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SOCIAL INCLUSION SCRUTNIY REVIEW

AMENDMENTS TO RECOMMENDATIONS

The Executive should adopt promoting social inclusion as a core value of the
Council. This places social inclusion with the other four core values which
the Council has adopted, this represents a similar golden thread to those
values and places it on an equal footing. It is therefore not necessary to
produce a mission statement or to make an exception of social inclusion in
corporate documents and general publicity.

The County Council should not be dictating to its partners what should and
should not be included in the Community Strategy and Compact with the
voluntary sector by insisting that social inclusion elements are included in
those statements. In any case the Oxfordshire Community Partnership has
already been concluded after lengthy consultation and debate. The Compact
with the voluntary sector is in the early stages of its preparation and no doubt
the partners will consider its contents in due course.

As the Oxfordshire Plan already addresses social inclusion the first sentence
should read “That the Executive must ensure that future Oxfordshire plan
priorities continues to address social inclusion”.

The Deputy Leader of the Council has the responsibility for social inclusion in
his portfolio and is the Council’s lead member for such issues and he should
discuss with the County Council Management Team the appropriate level for
designating a lead officer.

It should be made clear that the money allocated in this year’s budget for a
member of staff for social inclusion is about to be used as the Council is
currently recruiting that member of staff.

The Social Inclusion Group is the appropriate body to take these issues
forward but it should sharpen its focus on delivery rather than creating a
broader bureaucratic body which would spend too much time on process.

Agree.

It seems that if a snapshot audit of what social inclusion work in the Council
is currently underway is required it would be an appropriate task for the
Scrutiny Committee rather than the Executive.
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9. Agree.

10. Change Executive to Scrutiny Committee as is 8.

Charles Shouler
Vice-Chairman




Notes prepared by Councillor John Howell.

There is much in the review report with which I can agree.   As someone who has been involved in inclusion initiatives through, for example, the Princes Trust, I have seen the usefulness of schemes targeted to help specific groups.  However, I have a number of concerns about some of the underlying assumptions in this report which feed through into comments on the approach adopted.  In summary, these are:

(1) Definitions

The report spends a lot of time trying to define the term “social inclusion”.  This is not surprising since, as the report itself acknowledges (para 3), there is no common understanding of the term.  In para 12, trying to distil such an understanding is one of the aims which the review seeks to achieve.  

One of the ways in which the report sometimes seeks to define this understanding is by drawing a distinction between social inclusion and preventing social exclusion.  At the beginning of the report there is a strong steer towards the idea that social inclusion is about positive actions to bring people in to something (I will comment on the ‘something’ later) whilst preventing exclusion is much more about enabling opportunities, bringing down barriers, tolerance etc.  However, this line of argument is confused by the equation at the end of the report that “social inclusion = no social exclusion” – an equation with which I have sympathy.

By the end of the report, the case that social inclusion can be individually distinguished as a concept is far from proven and indeed the report itself meanders between the terms inclusion and exclusion.

(2) Dissonance

This is important and is more than a question of semantics. In part, it significantly contributes to the tension throughout the report between widely drawn, high level, generalised principles of inclusion and the detail of the groups to be included.  

At various points in the report (para 13 for example), inclusion is drawn so widely as to incorporate “the welfare and opportunities of all sections of society”.  Such a definition is so wide as to be virtually meaningless in terms of any practical, and identifiable course of action.

However, time and again, the actual examples given of groups to be included (or who currently feel excluded) are, by contrast, very narrowly drawn.  See, for example, paras 3,7,8,19,21,22, Appendix 1.  From these paragraphs it is clear that the report has in mind groups which we would all recognise as classically disadvantaged.  

It is not surprising that these groups are so identified.  Their needs are easily recognised and they are already rightly the subject of varying degrees of assistance and initiatives.  

If, therefore, these are the true foci of the report, it would be more helpful and more open to admit this.  One effect of this would be to allow specific measurable milestones in ‘inclusion’ better to be developed and delivered.  But, at present, and despite the broadness of the headline approach, the report does not mention a whole range of non-classic disadvantaged groups such as the exclusion felt by some able and gifted children from their own societies as a result of their ability and talents. 

One could argue that a number of the report’s catch-alls including references to ‘helping to fulfil potential’ are more broadly based.  But whilst ‘exclusion’ may be a factor in preventing fulfilment of potential it is not the only factor, and, similarly ‘inclusion’ on its own will be insufficient.

(3) Inclusion in what?

One way in which this confusion demonstrates itself is in the notion of in what these groups are to be included.  There is a tendency in the report almost to anthropomorphise ‘society’ or at the very least to see it as a coherent entity – one society.  Even the report itself is unhappy at this singular approach to the nature of society and to overcome this, it seeks to refine the definition of society to ‘mainstream society’.  

Even this, however, implies a considerable agreement on and identification at large of what the common values and components of that society are.  However, as point 5 of the consultants’ report (CG4 – page 51) demonstrates, many of the societal values which are fundamental assumptions of the report are, not in fact, widely shared by those groups generally regarded as excluded.  These include pillars of what most of us would regard as a civil society.

One example, of this is the belief in the report that people should be able to fulfil their potential – a view with which I completely agree.  However, this sits uneasily with the experience I came across of one gifted individual from an introverted, working class community who was prevented from taking up a scholarship at a particular school by familial and peer pressure related to the inappropriateness of certain elements of the school uniform.  That individual’s ‘society’ sadly did not share in a view of fulfilled potential as a prime aim.  For this individual, the tension must have been between an education system which was being inclusive and trying to prevent exclusion and a set of societal values around him which were highly exclusive.

In short, the switch of emphasis in the report to inclusion and away from exclusion has exposed the difficulty of identifying a common idea of what the ‘something’ is into which people are to be included.  What the report ends up doing, therefore, by default is elevating one view of society above others in a prescriptive way.  Whilst this is, of course, what aspirational politics can be about the implications of generating social exclusion at the local level in the pursuit of inclusion at the big picture level have not been considered.

For that reason, a more open approach based on preventing exclusion seems more philosophically sound and genuinely inclusive of the societal varieties which exist.

(4) Specific points 

There are also some individual points which provoked comment.

First, in para 38 I do not recognise these shortcomings of the business community.  I think the report underplays the role business already plays in working to prevent exclusion.  In addition, directing business to the Learning & Skills Council is overly prescriptive given the wide range of organisations involved in this area.

Second, the list of interviewees in Appendix 2 seems to be unduly restricted and would have benefited from a wider external view from a more varied group of individuals.

Thirdly, in para 31, OCC is compared adversely with the City Council.  This seems to be based solely on the City’s commitment to the use of appropriate wording on inclusion/exclusion.  No evidence is produced that in practice it has done more than OCC.

Fourthly, the report is extremely light on how the system proposed will be monitored.  It uses pseudo-accountancy terminology such as audits without any clear rigour in what will be audited and how measurements will be made.  Given the confusion over definitions and the almost runaway breadth of what the report at times wants to include within the ‘inclusion’ package this is not surprising.
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