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CORPORATE GOVERNANCE SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

31 MAY 2007

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 Sustainable Community Strategy (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 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.
2. Introduction

Why Scrutinise the Partnership and why do it now?

2.1. The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill sets out a vision of localism that depends on strong local strategic leadership to provide services in a more joined-up way that better reflects what people need.  These developments are part of a pattern which will see a growth in pooled budgets and future funding much more attached to area-based targets.  Inspection regimes are to be similarly reprioritised and will focus more directly on a citizen’s perspective, such that ratings will also become area-based.  It is also a requirement that the vision developed by the Oxfordshire Partnership becomes central to the workings of the county council (and its partners).  For all these reasons, partnership is becoming ever more central to the way we work and the models of service delivery employed.
2.2. Although the Bill imposes a duty on partner agencies to co-operate with the Local Area Agreement (LAA) and Sustainable Community Strategy (SCS) framework, primary responsibility for driving the entire process falls on the county council in its community leader role (it is deemed to be the ‘accountable body’).  Ultimately, this means that the county council will be strongly affected by what other organisations do or fail to do.  It was felt, therefore, that this was an important area for Scrutiny, so that these emerging activities are accessible by, and accountable to, the public.  The Partnership has also made it known that proposals will be developed in 2007 to set out how best to scrutinise future performance of the Partnership and the LAA.  The Scrutiny activity was seen as an ideal opportunity to kick start and inform that debate.

2.3. The timing of this examination was initially considered problematic.  Some objectives are challenging at such an early stage, for example assessing the impact the Partnership is having when it has yet to produce its SCS.  On the other hand it was considered timely for Scrutiny to try and get ‘upstream’ and intervene before everything is set in stone and the potential to influence its development lost.  Moreover, the LAA, over which the Oxfordshire Partnership has governance, is long established and councillors felt it should be able to demonstrate improved cooperation and coordination between the sectors responsible for delivering against its targets.  
What’s the Purpose of the Partnership?

2.4. It is a statutory requirement for both county and district councils to enter into a local strategic partnership (LSP) with their partner bodies in the local area.  The purpose of an LSP is to improve the wellbeing of the people of Oxfordshire, to create more seamless services and to ensure that by working together the energies of the whole range of agencies in the county can be put to greater effect than the sum of their particular individual endeavours.  For instance, high levels of educational attainment in pupils are not solely a product of high quality schools.  A number of external factors affect children’s ability to learn, such as good parenting, good child health and nutrition, safe streets and communities, low levels of deprivation, etc. and these all need to be tackled in a coordinated way.  Building cooperative relationships that stimulate joined-up working is therefore a necessary means to improve services to local people.  This is illustrated below:
As an example, think about the person who complains about anti-social behaviour and vandalism in their street.  She calls the County Council who advise her that this is a police matter.  She calls the police and they refer her to the district council's Community Safety Officer who informs her that they don't have the powers to do anything unless it can be proven that there has been an infringement of the law... 

…You get the picture.  

Now imagine instead, that there is one phone number to call in the county to report any anti-social behaviour incidents and that the police, county, district councils, the youth offending team and drugs and alcohol action team all have a co-ordinated multi-agency response to solving problems in neighbourhoods…

…That’s the principle of Partnership operating at its best!

2.5. The language organisations use increasingly recognises that the population’s wellbeing is closely related to a number of factors, such as economic prosperity, levels of employment, affordability and availability of housing, quality of the environment, community cohesion, education and skills, health, transport infrastructure, levels of crime and public safety, to name but a few.  Numerous strategies and policies of different organisations in the county acknowledge the benefits to be had from a greater sense of shared purpose.  Local organisations have begun to respond and more and more of their activities are beginning to be recognised as “everyone’s business”.  
How has the Partnership Project Progressed to date?

2.6. Between June and September 2006 the members of the Oxfordshire Community Partnership (Oxfordshire’s original local strategic partnership body), were consulted on proposals to replace it with a new entity.  New governance arrangements for the LSP came into effect in January 2007 thus creating the Oxfordshire Partnership.
  

2.7. These arrangements effectively terminated the old OCP Strategy Group and gave life to the new Oxfordshire Partnership Board.  Its job is to set the Sustainable Community Strategy, which they hope to formally adopt by November 2007.  This articulates a strategic vision for the county – a single overarching strategic plan for Oxfordshire that joins up spatial (planning) and policy priorities.  

2.8. Beneath this highest level group sits the Oxfordshire Public Service Board.  Its job is to deliver the Local Area Agreement and oversee performance in meeting the LAA targets on behalf of the Partnership.  The LAA is a negotiated three-year agreement between central government (represented by GOSE) and Oxfordshire’s LSP (represented by the county council).  The current LAA 2006-09 was agreed by the former OCP in 2005 and contains 34 targets (measured by a far greater number of metrics) that the Partnership wants to achieve.  Amongst these are twelve ‘stretch’ targets, which attract a total of £16.6m in Performance Reward Grant if met.  The LAA is now organised around five ‘blocks’ each of which is underpinned by a variety of further partnership groupings (the first three of which are statutory).  The blocks are:

1 Safer and stronger communities

2 Children and young people

3 Healthier communities and older people

4 Economic development and enterprise

5 Environment and sustainability issues

2.9. The Oxfordshire Partnership Board meets four times a year and currently has 33 members (see Appendix 3 for a full list).  Its Chairmanship rotates every two years across the public, private and third sectors and at present the Leader of the county council fulfils this post.  The Oxfordshire Public Service Board is also currently chaired by the county council, in the form of its Deputy Leader.  It meets four times per year and currently has 14 members (see Appendix 3 for a full list).  To support these arrangements (which are represented diagrammatically in Appendix 5) the council employs a two-person Oxfordshire Partnership team which has convened a Countywide LSP Officers Group with district council colleagues.

