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Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee

May 2004

Social Inclusion Scrutiny Review

Section 1: Summary

‘It is not enough to say that you ‘believe’ in social inclusion, you have to do something about it.’

1. This Review came about because the Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee was concerned that there was little progress being made around issues of social inclusion following two critical reports on how the County Council was addressing this important area. In particular, the Review set out to see what common understanding there was in the Council around social inclusion, what were the values underpinning social inclusion activity, to look at policies that help to tackle social exclusion, and to make recommendations to strengthen the corporate activity of the Council in this area.

2. ‘Social inclusion’ is not just ‘jargon’, but refers to the core work of the Council: helping people to fulfil their potential and to overcome the disadvantages that they might face. It is vital that good quality services are provided to all people, especially those who are potentially vulnerable and need support. Social exclusion, whether through low income, poor educational achievement, illness and disability, isolation or other circumstances, is a loss to the whole community, and as a Council we have a responsibility to tackle both the causes of social exclusion as well as the outcomes. Weaving social inclusion through all Council policies and activity will be much more effective than treating it as an afterthought. This is recognised by the Comprehensive Performance Assessment, which will be looking to see what progress Oxfordshire has made in this area.

3. The Review found that although many officers were committed to broad principles of social inclusion, there was not a common understanding of what that meant to the Council, or what the Council’s aims were for disadvantaged people. There is insufficient lead from the Executive or the County Council’s Senior Management Team on co-ordinating social inclusion activity or providing a strategic focus. This makes it harder for individual service managers and officers to pursue social inclusion activity, or to get guidance on their social inclusion priorities. 

4. However, within particular services and Directorates there is much excellent work going on that tackles social exclusion and promotes social inclusion. Most senior officers saw social inclusion as a key part of what they were trying to achieve through their services. The Review identified many policies which actively help disadvantaged and vulnerable groups, and there is no doubt that there is significant expertise and commitment to build on in this area.

5. The coherence of social inclusion work across Directorates could still be improved so that there is a truly joined-up approach to the same issues and clients. This needs better co-ordination of policy, data collection, monitoring and planning between services, as well as a more active reporting of performance indicators that relate specifically to social inclusion. Overcoming the remains of a ‘silo’ culture would greatly enhance the Council’s ability to be proactive in promoting social inclusion and to prevent social exclusion. 

6. In order to give social inclusion the prominence that it needs, a greater corporate commitment is needed. At present there is no over-arching social inclusion strategy for the County Council, and corporate resources to coordinate social inclusion activity have been very limited over the last few years. Although greater efforts have been made recently to push social inclusion onto the corporate agenda, for example by linking it to Equalities issues, there needs to be a more dedicated approach by the Executive and senior managers. The Committee has endorsed the view of many witnesses that a senior Social Inclusion Champion is needed to promote the issue aided by a senior officer to undertake more of the corporate strategy activity. A new Council value of ‘promoting social inclusion’ would support the wider activity of different pieces of social inclusion work. More explicit monitoring of how social inclusion is addressed in the Oxfordshire Plan priorities decided by the Executive would also significantly enhance the profile of these issues. Looking at best practice in other local authorities, the Review found that by promoting work already underway, and helping officers to evaluate their own activity in relation to social inclusion, a great deal of progress could be achieved.

7. It is essential that the County Council’s renewed commitment to social inclusion is promoted as widely as possible to local people, our partners and stakeholders. A more explicit commitment would send a message to the community about the aims of the Council to help the most disadvantaged, whilst a more visible senior Champion would be a point of contact and reference. This outward focus should be reflected in the Community Strategy and our Compact with local voluntary organisations.

8. The Review heard a great deal about what services were provided to people who were socially excluded or disadvantaged, but much less about what these same people wanted from Council services. The Committee endorsed the Review Group’s proposal to undertake consultation with two specific groups: lone mothers, and older people living in rural areas. Their views are described in the report and in Appendix 4.1. Consultation cannot be an add-on, but should be the first step in deciding what help to give people, whether around promoting independence, tackling youth offending, providing services to people living with disabilities or helping children from ethnic minorities to achieve at school. There can be no County Council strategy to tackle social inclusion without first undertaking to find out what different groups of people in the community want or need.

9. The Committee would like to thank all the witnesses who participated in the Review process, and whose candid approach have allowed the Committee to base this report on robust and up to date evidence. The Committee hopes and anticipates that the recommendations put forward in this Review will help to push social inclusion to the top of the corporate agenda, to ensure that the Council is really committed to serving our community and standing by our core values. By giving the issue of social inclusion the prominence it deserves, we will all benefit, and the Council can then truly take on the role of a community leader. 

Recommendations

The Committee RECOMMENDS the following:

1. The Executive should adopt ‘promoting social inclusion’ as a core value of the County Council. This measure would show the Executive’s commitment and make the message clear to the community that social inclusion is considered as a priority in all individual service plans and ‘mainstreamed’ as a golden thread.

2. That the Executive exert its influence to ensure that the County Council’s social inclusion policies are applied diligently to the Community Strategy and the Compact with the voluntary sector. This should be monitored alongside the outcomes of the Community Strategy and the Compact progress.

3. That the Executive must ensure that future Oxfordshire Plan priorities continue to address social inclusion. This should be monitored through the priority implementation plans and updates to ensure that it is properly considered.

4.  That the Deputy Leader of the Council should discuss with the County Council Management Team the appointment of a Social Inclusion Champion from amongst their number in order to give the issue the profile in the organisation that it deserves. The Champion should produce an action plan for ensuring that there is improved linkage across Directorates on social inclusion issues, to identify which barriers to joint working need to be addressed and how, and to demonstrate progress towards changing the corporate attitude to social inclusion, to ensure that preventative work is effectively joined up between key services.

5. That the Executive ensure that the resources allocated for social inclusion are used this year to provide dedicated staffing. The staffing in place must be used to develop a clear action plan around social inclusion by March 2005.

6. The Executive should review the current framework around social inclusion to ensure that the Social Inclusion Group delivers the social inclusion action plan to the Directorates, and the action plan is mapped on to service plans thus ensuring that social inclusion is included in the corporate priority framework. It is essential that the Social Inclusion Group is structured so as to include the Deputy Leader and one Councillor from each of the other two major parties, plus Directorate business managers and appropriate service managers.

7. That the Executive ensures that a group of challenging BVPIs and PSA targets are identified and ‘badged’ as ‘social inclusion indicators’ and included as a group in the annual performance monitoring and reporting framework. Social Inclusion BVPIs should be agreed within directorates, and in consultation with the citizens panel. The report must go to the County Council Management Team, and be presented to the Executive by the Social Inclusion Champion to inform corporate planning. 

8. That the Executive through the Social Inclusion Group produce a report which shows a ‘snapshot’ audit of what social inclusion work in the Council is currently underway. This will help all staff to realise how much of their work contributes to this important area, and how much they can do to make a difference. It will also help to disseminate the corporate strategy around social inclusion.

9. The Executive should ensure that a comprehensive cross-directorate strategy and action plan for the collection and use of data around social inclusion issues are produced. The Social Inclusion Champion must oversee the production and reporting of social statistics which the Executive should use to make sure that the priority planning process is evidence based. The report on social statistics should be widely disseminated so that they can be used by in-house policy makers and for resource targeting, as well as by a wider audience in the community.

10. The Executive through the Social Inclusion Group should commission internally a comprehensive piece of consultation of ‘hard to hear’ groups and individuals, to find out what difficulties they face, and what needs they have. The consultation should be fully participative and should give something back to the communities and individuals who are involved. This consultation work should be used to inform the corporate social inclusion strategy and action plan, which should be developed with the participation of people who face social exclusion.  

Section 2: Background

2.1 Aims of the Review and the Review Process

10. The Review came about in part because the Social Inclusion Best Value Review update report in June 2002 reported that progress on implementing the key options had been limited. This was reviewed by the Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee who recommended to the Executive that the options be implemented as a matter of urgency.

The Review was also deemed timely since it comes within the scope of the County Council’s key priorities, especially:

· Reducing disadvantage and promoting inclusion, 

· Promoting independence, and

· Helping everyone play their part in developing their communities

11. In the survey of Oxfordshire residents carried out for the County Council by MORI, the main priority for people was ‘Safe and Supportive Communities’, which reinforces the need for inclusive communities. There are specific PSA targets which relate to reducing disadvantage and promoting inclusion, targeting the educational attainment of children of Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Black Caribbean origin, reducing the number of children permanently excluded from school each year, and improving the educational achievement of children in care. Improving the policies to tackle social exclusion will greatly enhance the Council’s ability to meet these targets and priorities.

12. The aim of the review was not to take on the job of monitoring these targets, or filling the need for information about social exclusion in the County, but to look at how the Council itself was addressing this area. Specifically the reviews aims were:

· To evaluate how ‘exclusion proof’ the Council is.

· To achieve a common understanding within the Council of what is meant by social inclusion and the values that underpin it.

· To identify which of the Council’s policies have the potential for achieving the most impact on social exclusion.

· To make an assessment of this impact.

· To make recommendations that strengthen corporate performance in this area and improve outcomes.

13. Successive governments have recognised that social exclusion carries a cost for the individual and society. Excluding people from the mainstream of society means that they contribute less to their community and economy. Social inclusion means not only tackling social exclusion, but means proactively promoting the welfare and opportunities of all sections of society.

14. The review was proposed by the Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee on 18th July 2002.  The Committee appointed Councillors Liz Brighouse, Bob Johnston, Margaret MacKenzie (who later had to withdraw), and Brian Law, who was replaced by Ray Jelf, to the Lead Member Review Group (supported by Myfanwy Lloyd and Matt Bramall, Scrutiny Review Officers), and endorsed their project brief, in the form of a scoping document (see Appendix 1).  The Co-ordinating Group of Scrutiny Committee Chairs and Deputy Chairs commissioned the review in February 2003.  The Review was completed in May 2004.

15. This review was carried out under the Local Government Act 2000, Section 21(2)(e) which sets out the power for local authority scrutiny committees to “make reports or recommendations to the authority or the Executive on matters which affect the authority’s area or the inhabitants of that area”.  

16. The Review was carried out through background research of national guidance on social inclusion; investigation of Oxfordshire County Council’s own policies; comparison with two other authorities: Suffolk County Council and Swansea City and County Council; witness interviews with officers and experts; questionnaires, and consultation with local people carried out by experienced researchers. 

17. Throughout the report the evidence underpinning the Review findings and recommendations is described, and quotes from witnesses are used to illustrate key points. In total the Review collected responses from over thirty witnesses, and nearly eighty local people. 

2.2 What is social exclusion?

18. The language of ‘social inclusion’ and ‘social exclusion’ has come from debates about how to best help people overcome disadvantages in their lives and allow them to live their life to the fullest. These terms are widely used by practitioners and all levels of government. This report does not aim to re-write definitions of the terms, but to use them to examine what the County Council can do better in this area. The debate about the terms ‘social inclusion’, and ‘social exclusion’ is not just an ‘academic’ argument, but relates directly to what local government sees as its role and responsibility towards people who are in need of assistance, and to the community as a whole. This report talks about both social inclusion and social exclusion, the link being the clear objective of ‘social inclusion’ to eliminate ‘social exclusion’.

19. The notion of ‘social exclusion’ has gained currency because it encapsulates the ideas that people are not just disadvantaged because of a lack of money, but may also be excluded from the day to day norm of living standards by fact of a physical disability, being isolated due to poor services, being discriminated against in the job market because of where they live, and other factors. It can be argued that these ‘social needs’ should be recognised in their own right as they are all important in terms of how people are able to live their lives. They all relate to how local councils provide services which help all local people to fulfil their potential.

Social exclusion:  is a shorthand term for what can happen when people or areas suffer from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime, bad health and family breakdown. The most important characteristic of social exclusion is that these problems are linked and mutually reinforcing, and can combine to create a complex and fast moving vicious cycle.

Social exclusion: refers to the way in which people are unable to play their full part as active citizens because of a lack of resources, a lack of opportunity or because barriers have been placed in their way.

Social exclusion: is about individuals or communities feeling unable to participate in the democratic process of a country, or being unable to participate in public services, feeling alienated or marginalised.’

20. The South East Regional partners have been actively involved in promoting a social inclusion agenda. The regional Social Inclusion Strategy gives four reasons to be concerned about social exclusion:

· Social Exclusion is economically inefficient: an under-use of human resources.

· Socially excluded people are prevented from enjoying a fulfilling life, with consequent impact on health and realisation of potential. 

· Social exclusion generates unnecessary costs in terms of welfare and health services and benefits.

· Social exclusion has social impacts (e.g. crime and drug use) which affect all society, and create a vicious circle.

The Region has set targets for the reduction of exclusion and deprivation. The Government Office of South East England (GOSE), and the South East England Development Agency (SEEDA) have both committed themselves to policies which address social exclusion and engaging all sectors in making sure that the widest community is considered. This is an important context for how Oxfordshire decides to promote social inclusion.

2.3: Why it is important to tackle social exclusion in Oxfordshire

21. Although Oxfordshire is part of the buoyant economy of the South East of England, this does not mean that there are no areas of concern. Oxfordshire has parts of its population that are vulnerable and socially excluded, as these examples show:

Social Exclusion in Oxfordshire Fact: 

45% of young offenders in Oxfordshire are unemployed, compared to around 3% of the adult population.
 Not only do the individuals lose out, but so does the community by paying for the youth justice system, and there is a loss to the local workforce, economy and wider society.

Social Exclusion in Oxfordshire Fact: 

Only 35% of looked after children in Oxfordshire in 2002/03 left care with 1 or more A*-G GCSEs, compared to 57% in Suffolk. This puts Oxfordshire in the lowest quartile of achievement for this vulnerable group.
Social Exclusion in Oxfordshire Fact: 

Oxfordshire has 15 areas (‘Super Output Areas’ or SOAs) in the most deprived 20% of all areas in England, according to the most up to date measure: the Index of Multiple Deprivation 2004. This means that nearly 4% of all of Oxfordshire’s local areas (SOAs) are ‘pockets’ of deprivation, and that people living within these areas may experience a number of disadvantages: such as low income, unemployment, poor health or disability, poor educational attainment, barriers to services, poor housing and crime.

22. These examples are not exhaustive, and people in many groups of society may be at risk of social exclusion: young people, older people, disabled people, black and minority ethnic communities, asylum seekers, people whose first language is not English, people living in deprived urban areas, people living in isolated rural areas, and indeed anyone who is perceived to be out of step with their peers. Identifying people who are at risk is the first step to preventing social exclusion. It is important to note that falling into one of these groups does not make each individual socially excluded.

Examples of people at risk of social exclusion:

· People who grow up in low income households are more likely to end up unemployed, spend time in prison (men) or become lone parents (women).

· Risk factors associated with becoming a teenage mother include family financial difficulties, and low educational attainment. This contributes to generational low achievement.

