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Annex 1

Budget Workshop Summary

The following summary has been taken from a full report by Alpha Research. 

The full report is available at www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/consultation
A copy of the report has also been placed in the Member’s Resource Room.

Background and Objectives
Oxfordshire County Council looked to consult with local residents to inform the Council’s 2009/10 budget setting process.  

A workshop with local residents was set up and facilitated by Alpha Research on the 17th November 2008.  The primary objective of the consultation was to inform the Council’s budget setting process for the forthcoming financial year.  The following aims were also addressed:

· informing residents about council finances

· identifying current resident attitudes to, and priorities for, council spending

· feeding in to planning for a residents’ survey

· capturing residents’ views on council tax

· understanding how residents would like council financial matters to be communicated 

Research Methodology and Sample

This research was carried out using a qualitative methodology.  Qualitative research aims to give insight into human attitudes and behaviour – it is about gaining understanding through the quality and depth of the response rather than from talking to as many people as possible. Such exercises aim to provide greater understanding of what people need, want, feel and care about.

Qualitative work is well suited to something like a budget consultation as it enables us to:

· Explore why people hold the views they do

· Find out how strong people’s feelings and priorities are

· Give people a chance to raise issues which are important to them (both with and without prompting) not just issues we want to ask about

· Hold a conversation rather than a one sided exercise

· Give people the opportunity to make informed decisions on issues which they may need explanation about

However, it should be noted that qualitative research is not designed to collect statistical information or reflect the number of people who hold a particular view. The aim is to collect information about the range of views which exist and the rationale behind them. 

By using a topic guide rather than a set script in the research, the researcher guides participants through a series of topics to generate free-flowing discussion. This allows in-depth consideration of the issues and gives participants much more ownership of the direction of the conversation.

The participants in this project were carefully recruited in the street from a variety of locations and at different times of the day. Quotas to include individuals with different characteristics were set to ensure representation across gender, age, ethnicity, social and economic grade, disability, rurality and geographical location. Although the sample was not designed to be fully representative in the statistical sense, it was broadly representative of the wider population. 

Workshop

The structure of the workshop and the question areas were developed by Alpha Research, in agreement with Oxfordshire County Council.  A screening questionnaire was developed by Alpha Research to ensure a good spread of Oxfordshire residents were recruited to the workshop.  

Letters to explain the rationale for the research and provide directions to the venue were given to people once they had been recruited.  

The workshop was held at the Oxford Spires Four Pillars Hotel in Oxford on Monday 17th November 2008, between 6.30pm and 9.30pm.  30 Oxfordshire residents were recruited to participate, and on the day 27 participated in the workshop.  

The event consisted of four parts:

1. Completion of a short questionnaire [appended] at the beginning and end of the evening, to gauge knowledge of council services and priorities for services at the start and the end of the evening [appended]

2. A brief introduction by OCC to give some background on council services and finances

3. Three break-out group discussions, involving 9 participants in each

4. A summing up session involving all participants.

Management Summary
Residents participating in the workshop regarded Oxfordshire as a pleasant place to live in general.  They were, however, feeling the effects of the credit crunch over recent months, with increasing household and petrol bills and perceived threats to their job security.  House prices and the stagnation of the property market were causing problems for those wanting to move and the spectre of negative equity or repossession was seen to be looming in the local economy.  Impacts on jobs and available work were of the most concern, as these had the potential to be the most disruptive to people’s lives.    

Some services provided in the county were felt to be effective and well run.  In particular, cultural services such as libraries, care and occupational therapy services for older or vulnerable adults and trading standards, were all held in high regard.  The common elements driving the success of these services were seen to be that (1) they had a clear and well communicated remit; (2) it was easy to access the information and help that one needed; (3) the staff involved were helpful and knowledgeable; (4) procedures and administration were not unduly complex or onerous; and (5) staff took ownership and actively sought resolution of queries and problems.

However, the County Council came in for significantly more criticism than praise for these attributes. It was apparent that some confusion existed with regard to the boundaries between County Council services and services provided by other authorities, but participants did often feel that it was at the County Council that accessing the expertise or the help that one required was difficult.  Staff were seen to be insufficiently knowledgeable of their department and other services in the council.  A greater emphasis on customer service skills and training was called for.

The County Council was also seen as wasteful in the use of its resources, with perceptions of works having to be re-done, contractors being overpaid and an excess of administration causing inefficiencies.   Participants believed that works and projects could be better planned in advance and that there might be more scope for reducing duplication of services.

Participants felt that social services and services for children and young people were the most important services provided by the council.  Transport and traffic maintenance were also of significant importance. Priorities for services or for improvements desired had not changed in recent months with the events affecting the global and UK economies.

With regard to specific services to review and improve, two areas were focused upon.  Firstly, children’s services were felt to have more potential in a number of areas, but particularly in the provision of education for children with special needs and in leisure and sports facilities for teenagers and young people, mostly in rural areas.

The second area where there was considerable hunger for change was with regard to traffic and transport issues.  Many have found moving around the county to be increasingly irksome.  Oxford in particular was seen as characterised by congestion, a glut of (often empty) buses, endless road works, and intolerable parking controls (particularly longer-term parking for those working in and around the city).  More county-wide criticism of the condition of roads (e.g. poor quality surfaces and insufficient roadside pruning of rural roads and inadequate control of fly tipping, litter and drainage on more major routes); disruptive road works; traffic flow on major routes and inadequacy of rural public transport provision were all prominent concerns.  Direct solutions to these problems were not forthcoming, but reviews were suggested to try to identify possible counter measures.  A suggestion was made that some resource could be shifted away from cultural services to address transport issues more comprehensively.

Where views were expressed, council tax was seen as high, both in real terms and in comparison to other councils.  It was also felt to have increased considerably more than inflation in recent years. 

The leaflet enclosed with the council tax bill was rarely read and was criticised by some for not being particularly informative or clear.  The website, Oxon News and reports through the local press were felt to be good vehicles for communicating council financial matters, but were limited in their reach and would be well complemented by the use of other channels such as libraries, shopping centres and local media.  