2.10. Responsibility for monitoring the LAA lies with the Corporate Performance Unit, which has separate line management arrangements from the Partnerships Unit.  The LAA is running to a slightly different timetable from the Oxfordshire Partnership, since it predates it and will last until 2009.  It will be refreshed in December 2007 and it is anticipated that this refreshed LAA will then, in effect, become the delivery plan for the new Sustainable Community Strategy.  The Corporate Performance Unit is currently planning for the introduction of LAA 2 in 2009/10, which will be introduced as part of moves to streamline the total number of indicators (down to about 200) on which all councils must report their performance to government.  This new performance framework and inspection regime will be far more outcome and area-based, with a focus on citizens’ experiences and perspectives.  There is a need for synergy between the vision (SCS element) and the delivery plan (LAA element).
3. Methodology

3.1. A task group (comprising Councillors Brighouse, Bryden and Wilmshurst) was appointed to help the Committee ensure the public meeting was well planned and focused on the most profitable areas.  To identify key issues the task group met with the Head of Partnership Working and the two officers comprising the Oxfordshire Partnership team.  The areas raised were then unpicked in more detail by examining a large amount of written information prior to the public meeting (listed in Appendix 1).  Out of this process a witness list was constructed and the following research objectives agreed:
· to take stock of partnership development, at this moment in time – assessing some of its internal strengths and weaknesses;

· to establish where the Partnership would like to be in future – assessing the possibilities for moving forward and examining the external obstacles and threats to that vision;

· to establish ownership – testing engagement to see if there is real buy-in by staff, and commenting on whether or not it is a ‘partnership of equals’;

· to determine if there is true collective ownership of targets – understanding partners’ participation in actively setting local targets rather than accepting those laid down in the government’s framework;

· to evaluate what impact the Partnership is having on what agencies do;

· to explore accountability for the LAA, with a view to informing a process of change during 2007 for greater scrutiny involvement.

3.2. The meeting was split into a morning and an afternoon session.  In the morning the Committee concentrated on the high-level strategic context and conducted individual structured interviews in the morning with the leaders of six key partner organisations to ascertain what they felt were the requisite ingredients for making the Oxfordshire Partnership successful.  This was followed by a final panel discussion which brought all six people together (all participants from both sessions are listed in Appendix 2).

3.3. In the afternoon two particular LAA targets – increasing physical activity of adults and raising educational achievement – were explored as case studies.  Managers and practitioners responsible for the delivery of an assortment of activities in support of these targets participated in focus group type discussions.  Perhaps inevitably these sessions at times slipped away from the central issue under scrutiny – the impact that the Oxfordshire Partnership has had on operational delivery – and began to focus on schools’ curricula or what counts as exercise.
3.4. This approach was chosen as it enabled the Committee first to hear directly from the leaders themselves precisely how they are steering their organisations in response to the Partnership endeavour, and then in the afternoon how other members of staff try to react to the frameworks and policies their leaders put in place.  In this way, some practical examples could be teased out to shed light on how the strategic issues raised in the morning really impact on what organisations do ‘on the ground’.  Councillors were able to look for areas of synergy and dissonance between the strategic and operational levels and examine how effectively the ideas were trickling down through the organisational layers.
4. Findings From the Meeting

(a) The democratic deficit

4.1 Accountability to local people is often mediated by institutions that represent various communities of which the county council is the prime example.  It is abundantly clear from many of the comments and questions that arose during the meeting that members of the Committee are concerned about what they perceive as a ‘democratic deficit’.  They feel that since less than 50% of the Oxfordshire Partnership Board comprises elected representatives from parish, district and county councils there is a danger of it being perceived as ‘a bit of a quango’.
4.2 Some witnesses felt such fears were unfounded, and believed councillors’ concerns would be better placed in ensuring that a clear sense of priorities for action emerged at all, instead of focussing on how there were derived.  To be effective a strategic partnership must include representatives of the private and third sectors and the less directly democratic elements of the public sector such as the NHS and the police.  It is inevitable that this means many representatives will not be elected.  Most witnesses expressed the view that this did not automatically create problems, it simply meant that accountability must be assured in other ways.  For example, Members of the Cabinet will be expected to sit on the themed partnerships relevant to their portfolio area.
4.3 It was widely acknowledged that councillors’ involvement in the Partnership’s development is critical but there were better ways to achieve this other than by being members of the Partnership Board.  It will be beholden on individual councillors to make sure they are engaged by paying attention to communication from the Partnership about what it is doing and availing themselves of interactive opportunities at public forums and through the website.  This in turn entails the acceptance of responsibility by the Partnership for communicating effectively with councillors at all tiers, so that they are no longer excluded by a lack of knowledge.
4.4 The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill emphasises the community leader role for councillors and develops a community call for action mechanism to help improve local people’s involvement in decision making.  The Bill also empowers Scrutiny to review the actions of local partners in regard to LAA targets ands compels partners to cooperate by appearing before the Committee or providing information.
  Together these two aspects highlight that councillors, especially backbenchers, are to be encouraged to think about how targets in the LAA will affect their communities.

4.5 Scrutiny thus provides an ideal mechanism to bridge the perceived democratic deficit.  This conclusion echoes with similar findings from national research:

The marginalisation of non-executive councillors is compounded by …the scrutiny function of local authorities not being linked to LSP development in any substantive way. …This is of particular concern.  Initiatives which seek to raise the awareness amongst non-executive councillors of LSP activities are valuable but it might be more effective to more directly connect LSPs to Scrutiny.

Further discussions need to take place to identify a set of options to strengthen the links between Scrutiny and the LSP/ LAA.  These could range from preserving the status quo and additionally tasking one or two Scrutiny councillors to meet regularly with Oxfordshire Partnership representatives to ensure they are better informed, or creating a new Partnership Scrutiny committee, through to a wholesale realignment of the Scrutiny Committees to correspond more closely to SCS themes or LAA blocks.  Identifying the best form for Partnership Scrutiny to take requires a new study in itself and is beyond the scope of this ‘select committee style’ examination.
  Another way to deepen the knowledge and awareness of non-executive councillors and combat their marginalisation would be to discuss the LSP at full council.



4.6 A clear conclusion to have emerged is that improvements in accountability will only be successful if there are sufficient channels of communication.  It is essential therefore that the Partnership identifies solutions that create appropriate and accessible information flows, the precursor to which is to better map current activity and to pull together its administration (as specified in section 4c).  The afternoon session highlighted the difficulties in trying to get hold of information and stay abreast of what is a complex set of interrelationships.  One way to help bring out into the mainstream the activity of the themed partnerships and their relationship to the umbrella structure would be for each Cabinet member to report back to full council and take questions.
(b) The importance of reaching agreement locally

4.7 Witnesses understood that for many issues there are multiple underlying causes that need to be tackled.  There must be a collective sense of responsibility in response to the complex and wide-ranging nature of such issues.  It is vital, therefore, that long-term commitment to tackle these problems together can be established from all organisations.  There was a lot of agreement that this is “very easy to say but much harder to do”.