· Young people in care are disproportionately likely to leave school without qualifications and end up homeless. People who have problems at school are more likely to become homeless.

· People from some ethnic minority communities are more likely to live in unpopular and overcrowded housing.

· Two out of five job-seekers say that transport is a key barrier to getting a job; six per cent of all 16-24 year-olds turn down training or further education opportunities because of problems with transport. Over a twelve-month period, nationally 1.4 million people miss, turn down or choose not to seek medical help because of transport problems.

· Once mental health problems develop, they can often have a negative impact on employability, housing, household income, opportunities to access services and social networks – potentially leading to severe economic deprivation and social isolation.  

23. Social exclusion has severe consequences both for individuals and the community. For individuals it can mean financial hardship, failing at school, poor life opportunities and isolation. For the community the costs can be seen in terms of youth offending, crime and the fear that crime brings, loss of economic opportunity and the expense of poor health. Social inclusion can help to make sure that these situations don’t become entrenched, and are turned around.

24. Promoting social inclusion means developing a strategy and policies which help everyone to be part of the community. This affects everyone – it is not just a ‘problem’ for those people excluded, it is a concern for the majority too. The solutions to social exclusion will affect all local people, not just the disadvantaged. To make changes in the processes and structures which exclude people will need good partnership working, consultation and monitoring. 

‘Social Inclusion is an absolutely key part of our job. As community leaders we have got to look after the most vulnerable and make sure that people are included.’ 

Section 3: Findings

3.1 Our commitment to social inclusion

25. Social inclusion has a positive value for the whole of Oxfordshire. As the County Council is committed to ‘Helping people to fulfil their potential’, this relates directly to social inclusion, and to supporting individuals. But there are other positive values beyond the development of individuals. In economic terms, social inclusion will help to contribute to the economy, which should be a priority to the Council which is committed to ‘Sustaining Prosperity’. 

‘If we don’t get it right then we pay the cost – and it costs a fortune, especially related to education issues’.

26. When the Review Group asked witnesses ‘What does social inclusion mean to you’, a wide range of answers were given, which reflected the professional and personal experiences of the officers and experts. Some of their answers are listed here:

Social inclusion is the process by which efforts are made to ensure that everyone, regardless of their experiences and circumstances, can achieve their potential in life. To achieve inclusion, income and employment are necessary but not sufficient. An inclusive society is also characterised by a striving for reduced inequality, a balance between individuals’ rights and duties and increased social cohesion. 

Social Inclusion means people having the opportunity to share the same quality of life as those around them, and to be able to participate in decisions about what happens to them, and the services that are provided to them. 

Social inclusion means maximising the opportunities to overcome the  disadvantages that people face. 

There is not currently a common understanding of social inclusion in the Council, although there are many people with strong views about how social exclusion can be tackled.

27. Having agreed in March 2004 ‘that the promotion of equality and social inclusion is a corporate commitment standing alongside and integrating with the County Council’s values as stated in the County Council’s priorities’, it is good to see that this has been recognised by a statement in the County Council’s Best Value Performance Plan 2004/5. However, to make sure that local people know that giving everyone the chance to be included in the life of the County is very important to the Council, the Executive now need to strengthen their commitment to social inclusion, by making it one of the core values of the County Council. Just leaving social inclusion as an implicit value ‘standing alongside’ the core values is not sufficient, as it is essential that this value is actively promoted if it is going to have an impact. As one witness said:

‘I don’t think that the four core values encourage the development of social inclusion work as they are currently written. You don’t necessarily read social inclusion into them.’   

28. This view was supported by witnesses who felt that giving the issue of social inclusion a higher profile was an essential first step to making sure that it was a major consideration for everyone.

‘Social Inclusion could be made to feature much more prominently in the County Council’s overall values and priorities.’ 
29. At present, in terms of a public commitment the County Council does not compare favourably with the City Council, who have posted their Social Inclusion Statement on their website, along with a summary of their social inclusion projects and aims. This makes it a very public and accessible part of their commitment to serving their community, which the County Council would do well to follow.

RECOMMENDATION 1:

The Executive should adopt ‘promoting social inclusion’ as a core value of the County Council. This measure would show the Executive’s commitment and make the message clear to the community that social inclusion is considered as a priority in all individual service plans and ‘mainstreamed’ as a golden thread.
3.2  Community leadership, Community Service, and Partnership

‘Social inclusion is fundamental to what a local authority does. It’s part of the reason that services are delivered by the Council … the social inclusion agenda means that the council is adding more.’ 
30. Public service is just that, a service, and many of the witnesses felt that it is very important that these services reach the groups or individuals in society who experience the most disadvantage. Even if a local authority cannot on its own have a major effect on the economic climate of a county, or on actual levels of income, there are large areas where a good council can try to prevent social exclusion, and promote an inclusive society, for example around education, promoting involvement with the labour market, training officers to respond to the needs of those people less able to articulate their difficulties, and working with partner organisations such as the District Councils around issues such as housing. Overall, the County Council needs to make sure that its services are reaching the people who need them most, not just those who are most visible, or who can shout the loudest. This is particularly important in an area where there is a good deal of affluence, which masks the differences between how people in the County are faring.

 ‘It’s a rather large risk that in a very successful economy and society it is very easy for people who are socially excluded to be invisible.’

‘In Oxfordshire there is an arrogance . . . that ‘we know best’, without any evidence.’ 

This Committee strongly believes that such complacent attitudes about Oxfordshire need to be challenged, so that as a Council we do our best for everyone living here.

31. Not only is this essential to make sure that the potential of our whole population, our whole workforce, all our children, and all our vulnerable people is promoted to the full, but we can’t avoid the fact that we are increasingly under scrutiny from central government about how we address issues such as social inclusion. Whether we are all motivated by a sense of public service or not, the Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) will look more closely at how the County Council services relate to levels of deprivation. This is outlined in the national CPA report on Patterns for Improvement, section 1.9 ‘The impact of place’, which also comments on community leadership, and how strong partnerships with local organisations can promote economic, social and environmental well-being.

a) The Oxford Community Partnership

32. One of the key ways in which the County Council can be a good community leader is through its relationship to stakeholders, voluntary organisations and local businesses. The County Council is engaged with all these sectors through the county-wide Local Strategic Partnership (LSP), known as the Oxfordshire Community Partnership (OCP). 

33. The OCP produced a draft Community Strategy in January 2004 based around the eight priorities which were identified through discussion at the OCP Forum, and wider consultation. In addition to the eight priorities (key workers & housing, safe & supportive communities, transport, economic prosperity, education & lifelong learning, environment, health and wellbeing, recreation culture & leisure), five cross-cutting issues were identified, including social inclusion, which is described as ‘reaching out to ensure everyone is included’. As groups of stakeholders formed around each priority, to make up ‘ambition groups’, they were encouraged to take this issue into account when developing plans for their areas of work.

34. The Committee has been very disappointed by how little attention has been paid to social inclusion by the ambition groups, and how weak the draft Community Strategy was in this area. The OCP had engaged socially disadvantaged groups in the consultation process, which was a success, but this did not visibly feed into the final output. Few of the ambition groups explicitly mention social inclusion, and it is not clear how the planned actions will contribute to tackling social exclusion, or preventing it in the future. Given the strong associations between, for example, affordable housing and social inclusion, or youth offending and social exclusion, this is a significant flaw. One witness identified the problem as being the large number of actions that the ambition groups are committing themselves to:

‘The Community Strategy runs the risk of too many priorities, and social inclusion fell away a bit.’

35. As the ‘ambition groups’ are about to be turned into ‘delivery groups’, charged with carrying out the actions they have agreed upon, it is essential that they fully consider how their plans can contribute to social inclusion. As the Steering Group will be judging the performance and progress of the ‘delivery groups’, they must also have social inclusion concerns at the forefront of their agenda. 

36. Of particular concern is the fact that the business community, so central to Oxfordshire’s strong economy, do not appear in the Community Strategy to be actively engaging with social inclusion issues. Although there is very low unemployment in Oxfordshire, those people who are not in employment, or secure employment, have few skills or opportunities to enter the labour market, and need help to join in the advantages of the economic growth. The business community should be encouraged by the County Council to consider social inclusion issues and labour market progression more explicitly in their work with the OCP. 

‘You need a ladder of opportunity – so that you can come into a job with few skills or qualifications, and then the organisation can help you up.’  
‘Local authorities can have influence when it comes to ‘skilling’ . . . OCC should encourage networks of employers which could offer job progression, and share recruitment opportunities, to help small businesses have better progression prospects.’ 

37. The Committee would like to emphasise that close attention will need to be paid to monitoring the outputs from the Community Strategy to make sure that there is effective action after this lengthy development process. If any ambition group fails to achieve its targets, or fails to address social inclusion, the County Council should be one of the first voices to ask why, and to press for real results.
38. The Economic Development Strategy for Oxfordshire 2001-2005 addresses the issue of social inclusion and labour market opportunity. The Committee hopes that the County Council will play a full role in trying to meet the aim to ‘fulfil the employment potential of all the citizens in Oxfordshire by increasing participation in the labour market, and matching skills to job opportunities’,
 in its Economic Development Action Plan.
b) The Oxfordshire ‘Compact’ with the voluntary sector

39. A ‘Compact’ is an agreement between local authorities and the voluntary sector in their area, to secure and improve their relationship for mutual benefit. It is designed to set out aims of joint working, and a framework within which to see this happen. All local authorities are required to have a local ‘Compact’ in place by April 2004. Oxfordshire has a long standing tradition of voluntary activity, but the County Council has been noticeably slow in getting its Compact underway, producing a draft just a couple of months before the April deadline.  

40. The Committee supports the idea of the Compact, and wants to see a good working relationship with the voluntary sector. It is this sector which is so often able to get closer to the community to help to provide services, and to reach groups who are less keen to come into contact with mainstream providers. This view is supported by witness evidence:

‘One of the key ways of reaching older people who are excluded is through the voluntary sector. Older people don’t always want to be involved with social services for example, but the voluntary sector is the acceptable side of care.’ 

This reflects the Committee’s view that there are difficulties with reaching really socially disadvantaged people, and the groups that work with them. The County Council should be concerned that the Compact relates positively to these areas, and doesn’t just cement the relationship with the larger voluntary organisations who have a higher profile and are easier to work with. 

41. The Committee is very disappointed that the draft Compact bears no reference to social inclusion, or the difficulties faced by disadvantaged members of the wider Oxfordshire community. Given this, it is hard to see how it can be aimed at helping the sections of our society who are socially excluded through whatever circumstances. 

42. In contrast, Suffolk County Council, one of Oxfordshire’s statistical comparison authorities, has made social inclusion a central theme of their Compact, presenting a substantial section on ‘Our Shared Vision’ which refers to social inclusion. Unlike in the Oxfordshire Compact, this theme is carried over into the ‘Shared Principles’. For example:

‘The underlying philosophy of the Compact is that voluntary and community activity is fundamental to the development of a democratic, socially inclusive society . . . The Suffolk Compact recognises that minority and excluded groups can be particularly disadvantaged and should therefore receive further attention in the application of all its codes of practice.’ (Suffolk Compact, 2001)
These statements, and others, by Suffolk give a substantial boost to the consideration of social inclusion in their Compact. 

43. National guidance suggested that a protocol around social inclusion issues should be included in the Compact, but although the draft Oxfordshire Compact indicates that a number of protocols will be produced, social inclusion is not amongst them. This is very disappointing, and the Committee would very much like to see a social inclusion protocol.

44. In addition to the criticisms of the language and commitments of the Oxfordshire Compact, the Committee is concerned to see how it is proposed that the Compact will be linked back to Directorates and service planners, given the large number of Service Level Agreements (SLAs) that are in place between the County Council Directorates and the voluntary sector. This would help make clear what the Compact is actually designed to achieve and allow for bettering monitoring. 

45. There has also been a recognition within the County Council that partnership arrangements with the voluntary sector are not well coordinated, and that this has implications for how funding is given to external organisations.  A review of all funding for the voluntary and community sector has been initiated under the direction of Stephen Capaldi (Assistant Chief Executive) to look at how all voluntary and community sector funding can be incorporated into a comprehensive commissioning strategy. However, this has now been broken into two parts, the first of which has been to look at small grants. Investigating these small grants is important, as one witness stated: ‘At the moment, the County Council doesn’t know where the grants go.’ This position is obviously unacceptable.

46. These small grants are much less significant in financial terms than the SLAs which control long standing arrangements. From what the Review has learnt, progress has been slow even on collecting information about small grants, and this is disappointing, as it is likely to hold back the review of SLAs. 

47. The Compact must be properly framed to take account of the SLAs, and the SLAs themselves must be reviewed as a whole to make sure that they are effectively negotiated and properly monitored. In addition, they should relate to the relevant Directorate strategy, not just be historical or convenient. If a future review of SLAs reveals a lack of officer expertise to set up complex arrangements with the voluntary and community sector, this must be brought to light. 

48. In view of the evidence collected around the Compact and the Community Strategy, the Committee makes the following recommendation:

RECOMMENDATION 2: 

That the Executive exert its influence to ensure that the County Council’s social inclusion policies are applied diligently to the Community Strategy and the Compact with the voluntary sector. This should be monitored alongside the outcomes of the Community Strategy and the Compact progress.

49. More effort should also be made to solidify and clarify the relationship of the Compact to the OCP and Community Strategy. At the moment there is considerable confusion about the links. For example, the Review Group heard these two views:

‘The Oxfordshire Community Partnership in theory commissioned the Compact, but in reality it is still a mystery to them.’ 

‘There is no direct relationship [between the OCP and the Compact] at all, but the Compact will be ‘blessed’ by the OCP.’ 
50. Given the profile of both the Community Strategy and Partnerships, and the forthcoming Compact, the Executive should be aware that this confusion exists, and should seek to ensure that the management of both the OCP and the Compact negotiations are transparent, and that the links between the two are made explicit. Having confusing or poorly defined links, either internally or externally, is guaranteed to undermine the aims of the OCP and Compact. 

c) Partnership Working

51. Oxfordshire County Council has a key role as a partner, locally and within the Region. At the moment the Leader of the Council, Keith Mitchell, and the Chief Executive, Richard Shaw hold two important additional positions, as Chair of the South East County Leaders and Chair of the South East Counties Chief Executives respectively. This makes it an optimum moment for Oxfordshire to enhance its partnership working and its leadership on cross cutting issues. Social inclusion is just such a central issue. It is time that this County’s leadership tackled the misapprehension that the whole region, and Oxfordshire, is wealthy and privileged. 

