

	Financial reporting

Financial management

Financial standing

Internal control

Value for money
	County score

County score

Theme applied in part

County score

Theme applied in full 
	2 out of 4

3 out of 4

3 out of 4

3 out of 4

3 out of 4

	Overall assessment of the Audit Commission
	
	3 out of 4


(Note: 1=lowest, 4=highest)

79 The following paragraphs provide further detail on the value for money theme.

80 OFRS is a relativity low cost and good performing Authority. 

81 Service costs are below average whilst a good level of performance has bee achieved with 60 per cent of its Best Value Performance Indicators within the top two quartiles. 

82 OFRA has in place arrangements that will secure further improvement in the future as its approach to Value for Money develops. To improve its arrangements further it should:

· ensure that it reports cost and performance together within its performance management framework; and

· develop value for money processes and understanding at manager and officer level.

Conclusion

83 This letter has been discussed and agreed with officers. A copy of the letter will be presented at the Cabinet on 17 April 2007.

84 The Council has taken a positive and constructive approach to our audit and inspection I would like to take this opportunity to express my appreciation for the Council’s assistance and co-operation. 

Availability of this letter

85 This letter will be published on the Audit Commission’s website at 
www.audit-commission.gov.uk, and also on the Council’s website.

Andy Burns

Relationship Manager
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