4.8 Matters are further complicated by an inherent tension arising from the fact that the formation of a LSP is something compelled by government and yet the vision and targets it throws up must be locally owned if they are to be effectively realised.  It is only by developing what matters locally, by organisations agreeing what they want to achieve from the process that they can make any real progress.  Simply waiting to respond to government guidance will not help Oxfordshire achieve the best for its residents; as such guidance is inevitably produced by officials looking through a central government lens.
4.9 The Committee were impressed with the level of commitment from the leaders of the various organisations and their expressions of agreement with the rationale behind the government’s requirement.  Some witnesses even acknowledged their appreciation for the statutory basis, which they felt provided a much needed catalyst to do something they recognised as valuable.  The Committee felt there was a genuine desire to try and make the LSP aspirations meaningful locally rather than simply a wish to appear to conform to government demands.  For example, there was a great deal of unanimity amongst witnesses that one of the most vital ingredients for success is the need for partners to start by agreeing what is important to Oxfordshire.

4.10 The key task for the LSP is the prioritisation of some key areas on which to base the SCS.  Some organisations may have to forgo what they see as their urgent issues for the sake of achieving a sense of shared purpose for the greater good.  The Partnership needs to be able to show that it has succeeded in adding value and this will be easiest to do if it does not try to do too much.  Instead its potentially vast collective energy should be directed towards just a few significant and longstanding issues.  Demonstrating success in even one or two areas will breed credibility and engender powerful emotionally motivating forces to then go on and tackle another couple of areas.  Trying to do too much at once means spreading efforts to thinly which runs the risk of achieving little and thus generating destructive cynicism and withdrawal.

4.11 In preparing for the meeting, the task group were concerned at the lack of any large business representative.  Given that ‘economic development and enterprise’ is one of the five LAA blocks, councillors feel that more needs to be done to secure greater involvement from the private sector.  Their voice needs to be better able to shape the strategy and their resources need to be included in helping to deliver the aims of the Partnership.

R3)
The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to consider if the way the county council is structured suits delivery of an integrated SCS and LAA.

R4)
The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to identify a suitable private sector representative from a large business/ chamber of commerce to join the Partnership Board.(
(c) Permeating Partnership work throughout organisations

4.12 The Partnership ambition will not be realised if there is only a few people at the top of an organisation (like the council, police or NHS) who really understands the LSP/ LAA process.  A key challenge identified by the Committee is for each agency to ensure the SCS becomes central to their activities and not something peripheral that is bolted-on as yet another thing to be dealt with.  This means embedding the shared vision and action plan into each organisation’s own set of strategic goals.

4.13 This was further illustrated by the two case-studies the Committee examined in the afternoon session, which left the Committee feeling that there is a disconnection between the LSP and those delivering services in support of the LAA on the ground.  This disconnection between the core Partnership and the different layers of partnership activity that should underpin it was highlighted by the lack of any awareness of the Oxfordshire Partnership team or the Countywide LSP Officers Group.  Participants didn't seem to have the Oxfordshire Partnership in mind when they were asked about what impact the Partnership had.  Instead they focused on a range of different partnerships that they were more directly involved in.  For example, in the case of education this often meant school partnerships comprising particular groups of schools in a geographical area.  Some teams working with children and families appear to be driven by the Children and Young People’s Plan, others are directed by national DfES strategies.  Such activity is only indirectly coordinated via the broader Oxfordshire Partnership and its requirement to deliver against the LAA.  There was a similar disconnection within the active leisure provision regarding how that was driven by the bigger picture.  The Committee wish to commend the tremendous levels of valuable work of all these practitioners but remain concerned as to how real the supposed linkages actually are that integrate their activity with the overarching LSP process.

4.14 The essential question is whether anything more than this could or should be expected.  Some managers defend the current situation by asserting that such linkages need not be in the foreground.  There is no reason for education staff for instance to have a sense of being part of an LSP framework, as long as their Director has it in mind when determining their work priorities.  On this view it is only outcomes that matter and it is on that basis that judgments should be made.  Assessing prospects for success according to the awareness that officers in the field have of the processes in the background is to use an inappropriate yardstick.
4.15 However, others feel that partner organisations would make a better job of ensuring LAA targets are “everyone’s business”, if they have a stronger connection to the mechanisms in place to coordinate their strategies.  This is perhaps best illustrated by the Oxfordshire Waste Partnership (OWP), which after a lethargic start now seems to be achieving a great deal of inter-council co-operation that makes a genuine difference to what partners do.
  This shows what a partnership operating with a strong sense of shared purpose can achieve (although it should be noted that in contrast to the Oxfordshire Partnership, which at present is motivated mainly by ‘carrots’, success for OWP is driven more by ‘sticks’ in the form of landfill allowance targets, taxes and fines).
4.16 Treating seriously the requirement to work together to form a LSP and deliver a LAA entails change for partner organisations.  There was no evidence that organisations have transformed the ways in which they work to any significant extent.  It was clear from the evidence presented, that by and large partners’ activities were still driven by other government imperatives outside the LSP/ LAA (the NHS respond to a plethora of Department of Health initiatives while the police are equally bombarded with Home Office targets).  These findings have echoes in national research highlighting that:

The DCLG…has emerged as the champion within government of the ‘new localism’.  But big spending, functionally organised departments such as the DfES and DoH have been wedded to central control over policy making and resource allocation, and police and fire services… have been subject to separate inspection and performance management frameworks. …Chief constables and chief fire officers have often found it difficult to graft their own delivery plans (such as civil contingency plans, fire and community safety plans, critical incidences plans) onto community strategies and LAAs.

The centralised policy and performance regimes that govern many programmes prioritise accountability upwards to central government departments over accountability sideways to local partners and downwards to local communities.

The Committee felt that organisations were primarily still doing what their individual strategies required and there is as yet very little sense of a joint strategy or collective plan.  Each organisation appears to be following its own path and then looking for synergies with partnership objectives, which can be presented to show its impact on addressing shared goals.



4.17 Lessons from this success need to be built-on and applied to other areas.  For instance, it is not clear what role the CYP Board plays in ensuring agencies work effectively to address major service changes required to achieve LAA targets.  Similarly the Committee would like to see signs that the Healthy Communities and Older People’s Programme Board are identifying where changes are needed and then ensuring these take place.  The Oxfordshire Partnership should assure itself that all the themed partnerships have appropriate governance and financial arrangements in place to ensure sufficient accountability.