52. The Review was disappointed with what it heard from partners trying to work with the County Council around social inclusion issues. Most worrying was the fact that the internal structural changes had left partners with no central point of contact regarding issues of social inclusion. This meant that although individual project links with Directorates or services may work well, it was hard to find a ‘way in’ to the organisation from the outside. Key personnel changes had not been well communicated externally, with more than one witness still expecting Community Safety Manager Bruce McLaren to be the ‘social inclusion officer’. As one witness stated:

‘The County Council is not very easy to work with in some ways – it’s very silo based. One department doesn’t know that the other is doing the same thing. For communities this is very hard. For example, on a parish plan – it’s hard for them to work with the County Council because it’s all very departmentalised, when community issues are very cross cutting. For example, they get pushed to being ‘rural issues’ not ‘community issues’. 

53. The Directorate ‘silo’ mentality is definitely reinforced by the lack of a dedicated lead officer on social inclusion. For cross-cutting social inclusion issues, such as rural affairs or the needs of older people, there needs to be better communication and coordination. Better liaison with the City Council would also help social inclusion strategy in the City and beyond. Bigger external groups with long-standing links to the County Council were more positive about their partnership working, but the County Council should be concerned about external organisations that are not already ‘in the loop’.

3.3  Where is Oxfordshire County Council’s corporate social inclusion strategy?

54. Oxfordshire County Council has previously tried to address problems of poverty and social exclusion. In 1996 the Council produced ‘Tackling Poverty in Oxfordshire’ which was designed to highlight geographical areas of poverty, and to set out the Council’s strategy for reducing poverty. In 1998 a member/officer anti-poverty working group was established to oversee the implementation of the strategy, and to review what each department could contribute to delivering it. In 1999/2000 the group became the Social Inclusion Working Party, to reflect the broader local and national agenda. 

55. However, in 2001 the adoption of the new political management arrangements and a new administration meant that all Working Parties were stopped. When the Directorates were subsequently restructured, the Strategy Directorate, which previously had a dedicated social inclusion post filled by Bruce McLaren with a Social Policy Team, was disbanded, and the key social inclusion post was not kept, as Bruce McLaren was transferred to work in Community Safety, with a different role. This means that a senior level post with direct responsibility to support social inclusion work disappeared from the Council, apparently without any plan, or indeed regard, for how the social inclusion agenda was going to be pursued under the new system.

56. This lack of forethought came at a time when the Council should have been focusing much more on social inclusion, to make sure that it was implementing the recommendations from two important evaluations of social inclusion work at the Council: the Best Value Review of Social Inclusion, and the subsequent Audit Commission Review of Social Inclusion Policy.

a) The Best Value Review of Social Inclusion and the Audit Commission Review of Social Inclusion

57. The Best Value review of Social Inclusion was approved in May 2000, reported in March 2001, and produced an update report in June 2002. The review focused on the council’s overall systems and mechanisms for tackling social exclusion, including poverty. It’s aim was to consider whether a more strategic approach might have benefits, as well as to assess the Council’s positive impacts, and possible negative impacts. It did not attempt to review in detail all service provision which might be related. 

As a result of the review, three improvement options were set out, relating to:

· Better use of data and information relating to poverty and social inclusion

· Better understanding of the impact of council decisions and services on people experiencing poverty and disadvantage

· Better consultation with disadvantaged and socially excluded groups

58. However, due to the major political and structural changes at the council, there was a considerable hiatus in action, and although it was agreed that the Social Inclusion Working Party and Chief Officers should agree the best means of delivering the actions proposed, the Best Value review recommendations were not fully incorporated into the work programme of the then new Social Inclusion Group (SIG), and gaps remain.

59. The Best Value Review was followed up in November 2001 when the Audit Commission carried out a desktop inspection of social inclusion at the Council. It reported in January 2002, shortly after the political and structural reorganisation of the Council. The Audit Commission Review stated that it was not clear how the Council as a whole, rather than specific departments, would work towards achieving its social inclusion aims. It concluded that the ‘Tackling Poverty in Oxfordshire’ strategy was now out of date, and it was therefore not certain how the Council intended to tackle social exclusion, or respond to local or national priorities. It made two recommendations for the Council to follow:

· The Council should work with people who experience social exclusion, partner organisations, and local communities to identify a clear set of priorities for change.

· The Council should decide what results it wants to achieve for people who experience social exclusion, and develop a plan for how Council services and partner organisations will work towards these improvements.

b) Setting the social inclusion agenda

60. In the light of the two previous reviews, and the criticism of the Council that they both made, the Scrutiny Committee wanted to know what was happening now to make sure that these gaps were being addressed. It has become clear to the Committee that over the years, especially since the new political management arrangements were introduced and the Directorates were restructured, the issue of social inclusion, and any previously endorsed ‘strategy’ has slipped down the agenda. Several witnesses made similar comments. When a senior officer involved in the Best Value Review of Social Inclusion was asked who now had responsibility for making sure that the recommendations were implemented, they said: ‘We have blurred the boundaries on that’. Other witnesses were even less clear on what the current situation or strategy is:

‘I think that there is a [social inclusion] strategy, but I’ve never seen it.’ 

‘I’m not aware that we have an up do date social inclusion strategy.’ 

‘OCC does not have a social inclusion strategy per se.’ 

‘It should be a priority, and it’s developing, but it’s not particularly high. It’s not led as a policy issue, it’s very much local initiatives, not a clear strategy or council priority.’ 
61. The Committee believes that there needs to be a commitment on the part of the Executive to making sure that key recommendations from wide ranging reviews, such as the Best Value review on Social Inclusion are properly implemented. Perhaps even more important is making sure that the Executive takes action on what the Audit Commission has recommended, to give social inclusion work a proper basis and a vision within the Council. 

62. The first essential step is for the Executive to set out what its priorities for a social inclusion strategy are, and to show how this relates to their vision of a socially inclusive Oxfordshire. Of course strategies in themselves do not achieve changes, but they are an essential start. One of the key witnesses was asked whether it mattered if the Council had a social inclusion strategy, rather than just individual policies in the directorates. His answer was:

‘Yes, it matters immensely, because the most important thing you have to influence are your core services. Additional policies can pick up failings, but the best thing you can do is to stop making things worse through the failings of your core services.’  

Another witness reiterated this point saying:

‘What we need for OCC is a corporate strategy, a definition of social inclusion, to have some vision of where we’re going, we need leadership, clear priorities and resources’. 

63. In October 2003 the Executive agreed a report by the Head of Democratic Services, presented by Adrian Harper-Smith (Strategic Projects Officer) on ‘Social Inclusion and Equalities’ which included the recommendation that the Executive:

‘support the development of a corporate social inclusion strategy to provide a strategic driver and clear framework for this key theme running through the Oxfordshire Plan priorities’. 

This Committee, reporting some eight months after the acceptance of that statement, would now like to see how the Executive is proposing to make sure that the recommendation leads to positive action to develop an effective social inclusion strategy. This issue is addressed further below, and in Recommendation 5.

64. In order to have an effective social inclusion strategy, the County Council first needs to have a clear sense of priority, starting in the Executive and CCMT. At the moment, there only appears to be a limited commitment in the political leadership. The draft Oxfordshire Plan for 2004 (the Best Value Performance Plan) presented ten key priorities, and three partnership priorities. In June 2003 Council voted to incorporate a further ‘golden thread’ of social inclusion, which was ‘to be incorporated into each of the agreed priorities (not a separate priority on its own)’. This was endorsed by the Executive in July 2003. But despite agreeing on the ‘golden thread’ there was little or no direction given by the Executive to Directorates and Heads of Service on how this should be woven into the other priorities. The Review Group sent out questionnaires to all Heads of Service who were responsible for an Oxfordshire Plan priority. Not all replied, but when asked how the ‘golden thread’ was going to be incorporated, there was a mixed response:

‘The “golden thread’ principle was not considered specifically in putting together the Service Plan for 2003/4.’ 
‘This is the first time I have been informed of the need to incorporate a social inclusion 'golden thread' into [this area of work]’ . 

Some Heads of Service of course had considered social inclusion explicitly, because they felt that their work was directly related to tackling exclusion and disadvantage. But this was clearly not because of the leadership of the Executive on this area. 

65. In the version of the 10 + 3 priorities presented by the Executive in January 2004, the ‘golden thread’ was downgraded further, and was now only presented as a ‘theme’, which ‘should be incorporated into each of the agreed priorities’. No reason was given for this amendment and no guidance has been issued on how the Executive would like to see the theme incorporated, and as a result not all the priority implementation plans in the Plan make even implicit reference to social inclusion. This lack of clear direction means that the Executive does not appear to be leading the agenda on social inclusion, and this will be evident to the public when the new Oxfordshire Plan is published. With this is mind the Committee makes the following Recommendation:

RECOMMENDATION 3:

That the Executive must ensure that future Oxfordshire Plan priorities continue to address social inclusion. This should be monitored through the priority implementation plans and updates to ensure that it is properly considered.

In addition to providing a clear lead, it is essential that sufficient resources are made available to make sure that the Oxfordshire Plan priority outcomes related to social inclusion are monitored. 
66. This recommendation is important because the Oxfordshire Plan is the key document which lets people in Oxfordshire know what the priorities are for the coming year. It has to have an outward looking face, and to focus on the public and their key concerns. 

67. Although ‘Raising our Performance 2’ is a less public-orientated document, it is an important statement of how the Executive and highest level of management propose to make sure that the Council performs to a higher standard. It is very disappointing that social inclusion does not even get mentioned in ROP 2, and the Committee hopes that in the next update, the Executive and CCMT include this theme which is relevant to many of the current sections, such as Community Leadership and Strengthening Communication.

c) Leading the social inclusion agenda: looking for a Champion

68. Once the Executive has set its social inclusion priorities and has supported the proposed development of a corporate social inclusion strategy, it is essential that the vision gets top level support, to make sure that it is turned into action. The Executive has shown some commitment to social inclusion by giving the Deputy Leader of the Council a portfolio which covers social inclusion issues, and the Committee hopes that this will continue.

69. After the Directorate reorganisation, Derek Bishop as Head of Democratic Services, was given the responsibility for corporate social inclusion issues. However, given the other demanding responsibilities of his role and the limited resources available, it was never realistic to expect social inclusion to be fully integrated into the whole County Council in this way. It has also become clear that this role had not been taken on board by other senior managers.  As one witness stated: 

‘Social inclusion has gone down the pecking order in terms of awareness because we don’t have anyone leading on it.’

70. The appointment of Adrian Harper-Smith has given more impetus to issues around social inclusion, and he has been ably assisting other officers who are struggling to address social inclusion in isolation within their Directorates. His proposals to the Executive around Equalities and social inclusion have made significant progress, as already commented on. However, without the support of all Heads of Service and other senior managers, and proper resources, progress in this vital area will continue to be constrained. In response to this the Committee wants to see much stronger leadership and direction. 

RECOMMENDATION 4:

That the Deputy Leader of the Council should discuss with the County Council Management Team the appointment of a Social Inclusion Champion from amongst their number in order to give the issue the profile in the organisation that it deserves. The Champion should produce an action plan for ensuring that there is improved linkage across Directorates on social inclusion issues, to identify which barriers to joint working need to be addressed and how, and to demonstrate progress towards changing the corporate attitude to social inclusion, to ensure that preventative work is effectively joined up between key services.

This view was endorsed by several witnesses:

‘You need a senior political champion who cajoles a senior officer champion, to change the way that people think. Local authorities are not made of paper, they are made of people . . . You need to confront managers who feel that this has nothing to do with him/her.’ 
71. Having one individual, a named member of CCMT, responsible for overseeing the corporate lead in this area would allow officers and Members to know who to approach with key strategic concerns. It has to be one person as this is the only effective way to ensure that they can truly champion this issue. This role should also be widely publicised in, for example, the Oxfordshire Magazine, and with partner organisations, to make sure that the Champion gets a County-wide profile. 

d) Sustaining the social inclusion agenda: providing corporate resources

72. Resources mean both people as well as finance, and it means more broadly time, effort and commitment. The need for the Executive to clearly express its social inclusion priorities, and to appoint a Social Inclusion Champion have already been stated, but beyond this, there needs to be mechanisms to make sure that the strategy is developed and implemented. The Committee welcomes the resources agreed for social inclusion in February 2004. It now hopes that there will be a speedy recruitment to a dedicated post so that these resources are used to maximum effect. 

73. It is essential that the appointment made with the resources earmarked for social inclusion does not become a ‘dumping ground’ for social inclusion issues. Any post appointed to manage social inclusion issues corporately should also be responsible for specific projects with specific outputs relating to the corporate capacity around social inclusion. 

74. That is why participation from senior officers in the Directorates is essential, to build capacity throughout the organisation to address social inclusion. It was disappointing to find that not all Heads of Service interviewed by the Review thought that social inclusion was their responsibility. Naming more junior officers, however experienced, as leading on the issue is simply not good enough. All Heads of Service should be made aware that they have the prime responsibility for social inclusion and should be leading their services on this issue.

RECOMMENDATION 5:

That the Executive ensure that the resources allocated for social inclusion are used this year to provide dedicated staffing. The staffing in place must be used to develop a clear action plan around social inclusion by March 2005.

75. This recommendation is designed to make sure that the Executive gets the officer support that it needs to turn their social inclusion vision into a corporate strategy and action plan. Carrying out this recommendation will mean that there will be proper corporate coordination of social inclusion issues. This means that there should be a close working relationship between the Champion, the new social inclusion officer, and designated officers in each Directorate who should act as links to the corporate centre on social inclusion issues. 

76. A social inclusion officer or officers, should forge close links with their counterparts in the Districts, to make sure that County-wide there is better co-operation and co-ordination than in recent times. As one witness said about partnership:

‘It would make a difference if there was a social inclusion officer, someone who you know you can go to. It helps in a corporate way . . . We should plan for more joint messages of concern about social inclusion across the Districts and the County.’ 
77. As well as officer support, the other corporate resources directed to social inclusion need to be strengthened. Currently there is a Social Inclusion Group which was formed in 2002, with Margaret Godden, then Deputy Leader of the Council, as the Executive Member with a portfolio for social inclusion issues. This group, under Councillor Godden’s leadership, has focused on more specific priorities and projects than the old working group, such as commissioning the successful Social Inclusion Indicators Project (see below paragraph 96). However, in part because the Group was set up with very limited resources and little dedicated officer support, there has been a perception of a lack of clarity about the aims of the Group which has hindered it from having a greater impact on the work of the Council as a whole. Even people attending the Group are not always clear about the Group’s purpose or output, and several Group members told us they had no remit to disseminate the Group’s aims or activities in their Directorate. Several respondents to the Review’s SIG questionnaire, and other witnesses, were sceptical about its strategic importance.

