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Examination of the Oxfordshire Partnership and Local Area Agreement in Select Committee Mode

1. Executive Summary

1.1. The Partnership needs to be seen as part of a general trend away from direct service provision by local authorities towards the strategic commissioning of services, in which the county council, as the democratically accountable interface with other sectors, is identified as the community leader.  It is within this context that recent legislation has created statutory partnerships for Children and Young People, Health and Well-Being, and Crime and Disorder.  Further legislation in the form of the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill puts the local strategic partnership on a formal footing.
1.2. These statutory developments, accompanied by greater use of pooled funding, and moves to replace Comprehensive Performance Assessment with an area-based Comprehensive Area Assessment, make working together an ever more important aspect by which the council’s performance in providing services for local people will be judged.  It also reflects a growing expectation of customer focus within the climate around the public sector in which service delivery is geared ever more to meeting people’s needs, rather than being based around what an individual organisation can provide.  This provides further impetus for a culture of working together to create more seamless services and raise user satisfaction.
1.3. For these reasons it was felt to be important for Scrutiny to influence how Partnership development is taken forward and to start developing a better understanding of how best to hold it to account.  To help the Committee conduct its ‘select committee style’ meeting and develop its recommendations a Task Group was set up to produce preparatory briefing material.  During the course of this preliminary work they identified the core objective as: ‘establishing what people think are the ingredients required for success and assessing to what extent they are present in Oxfordshire’.  The Committee chose to conduct its investigations by means of a series of semi-structured interviews and panel discussions during a day-long ‘select committee style’ meeting.

1.4. The Committee recognised that it is still early days for the development of the Partnership which creates a limitation on the potential for analysis.  That said there are already examples of excellent practice, for example the joint PCT and county council appointment of a Director of Public Health.  Most notably the strong levels of commitment observable in the leaders of key organisations and their belief in the desirability of succeeding at defining some shared strategic priorities.  Other reasons to be optimistic include the frequently mentioned willingness to rely upon evidence when drawing up priorities, and an appreciation at senior level of the need to focus on a few key priorities rather than aiming to do too much at once.

1.5. Councillors were clearly concerned by the fact that major decisions were being taken by a forum in which elected representatives were in the minority.  At the meeting it was widely acknowledged that councillors’ involvement in the Partnership’s development is critical.  However many felt Scrutiny offered a better means to address accountability issues, a position reflected in the Bill itself, which highlights the community leader role for councillors.  Discussions need to take place to determine the best way for Scrutiny to hold the partnership to account with regard to the SCS and Local Area Agreement (LAA).
1.6. The importance of local unity was strongly brought out at the meeting.  This is necessary so that the government’s agenda is understood within a local context and not simply accepted as standard.  It is vital that targets reflect local need if they are to be properly owned by Oxfordshire organisations.  However the difficulty of this task was not underestimated by any of the witnesses.  Examination of best practice guidance, and other descriptions of how different agencies can work well together, has highlighted a number of important ingredients which could usefully be strengthened in local arrangements.
1.7. There is a subtle but important difference between genuinely working together in a sense of shared purpose to solve a set of agreed common problems, and simply working on one’s own issues and ‘badging’ the contribution this makes to shared agendas.  At this point in time the latter is predominant.  The heavy burden of expectation on the Partnership is to ensure a shift to the former.  This is a very ambitious objective which underlines the importance of securing robust levels of awareness and engagement.
1.8. A major challenge arises in ensuring members of staff can see the entire picture and are actively addressing a shared strategy.  A lot of activity, quite rightly, takes place at arms length from the central umbrella but this makes it difficult to account for.  Some useful work could be done to establish greater knowledge of who does what, to tighten administrative links and to maintain a regularly updated list of contacts and membership.  Such details are exceedingly sparse at present, yet the sharing of information can be viewed as a fundamental precursor to genuinely joined-up ways of working.  The new Oxfordshire Partnership website, being only partially completed, is an underused resource in this regard.
1.9. The Committee think it would be extremely worthwhile to bring a needs-based philosophy to bear on the Partnership.  Also, to create a raft of persuasive communications promoting the benefits of the local strategic partnership (LSP) to local partners and the public.  The Committee wish to see a shift in focus away from the traditional perspective that starts with the organisation and instead market the LSP from the perspective of the customer or citizen.  This entails rewriting key messages so that they explain how the Sustainable Community Strategy (SCS) is about meeting residents’ needs and producing outcomes that people want to see being delivered.  Communication needs to address the “what’s in it for me” question that service users and residents naturally ask.
1.10. Two final points not well articulated during the meeting emerged from a study of the background documents.  These concern the importance of ensuring that the benefits of partnership work are identified and monitored.  Being able to demonstrate success from the investment of time and money that organisations are being asked to make deepens commitment.  It will also help to provide additional motivation to overcome the reticence organisations naturally feel about transforming the way they work in order to create genuinely new and effective shared delivery chains.  The committee look forward in a year’s time to seeing how these transformations have improved efficiency and further improved the way the public are served by their local institutions.
RECOMMENDATIONS

The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to:

(a)    set up a working group with Scrutiny councillors to develop a proposal by Mar 2008 at the latest for future Scrutiny arrangements of the Partnership;
(b)    invite the Task Group to develop options/ proposals for consideration by the Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee in Sep 2007 if possible.
R1) address the perceived democratic deficit by considering:
(a)    how the full council on 06 Nov 2007 could hold a debate on several of the various issues raised by Partnership working so as to identify some key steps councillors should take to engage more fully with the LSP, and
(b)    how individual Cabinet members could report back and be questioned by full council on their activities in the themed partnership areas.
R2) consider if the way the county council is structured suits delivery of an integrated SCS and LAA.
R3) identify a suitable private sector representative from a large business/ chamber of commerce to join the Partnership Board.*
R4) look at the delivery chains which support each of the LAA targets and build on any lessons learnt to strengthen their links.
R5) ensure someone is tasked with conducting an audit of all the different partnerships, noting which are inside and outside the LSP, and maintaining the resulting information.
R6) as a longer term ambition, support an annual audit to demonstrate how the Oxfordshire Partnership has influenced public sector spending to increase the level of preventative services.
R7) second people between agencies more often to promote a greater understanding amongst staff of the ways in which different partners address related issues.
R8) produce a good-practice case-study as an illustration of what the LSP means for local people to be used as a publicity resource.
R9) actively look for innovative ways to raise the profile of the Partnership that will generate more publicity and raise public awareness.
R10) bring forward a proposal for introducing the concept of ‘benefits management’ by Feb 2008.
R11) agree a basket of indicators to be used over a prolonged period of time that will allow them to monitor their impact in ensuring a real step change to the way services are delivered by the Partnership.
* Suggestions included: the Chairman of the Institute of Directors (Oxfordshire Branch) and the Chairman of the Federation of Small Businesses (Oxfordshire Branch).  Members were also invited to forward any other suggestions to the Task Group or Scrutiny Review team.
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In attendance 27 March 2007:


Cllr. Mrs J. Heathcoat	Cllr. Hallchurch MBE	Cllr. Armitage Cllr. Brighouse		Cllr. Johnston 		Cllr. Mallon Cllr. L. Sanders (sub.)	Cllr. Stratford (sub.)		Cllr. Tilley


Cllr. Wilmshurst		Cllr. Bryden (ex-Committee member)







































































































































































































































