4.18 According to a recent report prepared jointly by the National Audit Office and the Audit Commission, the future delivery landscape will require an ever greater sense of shared planning.  They wish to see clearly articulated ‘delivery chains’, by which they mean a ‘network of organisations, including central and local government, agencies, and bodies from the private and third sectors, that work together to achieve or deliver an improved public sector outcome defined through a LAA target’.
  From the evidence presented at the meeting it appears that this is not yet present in Oxfordshire.
(d) Streamlining and coordinating activity

4.19 One of the first steps towards clarifying and improving coordinated ‘delivery chains’ is ensuring the existence of current partnership activity is actually mapped and well understood.  As shown in the afternoon session, partnership working already takes place in innumerable ways, and one of the often mentioned opportunities afforded by the Oxfordshire Partnership is the chance to streamline and simplify these arrangements into something more manageable, more readily overseen and more effectively focussed on local needs.
  It aims ‘to avoid duplication, additional costs, conflicting strategies and consultation fatigue’.
  Precisely how this is to be achieved has not been specified in the ‘Governance Framework and Partnership Agreement’ and the Committee feel it is important not to present something to be straightforward and simple when it is actually messy and complex.

4.20 In preparing for the select committee session the Task Group discovered that it was challenging to establish precisely which individuals were actually participating in the various sub-partnerships and lower level groupings beneath the main Oxfordshire Partnership Board and Public Service Board.  People who had left organisations were still included on agenda mailing lists and up to date information was surprisingly difficult to obtain.  As a result it was not easy to identify who the relevant practitioners in each of the thematic areas are.  This suggests that the sub-partnerships underneath the broad umbrella structure may not be as actively managed as those in the centre like to believe, and raises some doubts about how seriously they are taken by the organisations’ structures from which their membership are drawn.

4.21 More work needs to be done to clarify exactly how the plethora of existing partnerships can be brought into view.  At present we have a cacophony of sound that needs turning into a symphony.  The central Oxfordshire Partnership team only maintain information on the core bodies and hold few details of the various other partnership groupings and LAA programme boards.  It is admittedly complex but if different partnerships were required to keep up to date lists of their members these could usefully be linked to the Partnership website to improve transparency.
4.22 There is also a range of partnership activity that remains outside the remit of the Oxfordshire Partnership – despite the government’s somewhat simplistic view of it as ‘the partnership of partnerships’.
  For example, there are joint services around mental health and youth offending and multi-agency activity on the city’s homelessness strategy that are not brought within this umbrella.  As are some contractual arrangement that require joint working, such as Oxfordshire Highways for roads, the Order of St John for care homes, and Mouchel Parkman for property.  An audit of partnering activity would be very useful in making it clear exactly what does and does not lie within the Oxfordshire Partnership.
R6) The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to 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.

(e) Preventative Services and cross-cutting interventions

4.23 As identified previously (see 4.7) multiple causes woven into the fabric of society lie behind many of the thorny issues the Partnership hopes to address.  Sometimes these factors are also politically sensitive because of a genuine tension around the need to invest in long-term preventative services given the short-term financial environment increasingly faced by both public and private sectors.
4.24 The Committee heard that it is incredibly difficult for agencies that are held accountable by different overseeing bodies and separate reporting mechanisms to change their primary focus away from their own operational imperatives.  In effect they are being required by government to work to two masters.  This means the motivation to realise all the benefits that it is recognised accrue from robust cross-cutting links and a stronger sense of shared purpose is constantly diluted or diverted by other equally compelling demands.  As a result there is a danger that partnership is left to an organisation’s emerging partnership “wing” or “section” and its dedicated partnership staff, instead of being mainstreamed into the entire organisation.  Necessary cross-cutting links are not yet being sufficiently well made, as evidenced for example by the issue of educational under-achievement not being fully recognised as a health concern.
4.25 The Director of Public Health for Oxfordshire Annual Report 2005-2007 recommends that the Health and Wellbeing Partnership should include an explicit preventative strategy as part of its work plan by October 2007.  The calculation of the economic impact of demographic change in terms of service costs to NHS and Local Authorities and the quantification of the savings to be made by investing in preventative services for older people from 2008/9 showing return on investment at 1 year, 3 years, 5 years and 10 years is also recommended.
4.26 The Committee would like to see this principle extended to all areas of the Oxfordshire Partnership and suggest a section of any future SCS monitoring report be presented as a preventative strategy.  This should explicitly quantify any estimated savings that are likely to be achieved by prevention.  It is appreciated this will not be exact but it is an important point of principle and an activity which with experience will get better.  Most importantly managing and presenting information in this fashion will act as a catalyst to thinking and working in new ways.

R7) The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet, as a longer term ambition, to support an annual audit to demonstrate how the Oxfordshire Partnership has influenced public sector spending to increase the level of preventative services.

R8) The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to second people between agencies more often to promote a greater understanding amongst staff of the ways in which different partners address related issues.

(f) Publicity, communication and accountability

4.27 The Committee identified that the Oxfordshire Partnership representatives were still considering how they communicated and were accountable back to the groups and communities that they represented.  It appeared that the Partnership had not explicitly discussed some of the assumptions being made.  One such assumption is that people are not generally interested in the processes used behind the scenes to improve the outcome of services they receive.  Accepting that LSPs will not ignite a sudden interest in the mechanics of public governance, however, does not diminish the requirement for greater public awareness.  It simply means communicating with the public about the Partnership in a different way.
4.28 The Committee feel that even though the public may not care about the general processes, people care very much when outcomes are found wanting, for example the death of Victoria Climbie caused great concern.  When things break down the results can sometimes be catastrophic.  The public are simultaneously concerned at the levels of tax taken from them and what they sometimes perceive as unsatisfactory outcomes.  The LSP is not just something that is done for them but needs to be something done with them.  The issue then becomes how the Partnership promotes its achievements more effectively to local people.  Publicity therefore needs to interpret the work of the Partnership for this audience and its communications used to identify issues that bring it alive.