78. In order to make sure that the Deputy Leader and the SIG are able to build on the work around the important Social Inclusion Indicators Project, and generally pursue a more strategic agenda, the SIG must be given a clearer operating framework, membership and support. In order to function effectively it must have officer support and a clear reporting mechanism. In order to have effective outcomes, it must become more delivery-focused, and should include Directorate business managers who are able to make sure that the social inclusion action plan is properly implemented in the Directorates. In order to fulfil these aims the Committee recommends the following:

RECOMMENDATION 6:

The Executive should review the current framework around social inclusion to ensure that the Social Inclusion Group delivers the social inclusion action plan to the Directorates, and the action plan is mapped on to service plans thus ensuring that social inclusion is included in the corporate priority framework. It is essential that the Social Inclusion Group is structured so as to include the Deputy Leader and one Councillor from each of the other two major parties, plus Directorate business managers and appropriate service managers.

The newly structured SIG would then also be able to liaise with other external bodies, and influence partner groups, such as the OCP.

3.4  Social Inclusion Activity in the Directorates

a) Leadership and Direction

79. The Review collected a wealth of evidence about the work of the Directorates in relation to tackling social exclusion and promoting social inclusion. One of the most disappointing aspects was that few of the witnesses felt that they were informed about the direction of social inclusion work by the Executive or the corporate centre. Some cited the SIG as a means by which they were kept ‘in the loop’, but admitted that ‘it’s not got a strategic view’. Other witnesses stated that their service plans were related to corporate plans, the Executive priorities and Oxfordshire Plan, but that there was no specific feed in around social inclusion. For example, one Head of Service was asked: ‘In what ways do you influence the corporate policy around social inclusion?’ and responded:

 ‘I’m not sure that I do. I’m not sure what the corporate policy is.’ 
Just as worrying were the examples of where lip-service was paid to social inclusion, but it effectively meant nothing:

There is no corporate strategy [on social inclusion]. Everything in the [particular service] plan was put together in response to government guidance as to what should be in this [particular service] plan. 

80. Several Heads of Service were very pleased to see that social inclusion had been taken into the Executive’s new priorities, as a ‘golden thread’, stating that this would definitely help them to give it a higher profile within their directorates. This reinforces the view of many witnesses, including Heads of Services, that social inclusion must be a priority for the County Council, but still doesn’t have the explicit profile that this would need. The Committee would like the whole County Council to reflect the view of one Head of Service who when asked, ‘Who has responsibility for social inclusion strategy in your service area’, responded ‘I do, and so do all of my staff.’  

b) Targets and standards

81. Senior officers felt that the Public Service Agreement (PSA) targets relating to their service area were very much orientated towards social inclusion. For example, in relation to education, one senior officer said:

‘Vulnerable groups are already prioritised, for example, in the PSA targets. Vulnerable groups are at risk of not achieving their best’.
82. This reinforces the value of well chosen and well monitored performance results. All targets should be challenging, and not just what can be easily met. But PSAs only represent a small number of indicators which relate to core services affecting social exclusion. There are a far greater number of Best Value Performance Indicators (BVPIs), many of which relate to tackling social exclusion, and making sure that services are provided to those most in need. The problem with both PSA targets and BVPIs, is that they are not necessarily recognised as being related to social inclusion by all staff, or by the public. This lack of awareness does matter. As one Head of Service explained, the best way to tackle social exclusion is by:

‘trying to raise sensitivity and awareness of social inclusion/exclusion [and] using data with staff to show how we are performing’.  

83. Raising awareness is the responsibility of the Executive, CCMT and all Heads of Service, and should be an integral part of the strategy to combat social exclusion. For this reason, the Committee is proposing the following recommendation which will directly show how the Council is performing on key social inclusion indicators. This would be a valuable tool for informing our own staff, and it will also help to engage the public in judging our performance in vital areas of service provision, and enable real monitoring of progress.

RECOMMENDATION 7:

That the Executive ensures that a group of challenging BVPIs and PSA targets are identified and ‘badged’ as ‘social inclusion indicators’ and included as a group in the annual performance monitoring and reporting framework. Social Inclusion BVPIs should be agreed within Directorates, and in consultation with the citizens panel. The report must go to the County Council Management Team, and be presented to the Executive by the Social Inclusion Champion to inform corporate planning. 

c) Services tackling social exclusion

84. Most witnesses from within the County Council felt that the core work they undertook was tackling social exclusion. As one witness said of their Directorate:

‘Social inclusion is mainstreamed through the work of the Directorate. This is not necessarily explicit, but delivering outcomes in Social & Health Care does mean more social inclusion’.

85. Rather than just focusing on tackling social exclusion, one of the key messages to come out of the witness interviews in Oxfordshire was how this had to go hand in hand with preventative strategies. Prevention was seen by witnesses from across Social & Health Care, Learning & Culture, and Community Safety, as an essential and ultimately cost effective way of helping people, young or old, to live a full life. As one witness said:

‘The bottom line for me is about multiple disadvantage, and the proven links between, say, poverty, poor health, poor housing, low educational achievement and the risk factors associated with crime (both offending and being a victim). One of the challenges is to be able to present better evidence of these linkages in an Oxfordshire context – and ensuring that we target our work most effectively. This means keeping the faith with long term intervention work, and not simply heading off down headline grabbing roads that seek short term quick fixes.’ 

Low expectations and low aspirations on the part of the Council, professionals and people themselves were seen to be a barrier to making sure that social exclusion is prevented.

86. However, the Committee was impressed by the tremendous commitment of some staff to making sure that every child, gifted or disadvantaged, had a chance at school, or every young offender was given the opportunities to fulfil their potential, and the outreach work done into the wider community to address the needs of the marginalised, vulnerable and disadvantaged. There is good practice to be celebrated within Oxfordshire.

OXFORDSHIRE: EXAMPLES OF GOOD PRACTICE 

Oxfordshire Children’s Information Service: This service provides impartial and confidential information about childcare and child-related services. This was recognised by a Partners in Excellence Award for presenting innovative and effective ways of providing information to marginalised members of the community

Oxfordshire Learning Disability Services Best Value Review 2003/4 accessible format report: This report was written with language that would be more easy for service users to read and understand. This means that the people who are potentially marginalised are now able to be better informed about what it going on in the service and how this may affect them. 
Pegasus School and the local ‘learning community’: This school has created a ‘learning community’ in Blackbird Leys – one of the most deprived areas of Oxfordshire, by using the support of home school links, and Teaching Assistants to do home visits to help with reading at home.

87. But more needs to be done to make sure that social inclusion work is mainstreamed throughout the services provided or supported by the County Council. One good way to start on this is to make sure that the whole Council already knows how much relevant activity is going on, and to use this as a starting point for staff training and development, and for informing the public at large.

SWANSEA CITY AND COUNTY COUNCIL: BEST PRACTICE IN ACTION

Swansea has successfully addressed the need for raising awareness in an organisation as the first step to changing a corporate culture. It has three key publications to address social inclusion.

The ‘People Perspective’ presents a number of case studies of different individuals and family groups, for departments to use as a basis to discuss how their policies might affect different individuals or groups., 

The poverty profile report uses the same case studies again, but goes into more detail about what the situation of each person/family might be, with information about the numbers of people in a similar situation It also looks at 30 cross cutting issues, such as childcare and poverty, mental health and poverty, ethnicity and poverty, transport and exclusion etc. This information is of practical value to all services as well as other organisations, and can be updated. The report was picked out by the Audit Commission Best Value report as an example of good practice.

An Annual Report profiles the strategy of the Anti-Poverty unit, and gives details of its work over the year. Much of the report is taken up with reporting what each service does already to help social inclusion and anti-poverty work. This is documented under four headings for each service: Why this matters to us; The way we work; The extra difference we make; Looking to the future. It helped to show that the Council had a positive approach to social inclusion, and was perceived as a really helpful and supportive piece of work. 

88. The Review learnt from a visit to Swansea City and County Council that by raising awareness you can have a tremendous impact on changing the culture. This culture change is needed in Oxfordshire, and should be built on positive foundations, making sure that everyone we employ knows that they are contributing to an inclusive environment. 

89. Many senior officers had imaginative and compelling views of what could be done to combat social exclusion, and to provide the best services for the public. Showing staff what a contribution they already make would also raise job satisfaction, as the recent staff survey showed that ‘making a difference’ was a key element of why employees enjoyed their work.

SUFFOLK COUNTY COUNCIL: GOOD PRACTICE IN ACTION

There is imaginative and effective work going on at Suffolk County Council, where a handbook ‘Aspiring to Inclusion’ has been produced to help the Council and other organisations to improve their social inclusion work. It connects the culture of the organisation, with the policies and the practice of the organisation. It presents a list of social inclusion aspirations for the organisation, sets out key questions which can help organisations evaluate if they meet these aspirations, and uses case studies to illustrate the way in which the handbook could be used.  It sets out the five stages on the path to greater social inclusion:

1) Acceptance. An acceptance by the organisation that change is desirable and

the handbook is the tool to help achieve it.

2) Assessment. The use of the handbook to identify barriers to inclusion and

produce a plan for change.

3) Implementation. The implementation of the changes.

4) Review. The changes need to be reviewed and adjustments to the plan

made.

5) Repeat. The handbook is used again at the end of the planning cycle to

identify fresh barriers and actions.
This evidence, from Oxfordshire and other areas is the basis for the next recommendation, which should be an underpinning for future work.

RECOMMENDATION 8:

That the Executive through the Social Inclusion Group produce a report which shows a ‘snapshot’ audit of what social inclusion work in the Council is currently underway. This will help all staff to realise how much of their work contributes to this important area, and how much they can do to make a difference. It will also help to disseminate the corporate strategy around social inclusion.

d) Links and Barriers: do five Directorates add up to one service?

90. Witnesses were asked about the barriers that they faced when trying to work across Directorates. As most social inclusion work is multi-faceted and involves thinking across service structures, the Committee felt that it was important to find out how difficult or easy the new Directorates and their policies made joined-up working. Several answers pointed out the complexity of providing for individual needs across such a wide range of services, even within one Directorate. Several witnesses were critical of a culture whereby service priorities were effectively competing, even when the clients were the same people, as one witness expressed:

‘the culture of “this is my job”, when it is the same children. We should start from that child, not from the service providers.’  
91. Other witnesses were more explicit in pointing out the corporate barriers that reduced effective cross-service activity. In particular, there is evidence to suggest that Schools, and Learning & Culture more broadly, have not always been easy partners with other service areas aimed at young people. For example, several key officers from other Directorates who had responsibility around young people had not been involved with the Best Value Review of Behaviour, Attendance and Exclusions. 

92. No doubt some of the reasons for this could be found in the semi-autonomous nature of the School system. However, given the need for effective strategies that prevent social exclusion, it is essential that all services work together. The Committee was heartened to hear that the Children’s section of Social & Health Care, under Phil Hodgson, was co-ordinating well with Gillian Tee in Learning & Culture through joint management team meetings. The Committee hopes that the proposed Children’s Trust will bring further improvements in how vital services such as Schools, Youth Offending and mental health services can help the social inclusion agenda. 

93. More broadly, service improvement doesn’t necessarily mean increasing funding, but it does mean thinking harder and better about the services that you are providing, and how you are providing them. In answer to the question ‘What would most help you to provide a better service for socially excluded people?’, one telling response was: ‘Making better use of what we have got, and integrating our services’.

94. This means working with health, social care, education and transport to make sure that social inclusion crosses the boundaries of service provision. For example there could be more focus around areas of ‘transition’ where a client passes from children’s to adult services, or between youth offending services and schools. There are already several examples of excellent joint working across the County Council, particularly around the needs of children and young people, but more can still be done. 

95. One key area for better joint working is around shared information. In order to plan services and effective policies, you need to have reliable evidence. There is a huge wealth of data collected by different council related services, from GCSE results, to home care recipients, to bus usage figures. But the predominant feeling from witnesses was that the use of the data has been very poor. Most worryingly, data sharing across linked service areas has been neglected, and is still incomplete, with some suggestion that there is a certain amount of ‘gate keeping’ going on in some areas, and a reluctance to coordinate across Directorates. In some Directorates, such as Social & Health Care, there are clearly still problems with IT systems which are hindering the collection and use of client and performance information. This situation is highly undesirable.

96. The long hiatus in an appointment of a County demographer in 2002/3 ended, and under the direction of the Deputy Leader and the SIG the new post holder has pursued a ‘Social Inclusion Indicators’ project, to combine data from the Directorates with nationally available information, for use across the County. The Committee very much hopes that the Directorates will play their part in this enterprise fully. It is essential that this project becomes properly embedded, and is not just a one-off exercise. It is also vital that the data collected internally, or bought from external consultants, is properly used, otherwise it will have been a wasted exercise. This also means making sure that the Council develops all in-house expertise around data collection, management and links to service planning. Finally, it is very important that the community itself gets access to the data in a clear and informative way.  As one witness said:

‘I feel very strongly that for socially excluded groups, having data around their communities is very important and powerful . . . The provision of information and data goes along with civic leadership.’ 
For these reasons, and to give the Social Inclusion Indicators project further prominence and longevity, the Committee is proposing the following:

RECOMMENDATION 9:

The Executive should ensure that a comprehensive cross-directorate strategy and action plan for the collection and use of data around social inclusion issues are produced. The Social Inclusion Champion must oversee the production and reporting of social statistics which the Executive should use to make sure that the priority planning process is evidence based. The report on social statistics should be widely disseminated so that they can be used by in-house policy makers and for resource targeting, as well as by a wider audience in the community.

3.5  Consulting with socially disadvantaged groups in Oxfordshire

97. So far the report has focused on the mechanisms for delivering a more joined-up social inclusion strategy, and making this public. However, the final vital element of this is finding out what socially disadvantaged people want or need. The Best Value Review of Social inclusion had as one of its action points: ‘Better consultation with disadvantaged and socially excluded groups’. However, the Oxfordshire Plan 2003 reported no progress on this issue, and to date no advance has been made to develop a generic corporate approach to consulting socially excluded groups. The Audit Commission’s Review of Social inclusion reiterated the inadequacies of the consultation process in the Best Value review, and concluded that this needed to be addressed. In addition, the issues that did come out of the limited consultation also needed to be considered, such as the lack of facilities for young people. Again, there has been little corporate response to these comments.

98. Listening to people who have experienced disadvantage, and learning from them is an extremely valuable activity for Councillors and Officers alike. For example, Councillors recently heard a presentation from a care leaver who now acts as a ‘Source Worker’, helping other young people in care to make their voices heard. She reported that many of the children consulted about the new Green Paper ‘Every Child Matters’ had felt that all the adults in their lives were too busy to give them enough time and attention. They felt that social workers, teachers and foster carers often seemed to be stressed, and that other people in authority were ‘faceless’. Hearing about the experiences of someone who had been through the system was the most valuable way to learn what these vulnerable young people need from us.

