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Ask Oxfordshire

Oxfordshire County Council’s Consultation Strategy 2008-2011

- Summary Draft for Consultation -

Introduction

Oxfordshire County Council is committed to consulting the people and communities of Oxfordshire in a meaningful and robust way.  Effective consultation helps to ensure that our key strategies take into account local priorities and that our services are tailored and responsive to local needs.

This proposed consultation strategy would provide the council with a consistent, formally agreed approach to how we consult the people and communities of Oxfordshire.

What is the aim of this strategy?

Our aim is to deliver first-class consultations, across the council, in which the people and communities of Oxfordshire can have confidence.

What are the objectives of this strategy?

Our objectives are to:

1. Communicate our clear commitment to consultation

2. Have a single, coordinated approach to consultation

3. Uphold clear and consistent consultation standards

4. Ensure our consultation exercises are accessible and inclusive 

5. Seek opportunities to join-up and work in partnership with others

6. Make better use of consultation and provide clear evidence of how consultation influences outcomes

7. Make the best use of our resources, skills and experience

8.
Continue to learn from past experiences, best practice and innovation

What is consultation?

Consultation can mean different things to different people.  It sits midway on the involvement continuum that starts at information provision and continues through to delegation and involvement in other ways.

	Information provision
	→
	Consultation
	→
	Involving in another way

	(telling people what you do and enabling people to get involved)
	
	(giving people the opportunity to have their say)
	
	(giving people greater involvement e.g. from partnership work to delegation etc.)


Oxfordshire County Council recognises the Consultation Institute’s definition of consultation:  

 “Consultation is the dynamic process of dialogue between individuals and groups, based upon a genuine exchange of views, and normally with the objective of influencing decisions, policies or programmes of action” (Consultation Institute, August 2006)

It is where the council asks, listens, hears, analyses, responds and feeds back to others.  

How does the council consult?

The council has a strong record of using many different ways to consult the people and communities of Oxfordshire including surveys, workshops and online discussion forums.  Our annual consultation programme includes large-scale residents’ surveys, budget consultation exercises and quarterly ‘Oxfordshire Voice’ Citizens’ Panel surveys run in partnership with Oxfordshire Primary Care Trust.

The council has or supports a number of established networks and partnership arrangements that provide us with opportunities to seek the views and priorities of the different communities in Oxfordshire.  These include the two Oxfordshire Sounding Boards for Children & Young People and for Parents and Carers, Social Inclusion Reference Group, the Oxfordshire and District Age Concern Consultative Panels and the Oxfordshire Partnership Board.  

Who does the council consult with?

The people and communities of Oxfordshire fall into a number of broad ‘categories’.  The council consults with each of the following categories, in different circumstances:

· Council Tax Payers in Oxfordshire

· Children & Young People in Oxfordshire

· Service users, potential services users, the families/carers of service users

· Oxfordshire businesses

· Public sector partners and other statutory organisations 

· Voluntary and community sector partners and other voluntary and community sector organisations

Within these broad categories we recognise that there may be individuals and groups that are less likely to take part in consultations.  These groups are often called ‘harder to reach’ because different approaches are usually required to establish and maintain contact with them, so that their views are not overlooked.  There is already some very good practice in this area such as The Children in Care Council but this good practice does not currently extend across the whole council.  This strategy will support individual council services to include such individuals and groups in their consultations.

What consultation principles do we follow?

· Be necessary – consultation should only be undertaken when the council has a reason to seek feedback to confirm, inform, influence or review service delivery, policy development or council policies.  

· Be proportionate – the inputs of consultation (financial, staff, consultees’ time etc.) must be proportionate to the potential impacts of the consultation findings.  Consultation should demonstrate value for money and be conducted in a coordinated way to avoid duplication of effort and consultation fatigue.

· Be robust - consultation must be undertaken in an open and honest way.  This means being clear about the purpose and scope of the consultation and how its outcomes will be used.  It also means consulting at a time when issues and proposals are still at a formative stage and providing sufficient information to allow people to give intelligent and considered responses.  

· Be accessible and inclusive – consultation should allow all interested parties to have their say and give them adequate time to do.  Special efforts should be made to engage those who are not usually consulted by using a range of methods and working in partnership with others.

· Be coordinated – consultation should be integrated into business planning and management.  Every effort should be made to join-up consultations across services and partners in order to avoid duplication of effort, over consultation of groups & individuals; and to share learning as widely as possible.

· Be used– consultation findings should be reported in as reliable and representative as possible.  All views expressed in a consultation should be taken into account when the council makes decisions and the council must explain in advance how it will do this.  Feedback should be provided on the outcomes of consultation. 

Consultations involving voluntary and community sector organisations must follow the Oxfordshire Compact Consultation Code.  

Consultations involving vulnerable adults must adhere to the statutory Oxfordshire Research Governance Framework. 

What will the council do to achieve the aim of this strategy?

Oxfordshire County Council sets out to achieve the aim and objectives of the strategy in a number of ways.  A draft action plan has been prepared and is included as an Annex to this document.

Through implementing the Ask Oxfordshire Strategy we want:

· People to have confidence that our consultations consistently reflect best practice and are quality public engagements and we will deliver this through a new accredited training programme and other measures.

· People to recognise county council consultations and associate quality with them.  We will do this through the use of a new identity ‘Ask Oxfordshire’ and its associated framework.

· People to understand the purpose of our consultation and role they will play in our decision-making.  We will do this through our Ask Oxfordshire Consultation Charter.

· Information about county council consultations to be available all day, every day, via the Ask Oxfordshire web portal.  This portal will include a calendar of consultation activity, opportunities to have your say via online polls and discussion forums; and a library of consultation reports.

· Consultation to be fully integrated into our business planning process.  This means using our business plans to allocate support to key consultations and in turn making best use of consultation outcomes to inform our business planning, so consultation becomes an essential part of the way we serve the people of Oxfordshire

Summary 

What is this strategy about?

This draft summary strategy sets out a broad framework for how Oxfordshire County Council proposes to consult the people and communities of Oxfordshire.

Who is this strategy for?

The target audience for this draft summary strategy includes council employees, members, partner organisations; and in particular individuals, groups or organisations that are affected by, or have an interest in the council’s activities. 

What period does this strategy cover?

This is a medium-term summary strategy and covers the period July 2008 to July 2011. 

How often will this strategy be reviewed?

The content of this draft summary strategy and its action plan will be reviewed on an annual basis.  These reviews will take into account any changes in local strategic direction and national policy, including the implementation of the Duty to Involve.

Where can you go for further information?

More information about consultation at Oxfordshire County Council can be found on the county council website at www.oxfordshire/consultation.  

If you need this information in another language, large print, Braille, on audiocassette, computer disk or by email, please telephone Customer First on 01865 815445 or email ask@oxfordshire.gov.uk.
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