4.29 The Committee would like to see better justification set out of why the Partnership is needed that clearly articulates the benefits that residents can legitimately expect to receive as a result of such strategic changes.  The SCS should be written in such a way as to make these benefits clear.  There are two reasons for this.  The first comes from a social marketing school of thought, which argues that showing people ‘what’s in it for them’ is necessary to engender high levels of motivation and commitment.  Secondly, using a discourse which emphasises benefits and outcomes will encourage strategic leaders to identify success factors.  Setting these in pride of place throughout the strategy will focus minds on what it is that needs to be done and encourages participants to identify success and celebrate when it is achieved.

4.30 Improving communication so that everyone understands what differences the Partnership is making is essential.  It is also vital to raise its visibility so that those communities and organisations that are more interested than your average person in the process are aware of what is going on.  The Committee heard that there are thousands of small third sector groups beyond the customary big players, such as Age Concern, that should be made aware of the mechanisms that are in place to give voice to their views.

4.31 Each organisation will want to feedback to its own community in its own way according to its particular set of internal relations such that a ‘one-size’ approach will not fit all.  The Committee feel that a prescribed template would not therefore be appropriate. However, they would like the Partnership to set some ground rules or establish a framework for each organisation’s process of feeding back information, in terms of a minimum set of standards for deepening accountability that should be met.

R9) The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to produce a good practice case-study as an illustration of what the LSP means for local people to be used as a publicity resource.

R10) The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to actively look for innovative ways to raise the profile of the Partnership that will generate more publicity and raise public awareness.

5. Monitoring and Management

5.1. The previous attempt to secure a shared Oxfordshire vision delivered through improved joint working, took the form of the Oxfordshire Community Partnership.  The view was expressed that this failed to achieve a real step-change in delivery.  A primary concern of Scrutiny members is to ensure the Council (and its partners) confront this to ensure the Oxfordshire Partnership does not encounter the same fate.  With this in mind, the information obtained from the meeting was considered against the policy and guidance literature.  Two further learning points identified as a result are considered in this final section.

5.2. The first issue concerns the need to demonstrate tangible benefits are materialising from the resources invested in Partnership working.  The direct wage bill of the county council’s Oxfordshire Partnerships team is circa £100k p.a. but there are also hidden opportunity costs arising from the considerable amount of senior managers’ time devoted to Partnership development.  Given the complexities involved in trying to allocate their time to particular activities (for example a single act will frequently support multiple objectives) the Committee are unable to estimate the total cost of involvement.  There is a need to develop some form of performance monitoring regime that takes account of this and a way to judge the investment of human and material resources against the outcomes that people wish to see achieved.
5.3. Just as inputs are difficult to quantify, identifying, defining and measuring the ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ benefits that accrue from a LAA/ LSP are equally challenging.  Suffolk and Kent County Councils were recently cited as developing best practice but they, like Oxfordshire, have found that the process of constructing baseline data for target-setting and establishing multi-agency performance reporting systems for each LAA outcome, incurs significant costs.
Oxfordshire has had to make the same judgments that arose in all areas in balancing the need to maintain partner commitment and the county council’s capacity to invest in developing structured programme management and performance management arrangements.

5.4. Suffolk’s methodology, and the data collections systems behind it, have been drawn from best practice promoted via the Office of Government Commerce, the Gershon Efficiency programme, the NHS Integrated Service improvement Programme, academic research and private sector experience, and are nationally recommended:
Suffolk’s proposals, in particular, provide a coherent approach to tracking softer benefits, as well as hard performance data and efficiencies/financial savings. 

It is designed to be sufficiently straightforward to achieve buy-in and adoption across all those LSP partners and discussions with partners are making good progress.  Their approach structures benefits into four groups – observable, measurable, quantifiable and financial.  A further set of benefits, applying across the totality of the LAA will also be categorised under the headings of productivity/efficiency, priority setting/decision-making, stakeholder relationships, and workforce motivation.
5.5. The Committee feel that the Oxfordshire Partnership should look at similar ways of introducing the concept of ‘benefits management’, perhaps using a scoring matrix according to the benefits being sought at the outset.  Such a mechanism is needed to check back that benefits are realised and would fit alongside a unified LAA performance management framework, and the type of risk management approach that the authority in general has been adopting lately.  It is appreciated that it is still relatively early days but the Committee wish to see the Partnership making serious efforts to build a process, at LSP level, that fulfils this task and track all forms of LAA benefit in a structured way.  There is a question to be answered as to whether or not the Partnership really has an appetite to establish such a framework and the discipline to use it.  Without there being mechanisms in place for regular feedback and review it will be extremely difficult to identify where and when corrective action is needed to keep progress on track.
5.6. The second issue is that a sustained, long term collaborative approach is clearly desirable but more needs to be done to make a reality out of these intentions.  Organisations determined to achieve a genuine step-change need to be committed to their abilities to work together.  At this moment in time the signs are that activity is not yet sufficiently joined up to guarantee such a positive impact.  The LSP will need to deepen its engagement with the organisations that are delivering the LAA.  This means promoting itself as holding the strategic vision and providing the overarching strategic framework within which other partnerships add value.  The barrier to be overcome here is that each organisation and group delivering the LAA will find it challenging to give up power in order to connect with the LSP vision and priorities.

5.7. Much of the recent literature evaluating what makes local strategic partnerships successful emphasises the need to see organisations changing what they do to reflect shared priorities.  For example:
LSP effectiveness will depend crucially… upon the extent to which the LSP is able to promote cultural and organisational change among partners … as it is through the activities of partners and the extent to which they are positively coordinated and integrated that success will depend.

The engagement of partners in the LSP has at least two dimensions: the degree to which partners are engaged in the LSP itself and the extent to which that engagement leads to changes in their organisations, activities or policies in line with the LSP’s priorities.