99. As part of this Scrutiny Review, the Committee commissioned its own consultation of potentially socially excluded groups. Two researchers, Jeremy Spafford and Kirsten Baker, talked to groups of older people living in rural areas, and young lone parents in Oxford and Bicester (see Appendix 4.1 for their full report). The research is of course not exhaustive, nor does it in any way preclude from the report the consideration of other potentially social excluded groups. The aim of the research was to allow potentially disadvantaged individuals to express what they thought about their own position in society in relation to services, other groups, and to the mechanisms whereby decisions affecting them are made. This allowed the Review to engage with the community in a meaningful way. The results of the research are very relevant to the County Council. The Committee would like to thank all the older people, lone parents, day centres and County Council staff who made this consultation possible.

a) Consultation views: What young parents said

100. The groups of young parents felt a strong sense of disaffection with their lot, and a sense that they were amongst the least advantaged in society. Their comments included:

[when trying to access other groups such as toddler groups] ‘they just put you off - you sit there feeling on your own’

‘young parents, it’s a kind of attitude – like an easy target’

[being in hospital] ‘you can see them all sniggering, talking’

‘you can tell they’re keeping an eye on you to make sure you’re doing things right’
101. The young parents had little understanding of how decisions were made about services or provision, and were not inclined to participate. They were keen to have more access to practical help and support, but felt that there were considerable barriers, including money, transport, timing and tiredness, as well as the constraints that activities lacked volunteers, funding or organisation to sustain them. For example, interviewees commented that crèches are ‘really good’ and also asked that groups such as the one they were attending should be funded ‘and then keep on funding them – don’t stop after a year or whatever.’

102. The priorities that the young parents expressed may not be surprising to the County Council, focussing first on access to affordable housing and housing repairs, but this serves to reinforce the message that the apparent prosperity of the County is not making life easy for many who are struggling to get basic provision. Other priorities, such as early years provision and primary education, suggest that although Oxfordshire now has an award–winning Early Years service, this needs continued support to ensure that it reaches and helps the most vulnerable groups to assist their social inclusion. 

b) Consultation views: What older people said

103. The older people interviewed at day centres in more rural areas or in their own homes largely expressed contentment with their lot. This may reflect a genuine sense of having their needs fulfilled, but may also represent the fact that many older people have lower expectations of service provision. Comments included:

‘We’re better off than our mothers were… It’s more possible to be independent…There are more varied housing options’

‘Our parents had a harder time – they never got much support but families were closer and we looked after them.’

104. The changes in village life, and the sense of the breakdown of the traditional community were common preoccupations for the interviewees. This included comment on the relative affluence of village newcomers, the knock-on effect on housing availability and the decline of local services such as shops, schools and social groups. The sense of disruption no doubt contributed to their lack of participation in local decision making. 

105. Despite the relative satisfaction with their situation, there were some issues which aroused considerable concern and which are relevant to how the County Council plans and delivers its services. The most key issues were road safety/maintenance and transport. Comments included:

‘Sometimes I have to choose between being run over or jumping into an overhanging hedge’

‘There is no pavement at all in my village’

‘They need to care properly for the smaller roads and not just patch them up’

‘There should be less heavy lorries through the village’

 ‘The bus is quick, regular and cheap but nobody uses it’

‘I can’t get on a bus so it is irrelevant.  Ring and ride is good otherwise I depend on family, neighbours or workers to do my shopping.’

106. Again, these are not new topics, but they reinforce the message to the County Council that these are priorities for older people living outside the County towns. Other key issues were the lack of help and information around claiming benefits, and the particular need for help with the complex paperwork following bereavement. Making sure that older people get the help that they need and the money to which they are entitled should be an absolute priority for the Council. To make sure that older people are properly socially included, the County Council needs to make sure that these key issues around mobility and information are addressed. 

c) ‘Us and Them’: addressing community cohesion

107. Both the young parents and the older people interviewed had a strong sense of who was unfairly benefiting from ‘the system’. In both cases asylum seekers were perceived as the undeserving recipients of financial assistance. Comments from the young people included the following:

‘They get all the money’

‘come over here and cheat the system’

‘There aren’t enough facilities for us and they just keep dumping more and more of them here’

‘…in a b&b for a month and then they got given this brand new people carrier’

 ‘People seem to think they get more but that’s just because they’re an easy target’

 ‘I feel sorry for them but at the end of the day there’s people in this country in need’

108. The older people expressing similar views had little experience of asylum seekers, and their views were apparently based on strongly held opinions about race and immigration in general. Although both groups singled out asylum seekers, the older people also thought that lone parents were undeservedly doing well out of ‘the system’.

109. There is an important lesson here for the County Council, that there needs to be a strong message from the Council on what its vision is for the social inclusion of all groups in our community, and how it will contribute to the community cohesion of Oxfordshire through its responsibility of civic leadership. Community cohesion is essential for a healthy and thriving society, democracy and economy, where all people are valued and can contribute fully.

d) Taking consultation forward

110. At present the main thrust of corporate consultation activity is undertaken through MORI surveys, community workshops and the Oxfordshire  Citizens' Panel. Whilst, these consultation mechanisms do reach some individuals who are disadvantaged, they mostly do not (by their remit) probe for the underlying issues driving responses. This is not to say that the Council does not undertake any dedicated consultation with socially excluded groups; indeed some excellent consultation work goes on in certain service areas that have strong engagement levels with these communities. There are also various forums that feed in the views of particular groups, such as the Older Person’s Panel, the Sounding Board of children and young people, and the new Race Relations Reference Group. But there are also examples of consultation strategies which give little thought to social inclusion. For example, one service recently suggested consulting clients with disabilities (including visual impairments) by sending out a standard paper questionnaire. 

111. These ad-hoc approaches to consultation do not replace the need for a genuinely corporate approach to seeking the needs and views of socially excluded groups. At present, the popular notion is to think of the disadvantaged as 'hard to reach', or somehow presenting a problematic front. But as one witness said, 'They are talking, but we're simply not doing enough to hear them' 

112. Beginning to rectify this will take a proper commitment on the part of the Executive, CCMT, and a strong lead by the Social Inclusion Champion. They will have to address the main barrier to adequate consultation, which is resources. As one witness said: 

'When we suggest consulting socially excluded groups, barriers go up as soon as the time and resource implications have been fully explained. Consulting with socially excluded groups takes a lot of time, requires proper training, and there are also off-putting costs. For example the interpretation service is prohibitive . . . you may also need to employ the skills of specialist consultants, and this all costs. Unless the Council is willing to commit these resources and officer time, it's simply not going to happen.'  

113. But there are serious consequences to not engaging in proper consultation with disadvantaged members of our communities. 

‘Without asking people what they want or need from the Council, they are going to remain excluded. We can’t just make a social inclusion strategy without finding out the needs of different groups’.  

What is the Council doing if it is not listening to the people it is trying to serve?

114. A local community facilitator, Pippa Bobbet has written a paper for the review on how a truly participative consultation could be pursued in Oxfordshire (see Appendix 4.2 for her full report). The key points of her report reinforce what was said by other witnesses:

· Long timescales are required to ensure that the Scrutiny process can be properly communicated to local communities and can be planned to complement existing local initiatives.

· Choice of area should be determined not only by demographics but also by identifying communities who can benefit from the process e.g. those where needs analysis has not been previously done.

· Initial approach should be with existing community activists who can advise on the appropriateness, method and timing of involving local people.

· Training in participatory research methods should be offered to community members.

· A contract should be developed with members of the community to identify benefits to the community and commitments from Oxfordshire County Council.

· Other initiatives demonstrating good practice in community consultation should be utilized in project planning.

· Partnership should be developed and maintained with other departments in Oxfordshire County Council who can help to support the initiative e.g. Consultation Officer.

115. In order to make sure that all these ideas around consultation can be fully implemented to the maximum advantage both for the County Council and the local population, the Committee is putting forward the following recommendation:

RECOMMENDATION 10:

The Executive through the Social Inclusion Group should commission internally a comprehensive piece of consultation of ‘hard to hear’ groups and individuals, to find out what difficulties they face, and what needs they have. The consultation should be fully participative and should give something back to the communities and individuals who are involved. This consultation work should be used to inform the corporate social inclusion strategy and action plan, which should be developed with the participation of people who face social exclusion. 

116. To make sure that this work is not marginalised, it will also be essential to start monitoring all County Council work for its social inclusion aspects, and for this audit of consultation to be presented to the Executive.

Section 4: Conclusions

117. The Review set out with several aims focused around evaluating how far social inclusion was taken seriously across the County Council, and what more could be done. The Review found that most officers thought that the policies of the County Council did not actively contribute to the social exclusion of local people. This was a reassuring finding, but it went contrary to evidence that policies were still not ‘checked’ against a standard of social inclusion, and that it was down to key officers to drive inclusion polices forward. 

118. The Executive, CCMT and other senior managers need to reverse the relative decline in corporate commitment to social inclusion of the last few years. Now is the time to properly evaluate what the County Council wants to do to help people who are disadvantaged for whatever reason, and to publicly state our commitment to tackling social exclusion and promoting social inclusion. Only by championing this cause will the Council start to give social inclusion the prominence it needs and deserves.

119. The County Council is in a prime position to influence the local community, partner organisations and stakeholder groups, as well as occupying a central position of influence in the South East region at the moment. This influence should be used to take a lead of social inclusion issues, and to make the commitment to social inclusion known to the widest possible community. 

120. The good work that goes on to prevent social exclusion and help social inclusion within the Directorates should be recognised and applauded. It often relies on dedicated staff to undertake challenging work. Making this more visible to other officers, and making sure that all social inclusion activity is part of a joined-up cross Directorate strategy is essential if the Council is going to be effective in preventing social exclusion.

121. Providing corporate resources to managing social inclusion at the centre of the County Council will ensure that we are able to adequately address the complex issues around inclusion. This is not an area that can be neglected without severe consequences for local people, our services and our community. 

122. The Committee has made a number of far-reaching recommendations based on the evidence of a substantial number of witnesses, local, regional and national research, together with the consultation that the Review commissioned. The Executive needs to respond to the proposed improvements set out in these recommendations, and must make sure that social inclusion is central to the County Council’s vision, its policy, its training, and its action.
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Appendix 1: Scoping Document

Review Topic

(name of review)
Social Inclusion

Social exclusion is defined as a condition in which persons are prevented from enjoying similar standards of living and degrees of participation in civic life as those around them, and includes (not exhaustively) older people living in villages without independent transport; some disabled people; persons living in poverty and/ or deprived neighbourhoods; minority ethnic groups encountering racism; persons with literacy problems and/ or language difficulties

Review Group Members

(Cllr’s involved)
Cllrs Brighouse,  Jelf,  Johnston  &  MacKenzie

Officer Support 

(Scrutiny Review Officer lead)
Matt Bramall, Myfanwy Lloyd

Rationale

(key issues and/ or reason for doing the review)
Evaluating the impact of the great deal of energy put into tackling this problem would add value in enabling us to identify which activities should be continued and which need to be revised.  The Review hopes to provide guidance on the twin questions of what can the council do to tackle social exclusion and what should it be doing?

The Review will ensure there are effective arrangements for scrutiny of social inclusion matters and allow for members to input into the policy development process on social inclusion - a requirement of ‘Local Authorities & Social Exclusion’ (a network supported by the LGIU) 

One of the strategic priorities contained within The Oxfordshire Plan concerns helping people to fulfil their potential.  Improving policies to tackle social inclusion will greatly enhance the council’s ability to meet this priority. 

Purpose of Review/Objective

(specify exactly what the review should achieve)
· Key aim is to evaluate how exclusion-proof is this Council

· To achieve a common understanding within the council of what is meant by social inclusion & the values that underpin it

· To identify which of the councils policies have the potential for achieving the most impact on social exclusion

· To make an assessment of this impact

· To make recommendations that strengthen corporate performance in this area and improve outcomes

Indicators of Success

(what factors would tell you what a good review should look like)
· Councillors sign up to this common understanding and give cross-party support for social inclusion strategies

· Review evaluates how well the policies do tackle exclusion, how well it targets support at those with the greatest need

· Review comment on how well embedded social inclusion issues are in the LSP, PSA and BVPP

· Review identifies the opportunities for this council to tackle social exclusion most fruitfully/ profitably (including monitoring the Forward plan) and makes related recommendations for the future

· Social Inclusion remains a high priority and becomes an O.C.C. permanent feature (rather than something that stops and starts)

Methodology/ Approach

(what types of enquiry will be used to gather evidence and why)
· Desk-based review of documents (see below)

· Conduct 3 case studies in which to identify the extent of exclusion & to test the strengths and weaknesses of our policies in 3 discrete areas (1 rural, 1 deprived urban, & 1 multi-racial) 

· Interviewing witnesses to ask what they are doing to tackle exclusion

· Comparison with other authorities

· Talking to residents, via existing networks and groups (see ‘Specify Evidence Sources for Views of Stakeholders’ below)

Specify Witnesses/ Experts

(who to see and when)
· Bruce McLaren – Social Policy Manager

· Cllr. Margaret Godden – Deputy leader of the Council

· Claire Evans – Oxon Community Partnership Manager

· Dick Helling – Public Transport Officer, Environmental S.

· Phil Hodgson – Assistant Director, SSD Children & Families

· Jean Carr – Assistant Director, SSD Older People

· Alan Sinclair – Head of Service, SSD Disabilities

· Richard Munro – Director of Cultural Services

· Roy Leach/ Sian Rodway – Acting Principal Education Officer, Schools Branch (until reorganisation completed sometime in 2003)

· Sharon Fleming – Education Officer, Schools Branch

· Navlika Ramjee – Inclusion Consultant (at Cricket Rd)

· Rick Harmes – Principal Education Officer, Lifelong Learning

· Annie Davy – Head of Early Years & Childcare

· Julie Higgs – Oxford City Council’s Social Inclusion Officer

· Kerry Grieg – VOWH DC Social Inclusion Policy Lead Officer

· David Fischer – Oxfordshire Rural Community Council

· Will Hutton – independent writer and researcher

· Mike Noble – govt consultant based at Oxford University

· Professor A. H. Halsey – Oxford University

· Adrian Harvey – Fabians, formerly at IdEA

· Charlotte Dixon – SEEDA

· John Bright – Social Exclusion Unit

Specify Evidence Sources for Documents

(which to look at)
· Local Authorities & Social Exclusion ‘Third Annual Report’

· Oxfordshire County Council LSP (i.e. Oxon Comm. Plan)

· BV Review & BV progress report & BV Inspection Report

· Child Poverty Action Group national documents & research

· ‘Tackling Poverty in Oxfordshire’ – historical O.C.C. policy

· Comparable scrutiny or BV reviews by other authorities

· Regional Social Exclusion Statement & Action Plan (SERA)



Specify Site Visits

(where and when)
Visit to Buckinghamshire County Council (known by SERA to have taken steps to recognise the problem)

Specify Evidence Sources for Views of Stakeholders

(consultation/ workshops/ focus groups/ public meetings)
· Consultation/ citizens panel

· Local groups and networks identified with help of community based organisations such as Oxfordshire Welfare Rights (e.g. family centres, young mum groups, voluntary sector older people’s groups)

Resource requirements

· Person-days

· Expenditure
· Approx 50 days

· Approx £8,000 

Barriers/ dangers/ risks

(identify any weaknesses and potential pitfalls)
· Review potentially over-ambitious in scope

· Lack of continuity in political focus (fits & starts)

· Lack of corporate responsibility for these issues

· Ignorance of the extent of the problem amongst the non-socially excluded.