5.8. The Committee hopes to see visible signs of transformation emerge that begin to reveal evidence that the Partnership is acting as a catalyst for improvements in efficiency and effectiveness.  For example, will new processes of decision-making be in place so that Partnership members 


have the delegated authority to make certain decisions without running everything back through each partner’s executive body? Will they be able to point to genuine shared action plans and robust delivery chains that create new patterns of resource commitment?  Will there be a greater sense of seamlessness and a change in the balance between prevention and crisis response?  And perhaps the most demanding question of all – will the public notice and welcome such changes to the way they are served by their local institutions?  As the LGA have said:

People need to see a difference. Only when the public notice a ‘before’ and an ‘after’, in their perceptions of their well-being and quality of life, and of how they are governed, would a true transformation have taken place.
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Oral evidence was obtained from the following ‘witnesses’ during the public meeting:

Morning session:

· Councillor Keith R. Mitchell – Leader of Oxfordshire County Council

· Derek Holmes – Editor, Oxford Times

· Chief Superintendent Shaun Morley – Thames Valley Police

· Andrea Young – Chief Executive, Oxfordshire PCT

· Linda Watson – Chief Executive, Oxfordshire Rural Community Council

· Bishop Colin Fletcher – voluntary, community and faith sector representative

Afternoon session:

· Roger Cowdrey – Non-Executive Voluntary Chairman (Oxfordshire Sports Partnership)

· Chris Freeman – Managing Director (Oxfordshire Sports Partnership)

· Wendy Kingsbeer – Health Strategy Officer (Cherwell District Council)

· Nick Welch – Head of Service, Planning & Partnerships (Social & Community Services, Oxfordshire County Council)

· Jackie Wilderspin – Head of Partnerships and Health Inequalities (Oxfordshire PCT)

· Lesley Barter – Area Manager, Oxfordshire Education Business Partnership (Children, Young People & Families, Oxfordshire County Council)

· Cynthia Bartlett – Head Teacher (Bicester Community College)

· Fran Fonseca – Assistant Head of Service, Children Looked After (Children, Young People & Families, Oxfordshire County Council)

· David Jones – Head Teacher (Gosford Hill School, Kidlington & current Chair of Oxfordshire Secondary School Head Teachers’ Association)

· Venetia Mayman – Secondary Strategy Manager (Children, Young People & Families, Oxfordshire County Council)

· Dr. John Shaw – Consultant Community Paediatrician (Oxford Radcliffe Hospitals NHS Trust)

Written evidence was obtained from the following people:- 

· Marian Pocock – Community Development Officer, Oxford City (Age Concern Oxfordshire)

· Brenda Cook – Consultant, Workplace Potential Ltd

· Dr Linda Hoyle – Managing Director, Workplace Potential Ltd

· Paul James – Head of Partnership Working, Oxfordshire County Council
· Sarah Maxfield – Chief Executive, Oxford Inspires

· Dr. Dave Woodwark – Chair Sustainable Oxfordshire (Environment representative)

· Peter Couchman – Chair, Oxford Strategic Partnership (Mid-counties Co-operative)

· Cllr. Jerry Patterson – Leader, Vale of White Horse DC

· Cllr. Malcolm Leading – Oxford Parish Councils Representative
Oxfordshire Partnership Membership

Oxfordshire Partnership Board
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	Person
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	Organisation

	County Council 
	· Cllr Keith Mitchell
	· Leader
	Oxfordshire County Council

(Chairman for first two years)

	Health 
	· Fred Hucker
	· Chairman
	Oxfordshire Primary Care Trust 

	Thames Valley Police 
	· Nick Gargan
	· Assistant Chief Constable
	Thames Valley Police


· Leader

· Leader

· Leader

	· Leader
	Oxford City Council

Cherwell District Council

South Oxfordshire District Council

West Oxfordshire District Council

Vale of White Horse District Council 

	District Local Strategic Partnerships 
	· Peter Couchman

· Mary Harpley
· Right Reverend Colin Fletcher

· Chief Inspector Dennis Evernden

· Reverend John Robertson
	· Chair

· Chair

· Chair

· Chair

Chair

· 
	Oxford Strategic Partnership

Cherwell Community Planning Partnership 

South Oxfordshire Partnership

West Oxfordshire Strategic Partnership

Vale of White Horse Partnership




Oxford Parishes representative

Oxford Parishes representative

Cherwell Parishes representative

South Oxfordshire Parishes representative

West Oxfordshire Parishes representative

	Vale of White Horse Parishes representative 

	Learning, skills, education 
	· David Ansell

· Prof. John Raftery

· Dr Julie Maxton

· ?? ??
	· Area Director

· Pro Vice-Chancellor

· Registrar

· Chairman
	Learning and Skills Council (Thames Valley)

Oxford Brookes University 

Oxford University 

Oxfordshire Learning Partnership 

	Private Sector 
	· Frank Nigriello

· Derek Holmes

· Nick Merry

· Elizabeth Sale

· Miranda Markham
	· Chairman

· Editor

· Chairman

· President

· Relations Mngr
	Oxfordshire Economic Partnership

Oxford Times 

Oxford United Football Club

Oxfordshire Chamber of Commerce

Value Retail

	GOSE
	· Di Morrish
	· Locality Manager
	Government Office for the South East

	SEEDA 
	· Deborah Wharton
	· Area Director
	South East England Development Agency

	Voluntary, Faith and Community
	· Alison Baxter

· Bede Gerrard
	· Director

· Ecumenical Officer (County)
	Oxfordshire Community & Voluntary Action

Churches Together in Oxfordshire 

	BME Sector 
	· ?? ??
	· Director
	Oxfordshire Racial Equality Council

	Culture, Leisure and Tourism
	· Sarah Maxfield
	· Chief Executive
	Oxford Inspires

	Environment 
	· Dr Dave Woodwark
	· Chair
	Oxfordshire Environment Group

	Rural communities 
	· Linda Watson
	· Chief Executive
	Oxfordshire Rural Community Council 

	Total 
	36 members 


Public Service Board

	Oxfordshire County Council
	Deputy Leader
	Councillor David Robertson (Chairman)

	Oxfordshire County Council
	Chief Executive
	Joanna Simons

	Learning and Skills Council      (Thames Valley)
	Director
	David Ansell

	Thames Valley Police Authority
	
	??

	South Oxfordshire District Council
	Leader
	Councillor Ann Ducker

	Oxford City Council
	Chief Executive
	Brian Dinsdale

	West Oxfordshire District Council
	Deputy Leader
	Councillor Verena Hunt

	Vale of White Horse District Council
	Leader
	Councillor Jerry Patterson

	NHS South Central
	Director of Public Health
	Jonathan McWilliam

	South East England Development Agency
	Area Director
	Deborah Wharton

	Government Office of the South East
	Locality Manager
	Di Morrish

	Cherwell District Council
	Chief Executive
	Mary Harpley

	Thames Valley Police
	Chief Superintendent
	Shaun Morley

	Oxfordshire Primary Care Trust
	Chief Executive
	Andrea Young

	Oxfordshire Community and Voluntary Action
	Director
	Alison Baxter


Those in bold are also members of the Oxfordshire Partnership Board

Observations from those attending the Meeting

During the public meeting at which the oral evidence for this examination was obtained all those present were given an opportunity to record their remarks.  These are included below.