Projected start date
28th Mar 2003
Draft Report Deadline
March 2004

Meeting Frequency
monthly
Projected completion date
May 2004

Appendix 2: List of Witnesses to the Review

The following list includes witnesses who were interviewed by the Lead Member Review Group, officers who attended informal witness sessions with the Scrutiny Review Officer, and officers and Councillors who replied to the two questionnaires that were sent out. The witnesses who took part in the consultation of local people commissioned by the Review Group are detailed in Appendix 4.

· Sandra Bingham – Senior Education Officer, Learning & Culture 

· Lorna Brown – Head of Social Care for Adults, Social & Health Care 

· Martyn Brown – County Museums and Heritage Officer, Learning & Culture

· David Buckle – former Chairman of OCC, current member of the Older Person’s Panel

· Stephen Capaldi – Assistant Chief Executive

· Chris Cousins – Head of Sustainable Development, Environment & Economy

· Steve Crocker – as Acting Head of Community Safety, Community Safety

· Mary Daniel – Director of Age Concern Oxfordshire

· Annie Davy – Head of Early Years & Childcare, Learning & Culture

· Carole Dixon – County Council Consultation Officer, Chief Executive’s Office

· David Fisher – Community Development Worker, Oxfordshire Rural Community Council

· Margaret Godden – Executive Member, then Deputy Leader of the Council and portfolio holder for social inclusion issues

· Monica Hanaway – Head of Youth Service, Learning & Culture

· Rick Harmes – Head of Community Learning, Learning & Culture

· Adrian Harvey – the Fabians

· Rob Harvey – Principal Administrative Officer, Environment & Economy

· Dick Helling – Public Transport Officer, Environment & Economy

· Julie Higgs –Social Inclusion Officer, Oxford City Council

· Kelly Hillman – Consultation Officer, South Oxfordshire District Council

· Alan Hoar – Major Projects Manager, Fire & Rescue Service, Community Safety

· Phil Hodgson – Head of Social Care for Children, Social & Health Care

· Chris Houghton – Senior Project Manager, Customer Services, Resources

· Richard Howard - Head of School Development, Learning & Culture

· Anne James – Principal Officer, Planning & Partnerships, Social & Health Care

· Sharron Jenkinson – School’s Coordinating Advisor for Special Educational Needs, Access and Inclusion, Learning & Culture

· Dave McKenna – Corporate Strategies Officer, Swansea City and County Council

· Bruce McLaren – Community Safety Manager, Community Safety

· Margaret Melling –Demographic & Social Statistics Advisor, Environment & Economy

· Neil Monaghan – Head of Property Services, Resources

· Amy Sanders – Anti-Poverty Officer, Swansea City and County Council

· Don Seale -  Executive Member for Community Care and Health

· Mike Simm – Head of Community Safety, Community Safety

· Adrian Harper-Smith – Strategic Projects Officer, Chief Executive’s Office

· Martin Stott – Head of External Policy and Partnerships, Environment & Economy

· Gillian Tee – Head of Children’s Services, Learning & Culture

· Nuria Zolle – Community Strategies Officer, Swansea City and County Council

Appendix 3: Review Questionnaires

Questionnaire 1. Social Inclusion Scrutiny Review: Questions on the Executive Priorities for the Oxfordshire Plan

This questionnaire was sent to all Heads of Service and lead officers who were identified as having responsibility in an area identified as one of the Executive 10 + 3 priorities in 2003. Nine out of eleven officers responded.

Sent 14/10/03

As you may be aware, the County Council’s Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee has commissioned a Social Inclusion Scrutiny Review, with the aim of making recommendations to improve the effectiveness of the Council in this area. I have included with this document a copy of the Review Brief produced by the Lead Member Review Group so that you can see what the remit of the review is, and how the Members have proposed to go about it. As you will see, a number of internal and external witnesses and experts have been identified that Members would like to interview, or if that is not feasible, would wish to receive written evidence from. Some witness interviews have already been scheduled, and more will follow later in the year. 

At a meeting of the County Council in June a motion was passed nem con that Social Inclusion be incorporated into each of the agreed priorities, as a ‘golden thread’. The Executive revised the priorities accordingly at its meeting on July 22nd. The first initial evaluations of the priority framework were presented to the Scrutiny Committees in September.

As a Head of Service responsible for one or more priority, the Review Group would be very grateful if you could give a brief written answer to the following questions which relate to the priority and to social inclusion. We hope that this will not take up much of your time, and would hope that you are able to return these answers as soon as possible. Please send your answers back to Myfanwy Lloyd (Scrutiny Review Officer), by email or post. If you have any queries regarding the review or these questions, please do not hesitate to get in touch with Myfanwy, or with one of the Councillors leading the review.

Many thanks, Cllrs Liz Brighouse, Ray Jelf,  Bob Johnston and Margaret MacKenzie. 

Please put in your name, position and directorate:

How is the ‘golden thread’ of social inclusion being worked into the priority/priorities for which you have responsibility? (Please give details for each priority.)

How will the social inclusion element of the priority be monitored and assessed?

Who has responsibility for social inclusion strategy in your directorate?

How are staff who are responsible for activity relating to the priority being informed about the social inclusion strategy?

Are there suggestions that you would like to make about social inclusion that the Lead Member Review Group could feed into the review?

Questionnaire 2: Social Inclusion Scrutiny Review: Questions for members of the County Council Social Inclusion Group

This questionnaire was sent to all officers who were on the Social Inclusion Group distribution list. The response rate was 50%.

Sent: 14/10/03

As a member (or former member) of the County Council’s Social Inclusion Group, your views on social inclusion would be welcomed by the Lead Member Review Group. We hope you can spend a few minutes to type in your answers to the following questions, and return this form to Myfanwy Lloyd (Scrutiny Review Officer), by email or post. A prompt response would be very much appreciated. If you have any queries regarding the review or these questions, please do not hesitate to get in touch with Myfanwy, or with one of the Councillors leading the review.

Many thanks, Cllrs Liz Brighouse, Ray Jelf,  Bob Johnston and Margaret MacKenzie. 

Please put in your name, position and directorate:

What is the remit of the Social Inclusion Group?

What has been the key activity of the Social Inclusion Group since it was set up? How was this activity decided on?

How did you get involved with the Social Inclusion Group? 

What is your role in the Social Inclusion Group? If you are no longer a member, please state why.

Do you have a remit to cascade information about social inclusion and the activity of the Social Inclusion Group within your directorate?

From what other route within the County Council do you learn about the Council’s social inclusion strategy?

Appendix 4: Consultation with Local People

There are two sections to this Appendix. Section 4.1 is a full report of the consultation work undertaken with local people by two experienced researchers, Jeremy Spafford and Kirsten Baker. It covers the participants, methodology, questions asked, and responses. Section 4.2 is a report by local community facilitators Pippa Bobbett and Audrey Chamberlain, and it addresses how Scrutiny could engage in meaningful consultation with local people, that ‘gives something back’ to the participants and communities.

4.1 Research into the views of some vulnerable older people living in rural areas and some vulnerable young parents

Introduction


As part of its Scrutiny Review of the County Council’s obligations and capacity to address social inclusion, the Study Group wished to consult with members of the public who may be experiencing social exclusion.  This report aims to provide the Review process with the perspectives of 50 older people living in rural areas, 7 lunch club volunteers and 21 young lone parents who were interviewed in a variety of settings.  Thanks are due to all of the interviewees for taking time to share their views and to the following organisations for facilitating access:

· The John Radcliffe Hospital Young Mums group

· Café Club, Sure Start, Oxford

· Young parents group, Bicester Community Education College

· Watlington and District Age Concern

· Hanborough and District Day Centre

· St Mary’s Thursday Club, Bloxham

· The Windmill Thursday Club Ltd, Deddington

· Oxfordshire County Council Home Support Service

Methodology

2.1
The researchers


Kirsten Baker and Jeremy Spafford are independent consultants based in Oxford with extensive experience of research, consultation and facilitation in the social welfare and health fields.  Kirsten Baker is also a practising midwife.  Interviews with young parents were conducted by Kirsten Baker and interviews with older people were conducted by Jeremy Spafford.

2.2
Access to young parents

Kirsten Baker used existing links with two Oxford based groups, and contacted two other groups via the Oxfordshire Young Parents booklet*.  Those interviewed attended the following groups:

· Young Mums’ Group, The Women’s Centre, The John Radcliffe, Oxford

· Café Club; Sure Start Family Centre, Rose Hill, Oxford

· Bicester young mum’s group, Bicester Community Education Centre


A visit to a fourth group based at Banbury youth centre was arranged, but on the appointed evening the group were not there.  Time did not allow for rearranging another group elsewhere in the county, resulting in an unsatisfactory weighting towards Oxford based respondents.

A total of 21 young women were interviewed.   

2.3
Access to older people


Jeremy Spafford visited three lunch clubs and one drop-in facility:

· Watlington and District Drop-in Centre, 33 High Street, Watlington

· Hanborough and District Day Centre, Recreation Hall, Long Hanborough

· St Mary’s Thursday Club, St Mary’s Parish Rooms, Bloxham

· The Windmill Thursday Club, The Windmill Centre, Deddington


A total of 12 people took part in a group discussion at the Watlington Drop-In.  Some participants dipped in and out of the debate, others were engaged throughout.  All were able to get themselves to and from the drop-in and would not normally be described as frail.


A total of 35 frail older people were consulted in three lunch clubs.  Those who declared their ages were over 80 and, in many cases, over 90.  All needed help to travel to and from their lunch clubs.  In addition, some volunteers took part in debates.


In addition, he visited two older people (living in Denchworth and Garford) who choose not to attend day centres.  One was an older man living alone who was interviewed in the company of a Home Support Service Care Manager.  The other was an older woman who was interviewed alongside her husband.  Two further older people living alone were approached but were unwilling or unable to be interviewed.  Home visits were facilitated by managers from the Social and Health Care Home Support Service.

2.4
Structure of interviews

The nature and purpose of the interview was described as trying to find out how people experience services provided by the County Council, how much people know about how decisions are made, and what improvements they would like to see implemented.  The questions and prompts used were as follows:    

· Why do you come here and what do you get out of it?  

· Are there any other organised groups/activities you go to?  

· What other things do you do?  

· Discuss what you get out of these…  

· What stops you doing them more?

· If you had a say in which public services got more money, which would you put first?  Why – what difference would it make?  

· How much do you know about who makes decisions about what to give money to?

· How do you think they get information so they can make what they think is the right decision

· Magic wand: you wake up tomorrow to find that you have been made leader of the county council (having been you until now).  The day after tomorrow you’ll wake up as you again.  What would your first decision about how to organise the council be?  Why? 

· Who are the people who are most advantaged by how society is organised?  In what way are they advantaged?  And the least? 

· Which group applies to you and where do you put yourself on line between these two 

· How would you like it to be?  

· How might that happen?


Supplementary questions such as “Can you tell me more about that” or “An example of that might be?” were used as appropriate.  

The prompts used were designed to allow respondents to express how they experienced their own position in society in relation to services, other groups, and to the mechanisms whereby decisions are made.  In the young parent group discussions, cards were used to describe the different groups in society and different services to help generate and illustrate the debate.  This method was used with some of the groups of older people but, for most, it was inappropriate because the participants were unable to see the cards clearly.  Responses and discussions generated were noted down at the time.  

Given that this was a consultation rather than community development exercise, it was not obvious how the potential interviewees would benefit from the process though their opinions are invaluable to the Council.  A voucher for a shop of their choice was offered to all young parents and tins of biscuits were donated to all the older respondents as a sign of appreciation for their help.  All interviewees were guaranteed anonymity.

2.5
Limitations

The concept of social inclusion was approached obliquely via questions about access to services and perceptions about who benefits most.  The notion of social inclusion is often predicated on having a meaningful role within society, and this in turn is based on a notion of making a contribution.  In terms of people’s experience, this may entail having an awareness of something beyond one’s own lot: asking people simply about their own circumstances may not sufficiently accommodate this construction.

The nature of the discussion, held in a large group, may have given more dominant and confident members influence over the views expressed.  Space and encouragement was offered to quieter members in an attempt to combat this.  


At one lunch club, the volunteers tended to dominate the discussion.  At the others it was easier to have direct conversations with the lunch club members.

2.6
Structure of the report

Each set of findings is presented separately based on the themes that emerged.  Some comparisons are drawn in the researchers’ concluding remarks. 

3
Findings from interviews with young parents

3.1
Us and them

All interviewees shared a strong sense of disaffection with their lot.  They identified themselves as ‘single parents’, ‘parents of young children’, ‘young people’ and ‘mentally ill’.  In all cases these groups were placed among the least advantaged.  Comments included:  

[when trying to access other groups such as toddler groups] ‘they just put you off - you sit there feeling on your own’

‘young parents, it’s a kind of attitude – like an easy target’

[being in hospital] ‘you can see them all sniggering, talking’

‘you can tell they’re keeping an eye on you to make sure you’re doing things right’

There was an equally strong sense of who the beneficiaries of ‘the system’ are.  This role was ascribed to asylum seekers and offenders.  Asylum seekers invited many strongly worded observations:

‘They get all the money’

‘come over here and cheat the system’

‘There aren’t enough facilities for us and they just keep dumping more and more of them here’

‘…in a b&b for a month and then they got given this brand new people carrier’

‘Not their fault – it’s the government’s fault’

‘People seem to think they get more but that’s just because they’re an easy target’

‘People put people in a box and judge them’

‘I feel sorry for them but at the end of the day there’s people in this country in need’

Offenders were also perceived to have it unfairly easy.  

‘They get taught in prison’

‘Yeah, but what causes them to do crimes?  I mean if there was more for young people to do’ ‘If there’s nothing for them to do they just all take drugs and then they start having to do the crimes’

3.2
Participation

3.2.1 Decision making

Having established a high level of dissatisfaction with how current infrastructures benefit the ‘wrong’ people, the groups were asked how much they knew about how decisions are made.  This was usually followed by a silence, and then:

‘Don’t know’

‘No idea’

‘They guess’  [supplementary question: who are ‘they’?]  ‘Government?’ ‘Local government?’

‘Questionnaires – they did one about repairs and nothing changed at the end of it’

When asked how consultation and decision-making could be improved, responses were vague even when invited to clarify.  

‘More questionnaires’

‘Ask more people I suppose’

When asked if they would like to be more involved in how the County Council makes decisions, the reply was ‘not really, no’.

3.2.2 Getting involved

Interviewees were then asked what activities they would like to engage in more themselves.

‘More groups like this one’

‘More exercise eg swimming pool’

The value of these activities lay in

‘Meeting up with others’

‘The kids making friends’

‘Meeting friends of my own age group’

‘To share excitement’

‘Support if feeling low’

‘Practical help like the lending scheme’

‘Saves buying stuff”

‘Better than antenatal’

‘Advice from the CAB for example’

‘To learn new things like reflexology and bowling’

‘To get into other things like education and work placements’

 Barriers to getting involved in enjoyable or useful activities included money, transport, timing and tiredness.  Some also commented that activities in which they might like to participate were limited because of insufficient skills, organisation, volunteers or ongoing funding to sustain them.  

3.2.3
Helping others

Groups who are currently disadvantaged and who should benefit more included the following.

· children

· parents with young children

· homeless people

· victims of crime

· mentally ill people

3.3
Public services 

Interviewees felt that priority should be given to improving the following services:

· Access to housing

· Housing repairs 

· Early years provision such as playgroups

· Primary education

· Public transport
· Adult education

They were also concerned about community safety and the environment.

‘They should allocate people to each area to pick up all the broken bottles’

‘Roads and pavements – the need the roads to be safe’

‘Stop parking on the pavements!’

‘There should be more miniature parks’

‘More police’

‘More stuff for young people to stop them offending’

And they wanted to see more facilities.

‘A night club [in Bicester]’

‘Facilities, cinemas – that benefits everyone, all ages [in Bicester]’

‘More youth centres for young people up to age 18’

Interviewees commented that crèches are ‘really good’ and also asked that groups such as the one they were attending should be funded ‘and then keep on funding them – don’t stop after a year or whatever.’

4
Findings from interviews with older people

4.1
Us and them

Some interviewees expressed concern about their personal circumstances.

‘When I go home I’ll just be sat by the gas fire until next week’

‘I’d love to go shopping if I could’

However, the overwhelming sense from interviewees was that they felt content with their lot.

‘Things are better than they were and keep getting better all the time’

‘Things round here are pretty good’

‘I’m quite happy with what I do’

‘I’m content’

‘I don’t really want to do more’

‘We’re better off than our mothers were… It’s more possible to be independent…There are more varied housing options’

‘Our parents had a harder time – they never got much support but families were closer and we looked after them.’

Overall, older people and children were regarded as the most deserving recipients of council support.  Asylum seekers were seen as the least deserving.  Indeed, several people stated that asylum seekers should not receive any help at all.  None of the interviewees had had any contact with an asylum seeker and, on closer examination, it seemed that the comments being made were based on strongly held views about race and immigration.  

Other groups that were regarded as doing well out of the system included single parents, ‘bosses’ and councillors.  Interestingly several people also commented that both children and older people benefit from the way in which society is currently organised.

There was little consensus about who has the hardest time. Those mentioned include the following.

· Victims of crime

· Homeless people

· Isolated older people with no money or family

· Mentally ill people

· Leaning disabled people

· Young families who cannot afford housing

4.2
Participation

4.2.1 Decision making

Interviewees were asked about local democracy.  Most had no desire to be more involved in decision-making.  Several commented that wealthier newcomers to the village saw no need to participate in community life or use local services like the school and bus service so prospects for collective community action were diminished.  One person contradicted this by noting that the parish council was dominated by people who had moved to the area fairly recently.  These observations were made with a sense of resignation rather than resentment.

‘I always vote for whoever does most for the village’

‘I don’t know who to vote for – it makes no difference to village life’

‘People grumble but they don’t go to meetings’

‘I don’t know how to influence the council – we’re spoiled so don’t bother’

‘The parish council never have elections. It’s full of outsiders’

‘I never hear about the parish council’

‘They have parish council events in the hall but nobody goes’

‘I do feel listened to in residents’ meetings’

‘We may be old and disabled but we’re not daft’

4.2.2
Village life

Most of those consulted were keen to discuss changes in village life.  Many observed how villages had grown a great deal and were now inhabited by ‘newcomers’ who were often wealthier than the ‘old villagers’ and chose to take less part in village life.  Some observed that the church still played an important part in the social life of the village but others noticed that the role of the church had diminished with the closure of village schools and other amenities.  Others observed that changes in farming practice had drastically affected the local economy.  One farmer used to employ 27 people in 1952 (including an interviewee) but now only employs two.  Although generally village life was deemed to have deteriorated, interviewees clearly thought they were better off than people living in towns.

 ‘There’s no more whist drives and no Women’s Institute’

‘The pub has closed, the shops have closed, there are no mobile shops’

‘Village life has changed for the worse’

‘I’m sorry the village school has closed.  It has affected church life.  Newcomers send their children to private schools’

‘The Memorial Hall is great but it is only used by the old villagers – newcomers don’t use it’

‘The newcomers don’t mix.  They are always at work.’

‘We used to know everyone in the village but not any more – it has grown so much’

‘In the village, we look out for each other – most problems are in towns’

4.3 Public services

4.3.1 Services working well

Some public services were picked out as working particularly well.  Specific mention was made of the library service, Fire and Rescue, the NHS, adult education and home carers.  Some concern was expressed that the Social and Health Care department was cutting back which was leading to inconsistent carer arrangements.  The overall view was still positive however.  Rubbish collection was regarded as a good service though recycling arrangements were regarded as confusing and over complicated.  Several people commented that, although it was sad that village schools were closing, the quality of education and the range of activities available to children in school seemed really good.  With regard to the council, interviewees were not always clear as to which council was responsible for what but were, again, generally very positive.

‘The Council services are great’

‘The Council don’t do too badly – always polite and helpful’

‘The Councillors fight for our patch’
4.3.2 Support for older people

Most interviewees received most support from family, friends and neighbours.  Indeed, although they often commented that people did not look after each other as much as they used to, they were also deeply appreciative of the informal support they received.  One person expressed concern for those older people (‘especially in towns’) that have no one to care for them.

‘The Council should make sure all old people have someone to visit them’

Personal contact and home visits were highly valued.  One person noted that when he had been a carer he had felt isolated.

‘My wife was disabled and mentally ill for 20 years and I didn’t get much help.  I had to come home at lunchtime to make her food’

Those attending lunch clubs thought they were excellent and some were very upset about the recent closure of a lunch club in North Leigh.  One volunteer noted that a greater volunteer base was needed to support lunch clubs and similar facilities ‘but young people are working all the time and police checks and bureaucracy are off putting’.

Those not attending lunch clubs were not tempted.

‘Lunch clubs are a waste of time – I can cook my own dinner’

‘I don’t need centres’

4.3.3
Road and pavement maintenance and road safety

This was the most common concern for interviewees.  Some described worrying moments when trying to cross the road.  One person spoke for many, however, when she observed that road safety was not a problem to her because ‘I never go out.’
‘Sometimes I have to choose between being run over or jumping into an overhanging hedge’

‘There is no pavement at all in my village’

‘They need to care properly for the smaller roads and not just patch them up’

‘There should be less heavy lorries through the village’

‘There should be more signs’

‘Speed limits are irrational and inconsistent and don’t seem to work’

‘Young parents need to be taught how to keep their children on the roads’

4.3.4
Transport

Several people thought bus services were excellent.  However there was considerable concern that older people receive differing levels of subsidy in different district council areas and that this was unfair.  Most of the frail older people regarded the bus service as irrelevant as they could not get on to a bus even if it stopped close enough.  They needed personalised door-to-door arrangements such as the highly valued ring and ride service.  Most people wanted to see this service extended.  One person noted that the hospital car service worked well but was somewhat rigid (leaving the patient in a waiting room hours before an appointment or refusing to escort a spouse)

‘The bus service is good and getting better’

‘The bus is quick, regular and cheap but nobody uses it’

‘I can’t get on a bus so it is irrelevant.  Ring and ride is good otherwise I depend on family, neighbours or workers to do my shopping.’

4.3.5
Housing

Several people commented that they received an excellent service from their landlord.  One person described a sorry tale of poor service, which had left her feeling angry and vulnerable.

‘I’ve had to fight for everything.’

Although most felt that older people had a good range of housing options nowadays, they were concerned that there were few affordable housing options for local young people because prices were being forced up by newcomers.

‘Bring back council houses.’

4.3.6
Income

Most reported that pension arrangements and other allowances and benefits were generous.  However there were many stories about the difficulty in claiming.

‘We were told by four agencies that she was only entitled to 19p per week but on claiming found she was entitled to £120 per week plus £2,000 back pay.’

‘I was denied a widow’s pension for 33 years but now I’ve got it plus back pay.’

‘I didn’t claim carer’s allowance because I was always left hanging on the phone for ages.’

Most wanted the system to be simpler and for there to be more information and support to help with claiming.

‘If we’re entitled to something they should just give it to us instead of making us fill in lots of complicated forms’

‘Old people are often too proud to claim’

‘It seems wrong that you need someone behind you to fight your corner’

‘We give in too quickly we should insist’

‘When you’re widowed you are bombarded with paperwork.  There should be a visiting service about a month after the death to help you think it all through.’

4.3.7
Crime

In general interviewees seemed to have no experience of crime and no fear of crime.  Despite this, most wanted to see more visible policing.  

‘The only local crime problem is hare coursing’

One person commented that Neighbourhood Watch works well.  Some reported acts of vandalism at the local hall and in the playground.  One person described an act of vandalism by some children and reported a good outcome.

‘I reported the children and they were made to come and apologise and sign an Acceptable Behaviour Contract. It worked very well.’

Another had a less satisfactory outcome

‘I rang the council to report some children and they told me to fill in a form.  I’m still waiting for a form’

One person described a worrying situation, which meant that she was frightened of her neighbour but did not know how to get help because she did not want her neighbour to know she had complained.  This was evidently a major preoccupation for her.

4.3.8
Young people

Several of the less frail interviewees complained about anti-social behaviour and excessive alcohol consumption by young people.  They felt parents should take more responsibility but accepted that it was harder to discipline young people in modern society because of the expectations that young people have with regard to consumer goods and recreation.  Some felt sorry for young families who seemed to have huge demands made upon them leading to parents having to work all the time.  This, they thought, led them to be less available to their children and less available to the community life of the village.

‘I wish young people could understand that you don’t need money, you just need family’

A volunteer commented on a widening gap between the generations.

‘Attitudes to older people have changed.  Young people are not interested in older people.  We need to reconcile the distance between the generations.’

An older person added

‘There is no reason for younger people to mix with older people’

4.3.9 What services should be improved

Interviewees were most keen on improvements in road and pavement maintenance and road safety.  Most of the frail older people interviewed had few other suggestions.  However the following suggestions were made.

· More personalised help with transport

· More visible policing

· Help with understanding benefit entitlements

· Services for isolated older people

· Services for learning disabled people

· Bring empty properties into use to make local housing affordable for local people

· Consistent and generous bus subsidies across the county

· More investment in the youth service to young people off the streets

· Save on waste and lower council tax

· Keeping the village tidy

1 Concluding remarks by the researchers

All of those consulted could identify strongly with their own unmet needs, and to some extent with those of others.  There was also a shared exasperation with systems and bureaucracies.  Becoming more involved in order to implement improvements, however, appeared to be a more distant concept.  There was no expressed inclination to become more involved in any mechanisms by which decisions are made and implemented.    

All young parents perceived themselves to be amongst the dispossessed.  There was a strong sense of blame attributed to those who are in positions of influence (such as councillors) and also towards those who have a perceived unfair advantage.  In the case of the former, this was because of decisions being felt to be the wrong ones, and also because of a lack of accountability, specifically hindering respondents’ experience.   In the case of the latter, this was because of direct and invidious comparisons between groups. Some respondents, however, did have an analysis about how everyone ‘likes to think of themselves at the bottom’, and ‘everyone fights their own battles’.   

In terms of social inclusion, respondents identified activities from which they benefited and factors which impeded their involvement in these.  The strongest attribute of these was a sense of connecting with others in a similar position – equally dispossessed.  

Older people identified two strong barriers to further participation: mobility and information.  The condition of roads and pavements and the availability of personalised transport arrangements such as ‘ring and ride’ are fundamental to enable older people to take part in the life of the community.  Having access to information and support in understanding and using that information is also crucial.  There is considerable concern about the breakdown of inter-generational village life, which was attributed to consumerism, irresponsible parenting, and an influx of wealthy newcomers who do not use local facilities.  

With regard to both the young parents and the older people, there seemed to be no great desire to participate more in decision-making or philanthropy.  In the case of the young parents this was expressed in terms of them feeling under siege.  With regard to the older people it seemed to have more to do with capacity and inclination.

In the light of this it seems it is worth questioning whether the value of participation in local democracy is shared. If wishing to be involved in decision-making is a component of being socially included, all of those interviewed are socially excluded.  However, almost none of them expressed a wish for this to be different, thereby throwing an interesting light on the assumptions of the research.  
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4.2: Participative Consultation

Issues and Recommendations for Involving the Community in the Scrutiny Process

Key Points

The intention to include residents’ views in scrutiny reviews demonstrates an inclusive attitude on the part of Oxfordshire County Council. However, without fully considering the pitfalls and risks, the attempt might become counter-productive and fuel greater alienation and mistrust. A pilot area should be targeted in the first instance where more than one review process can be carried out on different themes. 

1. Long timescales are required to ensure that the scrutiny process can be properly communicated to local communities and can be planned to complement existing local initiatives.

2. Choice of area should be determined not only by demographics but also by identifying communities who can benefit from the process e.g. those where needs analysis has not been previously done.

3. Initial approach should be with existing community activists who can advise on the appropriateness, method and timing of involving local people.

4. Training in participatory research methods should be offered to community members

5. A contract should be developed with members of the community to identify benefits to the community and commitments from Oxfordshire County Council.

6. Other initiatives demonstrating good practice in community consultation should be utilized in project planning.

7. Partnership should be developed and maintained with other departments in Oxfordshire County Council who can help to support the initiative e.g. Consultation officer.



This paper sets out a sample process for a scrutiny review on social inclusion but also provides some general suggestions and guidance around the involvement of residents in the review processes on any other theme. This paper has been written for officers and councillors of Oxfordshire County Council. If this or similar paper is to be used with local people, there will need change of language into “plain English” – see section 6.5 on communication.

1. Background:

The Oxfordshire County Council Scrutiny Review Group on Social Inclusion hoped to provide guidance on the twin questions of:

· what can the council do to tackle social exclusion? and 

· what should it be doing? 

As a result, it aimed to carry out three “case studies” in local areas to consult local people about issues to do with social inclusion. The Review Group commissioned a consultant in community involvement approaches to design and implement a process which would enable this local consultation to take place. This paper is the result of discussion around the design of that process.