· This session has brought out a major point about engagement: i.e. the gap between statutory and big voluntary groups on the one hand and local organisations and local people on the other.

· The Partnership should explore innovative use of data from the data observatory and other areas.

· Training in your organisation to give awareness of the partnership.

· Perhaps people are hard to get to because they wish to remain hidden.

· In both afternoon sessions there seemed to be a lack of link to the LSP and more reference to more lower-level operational partnerships.  There seems to be a gap between them.

· Partners need (a) parallel “agendas”, and (b) harmonised time frames – to ensure positive deliverable outcomes.

· Voluntary organisations need to (a) recognise role played by them, (b) utilise limited resources to best effect, and (c) better support smaller voluntary organisations.

· I have never seen councillors communicating locally, unless its election time, about what they are involved in (even then it is more personal).  Isn’t it about time that the community actually heard about what has been achieved, and what is being planned (not as promotion politically but as services to the community).

· Perhaps staff of both public and voluntary organisations should perhaps be made aware of how their work contributes to partnership working (including front-line).  I don’t know many staff who will be aware of the Partnership Board and what its objectives are.  Staff are local people and word of mouth is a powerful communication media.

· Grave danger that some back benchers on the County will not become engaged with the Partnership, and will become excluded and alienated.

· Answer the county councillors involvement – immersion ???? better available little room for minority councillors.

· There is a great need for an audit of what is out there in the voluntary sector, using a standard methodology across the county.

· Evidence of health impacting on other organisations.

· Cherwell District council LSP has health as one of its top 5 priorities.  They make significant investment in drugs health promotion activity and we have opened up discussions about health care in Bicester.

· Difficult to see how the development of the partnership can resolve possible political clashes between the 3 tiers of local government without dissention into a lowest common denomination syndrome.

· It is very difficult to make such a large and amorphous body as the Partnership completely transparent and accountable (accountable to the people of Oxfordshire).

· Using a lot of jargon without defining it in the questions makes understanding things hard for Joe Public.  Please, when you have meetings in public, try to encourage members and witnesses not to use jargon or abbreviations.

· Challenge of making “partnership working” relevant to smaller organisations – e.g. parish councils, PIFFS etc., especially the man in the street.

· New ways of working need to be developed to enable organisations with different cultures to work together make effectively, e.g. county council, NHS and business.

Members Questions

During the public meeting Members of the Committee were invited to record any questions they had.  Not all these questions were put during the meeting but they have been used throughout to inform the report and are repeated here to illustrate the content of Members’ concerns.  Officers from the council’s Partnership Unit have been invited to provide written answers to the Committee.

· Surely engaging the local community should be a Members’ job – would you agree?

· Are we overlooking the resource that Members represent?

· Will the partnership be setting the agenda and therefore not people who have to put themselves up for election?

· Do you think there is an adequate voice for the business world?

· How are partners going to ensure that progress is reported to “the man in the street” in a meaningful way?

· How do individual partner organisations manage feedback where “joined up” working does not happen or could be improved?  This feedback could be from staff or service users?

· Do Oxford Times readers understand the complex arrangements of the Partnership – do they need to know? How can the Oxford Times bring focus on critical issues?

· Do big meetings work within the Partnership or is it a question of networking with the appropriate partners?

· If councillors are not yet involved will minutes be available with written papers, etc?

· Are meeting held in public? If not why not?

· Can give a first order approximation of the annual cost?

· The financial statements about possible cost are vague and woolly in the documentation as given.  Can Cllr Mitchell give a first order approximation of the annual cost of the Partnership to the County Council – i.e. is it £100,000, £1,000,000 or £10,000,000?

· The Partnership is very complex in its make-up – will the perceived differences hamper the Partnership and its development for the future?

· Do you feel the Partnership is too complex for the folk of Oxfordshire to understand?

· If the partnership doesn’t see papers how do we get everyone to engage fully?

· Does that mean that the Partnership is dull and dry?

· Chief Superintendent Shaun Morley mentioned duplication of agenda’s between the various partnerships – he also said meetings are often for image.  Do others at the table today feel the same and have they any ideas as to how this would be prevented?

· Are Atheists represented on the Partnerships?

· How many other faiths are represented on the Partnership?

· As the Faith Sector is not involved in budget rounds – do the other partners find this a difficulty for them as their actions are limited to a degree by “many restrictions”?

· How and to whom is the Partnership accountable?

· Is the Partnership politically driven and is this causing a conflict amongst the players in the Partnership, i.e. statutory bodies/elected members and delivery of services e.g. Health?

· How does the Partnership permeate down to parish councils?

· How will the parish councils ensure full engagement with the Partnership?

· How do you get this sector (VOG) to buy into “accountability” for achievement of targets – bearing in mind the “reward factor”?

· You may be aware of the government campaign to respect between people and organisations (www.respect.gov.uk), have you considered a newspaper campaign to get mutual respect between people and groups?

· How do you (Cllr Keith Mitchell) see “Respect” being developed by LAA’s?

· Is there common acceptance of “validity of data” in terms of “completeness” and “accuracy” and “relevance” by all key partners?

· Has the partnership arrangement made any impact upon the “new” local police arrangements – would it have happened anyway – irrespective of “Partnership”?

· The strategic partnership is essentially top-down.  It is attempting to permeate agreements down to the people on the ground?

· Is accountability for non-elected Partnership members something that makes them uneasy?

· What is the role of other Scrutiny Committees regarding the thematic groups – I see some role for the green group in Scrutiny Committees. How do we do the link?

· How do we get the balance right between ‘strategic issues’ and ‘local issues’?

· How are you going to prioritise the key areas of focus in view of what could be competing needs of different partners?

· How do you balance strategic priorities with operational imperatives?

· What is it like when you meet as a Partnership?

· What happens in the meetings to block effective working together?

· What happens in the meetings to enable effective working together?

· How do you plan to come to grips with tactical problems in the delivery of the Partnership caused by frequent changes of police personnel?

· How do you prevent dedicated axe-grinders from dominating open forum sessions?

· Are some of these partnerships in danger of achieving nothing and becoming talking shops?

· Does the Partnership have clear expectations of Members, and if so how are they articulated to Members and external stakeholders?