2. Proposed community involvement project aims

The aims of this involvement process were:

i) To enable local people to assess the effectiveness of Oxfordshire County Council policy and practice on social inclusion.

ii) To promote dialogue amongst local councillors, local residents and community workers on local authority accountability. 

iii) To train local people in democratic, innovative techniques to involve their community in giving feedback and influencing future policy and provision of services.

3. The role of local facilitators

The importance of local facilitators in working with disadvantaged people and groups was stressed as the main strategy for involving local people in a meaningful way. Local people themselves are in the best position to facilitate the whole process of communication between local people and the local authority – for example:

* in starting the debate with their community

* supporting  residents in communicating their views

* checking that there is feedback on action 

* seeing that there is follow through on action  

Local facilitators are community residents who support other resident to give their views in ways that they find comfortable (e.g. convenient meeting places; using approaches with which they feel confident). The role of local facilitators is not that of a research assistant, implementing a plan designed by somebody else. In discussion with councillors and officers, they would design the process, analyse the data and make recommendations on the basis of that analysis. They would be fully responsible for collecting the data, interviewing people in groups and in one to one settings according to questions they had helped to select and design. 

The rationale for involving local facilitators includes:
* Local people are more likely to talk honestly with people they recognise and trust. 

* Working with certain communities will generally be more successful if  the facilitator and the groups approached know each other well and have things in common. 

* Local people can quickly identify the opportunities for getting to talk to people – they are in the best position to know who goes where to do what and when.

* If local people are involved in the design, data collection and analysis, they develop  a strong sense of ownership over the findings. The review then starts to contribute to the development of the local community and local people can take ideas forward in different ways. Some of their suggestions will be actionable by structures and bodies other than the OCC and the facilitators themselves might want to form a group to take action on a particular issue. The process then starts to become a community development tool in its own right. 

* Local people provide an in-built feedback mechanism in the community so that action and progress can be communicated directly back into that community in the future.

There are some risks in the involvement of local facilitators. Local communities all have their internal dynamics and tensions so this approach can sometimes backfire. This can be addressed, to a large extent, by: 

- having a team of facilitators 

- arranging a wide range of opportunities for consultation, and 

- selecting local facilitators with care. 

4.  The capacity of local facilitators

In terms of the recruitment/selection of facilitators for a project on social inclusion, they would need experience of issues such as:

* unemployment 

* poverty

* people who need to use the health, education, social services services (but don't necessarily get their needs fully met there).

This methodology is about including people whose voices are seldom heard and so the facilitators themselves would not be existing community leaders though they would play a role. (see section 7:4:3) 

In terms of facilitators’ qualities and skills, they would need:

* good listening skills

* to know other people in their community

* to be friendly 

* to able to communicate with a wide range of people. 

* to be able to keep basic written records

They would also need to:

* believe that inclusion, participation and empowerment are important. 

* be interested in learning more about how the County Council works and how services can be improved.

4.1. Training for the facilitators

Ideally, training would span a period of 20 hours. This would give the facilitators the skills to use their learning in future settings and situations where they want to investigate needs in their local community. Training would cover the principles of involvement and consultation, questioning skills, creative ways of asking and recording information, group dynamics. 

4.2. Remuneration, incentive, rewards for facilitators

Communities tend to have a core of volunteers, activists who take part in various groups and projects. These ‘community-minded/spirited’ people are generally well-known.  This project would tap into this ‘good will’ be it must not be seen as exploitative. At the very least, those taking part must not be out of pocket. However, financial remuneration has pros and cons and this must be thought through with local people at the outset.

5. Proposed consultation and participation project methodology

Initially, the plan was that local facilitators would be recruited and trained to deliver creative workshop sessions and “street work” consultation sessions (outside shops, at community ‘get togethers’ and in pubs) involving local people in considering aspects of social inclusion in the county.  They could identify key priority areas for inclusion in their communities. They could comment on barriers to take up and suggest ways to overcome those obstacles. 

The focus of the questions would be set jointly by the facilitators, officers and councillors responsible for the project overall. The data from the work would be analysed by that same team and conclusions drawn collectively. The project will be written up and disseminated back to the communities from which the data came. Progress on recommendations will be reported to the facilitators in each area.
6. The problems with local consultation including the findings from approaches made to Berinsfield, Bicester and Filkins.

6.1. Fragmentation There is a danger that the scrutiny process will contribute towards confusion, frustration and overload within the community. This comes about when a number of unrelated processes take place in the same community.   “We've found that participation takes time and works best with local ownership” David Fisher.

6.2. Lack of tangible results The link between the scrutiny process and actions for change needs to be made explicit. If local residents are not going to see improvements in services in relation to their views, then what IS the point of them making those comments? The whole process of the scrutiny review needs to be explained so that people can decide whether they want to be part of it. 

6.3. Responding to cynicism about ‘yet another project!’ There is widespread cynicism about ‘consultation’ with suspicion that “they have already decided before they ask us” or  “they hope we will agree so it can be rubber-stamped” and  “if we disagree, they go ahead and do it anyway”. Whether these are hearsay or fact, does not matter, it is perceptions that count and how these affect the local ‘authority’s’ credibility. As in most communities, there are a small number of people who are the community activists, the ones who engage with projects that ‘come in from outside’. These tend to be members of a number of groups, organisations and maybe have key jobs locally. The majority of residents do not get involved. Sometimes this is because they feel ‘pushed out’ by the ones that always do.

Those who do get involved, who have seen so many projects come and go, can tend to be somewhat cynical about the results as they are generally short-term and stop when the funding stops. Results may not be long lasting and residents are left wondering what it was all about. People can end up feeling used; that the agency had its own agenda and when that was done, they just left. Local fieldwork staff can be equally cynical as can ‘leaders’ e.g. parish councillors. David Fisher of ORCC supports this view, he writes “Rural communities are quite cynical about 'consultation' “.

6.4 Overcoming the views about outside agency  

The role of the County Council is not necessarily known, understood, valued or respected. It is common for people to be baffled about roles in local government at the various levels such as the differences between parish, local and county councils roles and the differences between social services, health and housing.  The County Council can feel remote and irrelevant compared with for example the Parish Council and even the Parish Council is remote and irrelevant for many people. These factors hinder any attempt at dialogue with local communities.

6.5. Difficulty of communication – it is often difficult to use language that is understandable; i.e. plain English, without jargon as well making communications available in all languages.

6.6 Traditional methods don’t work. A relatively small proportion of people go to meetings. Apparent lack of interest tends to be judged by agencies as ‘apathy’ but it could indicate non-appreciation of relevance of those meetings to day to day living and/or feelings of not being listened to or respected in the past. People generally have a reason for not wanting to be involved or interested. If they see it as relevant they are willing to get involved.
6.7 Interest and commitment of councillors

Some councillors may see this as a risk to make their lives more demanding; some see themselves as representing local people anyway so may ask what the purpose of  this process is?  Some may see the whole project as a threat to or in competition with their roles. This issue needs airing or there will be risk of alarm. What communication and explanation will they need before they commit? What are the expectations of them? for example, the importance of consistently attending meetings with residents.

6.8 Training local people in involvement

It will be difficult to recruit/select facilitators because the people who are most likely to be interested are already very active in their community. These are also the ‘community leaders’ who you want to keep a low profile. A lot is being asked of people as this is a longish term commitment. 

Training needs to be more than just of an initial, start-up, taster kind. It needs to be on-going and long-term. It needs to recognise that there will be a turnover as people come and go. It should be locally based as people are reluctant or unable to travel and prefer things on their own ‘territory’. Eventually it would be best if the training is peer-led.  Can the Scrutiny review process within OCC really commit to this? If the hope is to recruit people who are not the ‘usual activists’ – this will take time, to approach and persuade them, encourage them to have confidence etc There is a danger that time for recruitment and the training will be underestimated.

7. Recommendations

7.1 General

It is vital to debate these issues of cynicism and how communities will benefit with key members of the community before the full consultation goes ahead. In order for the community to benefit from the process, we are suggesting that a relationship is fostered with one or two communities in the County in the first instance and those communities are used for the scrutiny process on an ongoing basis. In terms of methodology, we propose that the existing community leaders/professionals are brought together first and the issues of involving those people whose voices are least often heard are raised with them. The managers of the scrutiny process will then contract with members of that community to ensure that there is benefit on both sides. Training and careful communication would need to happen at that stage. 
7.2 Longer timescales required

This is long-term not short-term development work. There needs to be long-term commitment to an area and this means that the selection of different areas each time a scrutiny review is planned needs to be rethought. The process needs to work on the longest possible timescale in order to ensure that the process is planned in a way which complements local initiatives rather than confuses and competes with them. For example in Filkins, David Fisher explained how the scrutiny process could have complemented an existing initiative  ” Filkins Parish Council are thinking of spearheading a community action plan for the village, and if this goes ahead I would be involved in helping them launch it in as inclusive a way as possible, gather as representative steering group as possible, and try to get people from the fringes actively involved.” He felt that if that scrutiny process had gone ahead in Filkins, it might have supported the Parish Council’s initiative but with a start date of January 2004, it was clearly impossible to mesh with the review.
7:3 Choice of area

We recommend that it would be best to start with communities that are not heavily targeted and experience ‘project over-kill’. Fostering a relationship with community development workers would be an essential part of the process. Didcot is one possible area to investigate.
7.4 Communication and local “buy in”

The purpose, aims and proposed methodology needs to be discussed with local activists first and they should plan the process in their own community. They do need some introduction to the principles and methodology of a participatory process at this stage.

7:4:1 Making the initial approach

Project initiators must be able to inspire interest in this idea and start with matters that are of real day to day concern making it ‘needs/interests’ focused from the start. They are likely to have to ‘sell’ the project and even explain why Oxfordshire Country Council exists and what it does. To address the underlying cynicism, agencies need either to present a convincing argument how they will be different e.g. by having a contract of commitment with clear terms about what can/will be achieved, the ‘power’ residents will have, or start with communities where there is not so much cynicism because they are relatively un-touched. Outside agencies must be prepared to respond to implied or explicit questions about  ‘what’s in it for us?’ and ‘we’ve heard it all before’. There may be a need to acknowledge the history of consultation in the community - what has been left to follow up from previous projects?, what has been ‘already said before and perhaps not acted upon.

7:4:2 Developing a contract

Develop a contract with local people clearly identifying what’s in for them. What is the purpose of the review, for OCC and for the community itself? To what extent are these ‘agendas’ common and to what extent do they conflict? There is a need for honesty about limitations from the start and there needs to be a good level of participation in agreeing the agenda. The process of agreeing this contract could, in itself, be facilitated in a participatory way and thus act as a model to demonstrate a participatory process.

7:4:3 Local partners

Emphasis should be given to promoting dialogue amongst councillors, residents and community workers. Although the focus is to be on people who are not the usual activists and leaders, it will be necessary to work through them to reach the ones who are generally not involved. Seek key ‘opinion leaders’ advice on how to present/sell the aims and attract involvement. If they are not included, they could block the project if they feel excluded. Start with keen ones. Once doubtful ones see it working, they are more likely to get involved. 

Resistance needs to be taken account of – do local activists and councillors see this as possibly adding to their workload? What are their training needs and interests? What are the local relationships like?  The aim is to enable local partners to own the process from the start so they do not see it as imposed and feel resentful towards it. Once local activists are committed, they will make the introductions and vouch for the project. They also play a big part in influencing opinion and supporting follow-up work when the project ends.

Issues such as the incentive to give time to the process, the pros and cons, the ethical and practical issues re. financial rewards, the potential divisiveness need to be discussed and agreed with local people.  

7:4:4 Planning for inclusion

Consider people with special needs and how they will be involved e.g. those with visual and hearing impairments; mobility difficulties; learning disabilities etc. What are the travel needs to local venues? Can out-of-pocket expenses, carers’ and parents’ sitting costs be covered? Projects also frequently miss employed people especially men and some groups tend to never even get considered e.g. children, commuters.

In terms of consulting a wide range of local people, it is best to go where people are anyway and try to have a ‘slot’ at their usual meeting. Consider piggy-backing on groups and meeting places that already attract many people. A strategy needs to be developed to reach people who are ‘non-group goers’. E.g. via pubs, fetes, shops, bus-stops, markets, outside a popular shop, outside school gates at pick-up times.

7:4:5 Inclusive language

Terms need to be clarified and discussed. To critique this paper from the point of view of inclusive language would reveal the following obstacles:

“The scrutiny process” – What is it? How did it come about? Why?

 “The Scrutiny Review Group ”  What is its purpose? Who are its members? 

What do these terms mean and who is defining them? “Disadvantaged people and groups”   “Empowerment”  “Accountability” “Social inclusion”  “Social exclusion” 

“Consultation” “participation” and “involving the community” – what are they and how are they different from each other?

The term ‘local people’ This tends to be used as if it is possible to generalise residents as single, common group (homogeneous; generic)

Avoid reference to ‘case studies’ – it has an air of ‘being done to’, ‘top-down’ about it.

How may the results of the scrutiny process be worded to be understandable and interesting to include people? Could previous reports suitably presented be used approaching local people, to give to them as background. It may need a number of versions e.g. if including people with learning disabilities and young people (to use their languages, make it ‘culturally-specific’.)

Give reasons why certain communities are being the centre of attention. If it is according to ‘poverty indices’ – explain this labelling. E.g. what ‘disadvantaged’ means. These words have stigma in the eyes of local people – some see themselves as willing to play the game – ‘if they want to label us as ‘poor’ and if that means getting money for this and that – then we’ll play that game!’ But what are the authorities doing to the self-image of the community and to the individuals, families and groups within it, in using such put-down  labelling?

7.5 Learning from other initiatives

It is likely that these issues have been wrestled with elsewhere and it would be useful to learn from good practice in other areas.  For example, there is a national conference on community consultation called Improving Performance: Increasing Public Satisfaction on 2nd March 2004 in London. This event or similar ones could be used to build up contacts to promote good practice in this area of work. There are also useful publications in the area. For example, in the current issue of SCCD (Standing Conference on Community Development) News -  an article called  "Listening to Community Reps" – makes the following point "It has become clear that there is a distinction between 'real' participation and what can be seen as 'unreal'  or false involvement." The full report   "Listening to Community Representatives: A Model of Experience of Community Involvement" is available free from: Brian Batson and Susie Gridley, Leeds Voice tel:  0113 277 2227 email:  info@leedsvoice.org.uk
7:7 Partnership with other departments in Oxfordshire County Council

It is understood that the scrutiny process does not aim to deliver local community development. It would seem that collaboration with other officers in the County Council, especially those focusing on community involvement and participation is crucial for planning a process in which local communities will not reject the scrutiny review as irrelevant to their needs and interests.

This paper has been written jointly by Audrey Chamberlain and Pippa Bobbett, two community development workers with particular experience in two Oxfordshire communities Berinsfield and Blackbird Leys respectively. References have been made to a communication with David Fisher who works for Oxfordshire Rural Communities Council.
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