· Regarding the Thames Valley Police Authority, are there any conflicts between the priorities of the Partnership and those set by the central government/ Home Office?

· Do representatives on the Partnership come ‘wearing more than one hat’ – i.e. their professional role, their personal identify (age, culture, gender etc) and if so are they aware that the partnership expects this?

· How will the community know that Partnership working affects them?

· Are there any plans to make this ‘interesting’ enough for the community to want to hear/ read about it?

· Many people don’t read local papers – what other ways will be used to communicate with local people?

· Are here any plans to use radio/ television to reach the community?

· Are there senior/ junior members of the Partnership?

Diagrammatic representation of Oxfordshire Partnership and LAA governance framework

 
Summary of Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill

The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill contains four major themes.

Firstly, the Government aims to create more effective and accountable local government and, in this context, the provisions on council restructuring and new leadership arrangements are likely to be among the more controversial.  The Bill provides for:

· All but the smaller authorities to adopt one of three models of executive arrangements – directly-elected mayor, directly-elected executive or indirectly-elected leader.  Leaders to hold executive powers and to serve for four-year terms;

· Councils to be empowered to make byelaws without ministerial confirmation and to be able to enforce them through fixed-penalty notices;

A second theme concerns strengthening local strategic leadership and partnership working.  The Bill:

· Places a duty on top-tier authorities to prepare a Local Area Agreement (LAA) in consultation with others;

· Requires the local authority and public sector partners to co-operate in agreeing targets within the LAA, and to have regard to those targets when carrying out their functions;

· Empowers overview and scrutiny committees to review and scrutinise the actions of local partners in regard to targets.

Thirdly, the Government wishes to empower citizens and communities.  Measures include:

· Introducing a “community call for action” procedure whereby councillors may involve overview and scrutiny committees in resolving issues of concern to their constituents;

A fourth theme relates to simplifying the performance framework and reducing the burden of inspection on councils.  The Bill:

· Removes the requirements for authorities to produce best value performance plans and to carry out best value reviews;

· Allows for the introduction of more targeted risk-based inspection with the Audit Commission acting as ‘gatekeeper’ for all local authority inspection.

In the area of patient and public involvement in health, the Bill:

· Places new duties on local authorities to foster patient and public involvement, both in the NHS and in social services, by entering into contracts for the establishment of Local Involvement Networks (LINks);

· Abolishes parts of the existing system for patient involvement in the NHS – the Patient Forums and the Commission for Patient and Public Involvement;

· Clarifies the existing duty of NHS bodies to consult users over NHS changes by specifying that the relevant changes and decisions must be significant and by defining the meaning of significant;

· Creates a new duty for Primary Care Trusts to report on their consultations.

Among the more significant changes made to the Bill in committee were:

· Measures to enable local authorities to create joint waste authorities;

· A statutory duty on local authorities and PCTs to co-operate in producing a joint strategic needs assessment of the health and social care needs of the local area.

Ministerial undertakings given in committee included commitments to include NHS trusts among the group of partner authorities within LAAs.

GLOSSARY

All acronyms are spelt out in full when they first appear but their meanings are repeated here.

	
	

	Children’s Trust
	Children’s Trust: arrangements in Oxfordshire consist of three inter-linked parts – the Board, the Partnership and the Joint Commissioning team.

	CYP Board
	Children and Young People’s Board: provides the strategic overview and ownership of the development agenda for the Children and Young People’s Plan.  It has potentially 33 members, mainly chief executives and councillors of the 12 partner organisations and meets four times a year.

	CYP Partnership
	Children and Young People’s Partnership: the grouping of senior practitioners from the partner organisations that meets more frequently to drive forward the development of the Children and Young People’s Plan and deliver its objectives.  It is chaired by the Director for Children, Young People and Families, has 52 members and meets four times a year and is accountable to the CYPB.

	CYPP Leads Group
	CYPP Leads Group: the grouping of officers with lead responsibility for achieving particular objectives of the Children and Young People’s Plan.  It has 16 members (80% of whom are county council staff) and meets monthly to drive the local work programmes.

	JCt
	Joint Commissioning team: that part of the Children’s Trust arrangements that provides the dedicated capacity to redesign services where outcomes for children and young people need improving.

	LAA
	Local Area Agreement: A three-year agreement negotiated with the government office by the council on behalf of the LSP.  The objectives within it are organised around five core ‘blocks’ representing the areas in which the government and the LSP are most concerned to see improvements.

	LSP
	Local Strategic Partnership: the generic name for the relationship between partners that it is a statutory requirement for bodies to form.  In Oxfordshire the LSP is called the Oxfordshire Partnership.

	OWP
	Oxfordshire Waste Partnership: a formal but not statutory partnership between the county council and the five Oxfordshire district councils to improve the coordination of waste management issues.

	SCS
	Sustainable Community Strategy: a single shared strategic overarching vision for the county that joins up spatial and policy priorities.  It is set by the Oxfordshire Partnership Board.

	Third sector
	Third sector: the non-public non-private sector often referred to as the community, voluntary and faith sector

	
	

	
	


For more information about the Oxfordshire Partnership visit their website: -

http://www.oxfordshirepartnership.org.uk 
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Transforming a cacophony into a symphony
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Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee


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)
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The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to look at the delivery chains which support each of the LAA targets and build on any lessons learnt to strengthen their links.








The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to bring forward a proposal for introducing the concept of ‘benefits management’ by Feb 2008.


The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to 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.








The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to:


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;


invite the Task Group to develop options/ proposals for consideration by the Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee in Sep 2007 if possible.


The Committee RECOMMEND the Cabinet to address the perceived democratic deficit by considering: 


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


how individual Cabinet members could report back and be questioned by full council on their activities in the themed partnership areas.
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� In August 2006 the Audit Commission reported that three years after it was established the OWP provided ineffective strategic direction for individual partners, was not able to agree a co-ordinated approach to waste management in the county, had no influence over the performance of individual councils and had made little contribution to overall outcomes.  Oxfordshire felt strongly that the Audit Commission got in wrong.  A Cabinet Report 16 January 2007 shows that the OWP have prepared a new Joint Municipal Waste Management Strategy, for which all the districts have developed Action Plans, and each partner council has agreed a new constitution and legal agreement for the OWP to ensure more accountable governance and financial arrangements (which follow or exceed best practice).
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