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CORPORATE GOVERNANCE SCRUTINY COMMITTEE – 27 JULY 2006

E-GOVERNMENT TASK GROUP REPORT

1. INTRODUCTION

E-Government was a government-led initiative that required Local Authorities to adapt their processes to meet growing public expectation for being able to conduct their dealings with the Council electronically and get information on line.  In this sense it is about Customer Service and thus about changing many of the Council’s business processes and not simply the provision of ICT.  It should also produce substantial annual efficiency gains.

The Committee appointed Councillors Armitage and Hallchurch to produce a briefing for the Committee to identify key lines of enquiry for a ‘select committee style’ question and answer session at a meeting of the Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee.  The initial scoping outlined that the main focus was to find out if the Council is sufficiently geared up to take advantages of all the opportunities and to establish if the right decisions were made in trying to deliver against all the IEG targets.

2. HISTORY OF E-GOVERNMENT IN THE COUNTY COUNCIL

Our research involved interviews with 5 witnesses, which included the responsible Cabinet member and an external consultant.  We have established that the County Council satisfied government targets fully and met key implementation dates, despite some lack of consistent strategic purpose during the course of the programme.

Historically the Council had an underdeveloped corporate centre, of which ICT (often viewed as peripheral when compared to investment in frontline services) was perhaps the weakest element.  As a consequence different Directorates had been allowed to develop in their own directions and at different rates.  In the winter of 2002 Stephan Conaway was recruited and charged with centralising ICT facilities and rationalising the number of networks from over 100 to a more manageable and even base.

Alongside these developments, in 2002 an informal steering group oversaw implementation of e-Government, under David Sibbert from Trading Standards.  It focussed on the Oxfordshire Community Broadband Network, the Internet and a Contact Centre.  In March 2003 the direction changed, essentially when the informal Executive decided not to establish a Contact Centre (with estimated costs of £5m p.a.) as initially envisaged.  It was felt that the historic low funding base for back office services like ICT made such a big investment risky.

Although the project never went to the Executive proper, e-Government matters were no longer conceived as a separate project and a more subsidiary approach materialised, which devolved more responsibility to individual Directorates.  David Sibbert retired and the governance arrangements morphed into a broader Customer Services Steering Group.  During this time the focus was on getting customer services higher on the agenda and work specifically on IEG faltered.  In June 2004, CCMT decided not to endorse the suggestion for an e-Government programme board or steering group.

The Council therefore never produced an e-Government strategy.  Instead a Customer Service Strategy was formally adopted at the Executive 07 December 2004.  A Customer Service team, headed by Debbie Dent, was employed to implement that strategy.  It encompassed a number of priorities that overlap with the objectives of e-Government, such as the improvement of our information management system and greater access to services.  

In the summer of 2005 responsibility for overseeing e-Government was passed from the Customer Services Steering Group to the member/ officer ICT Steering Group, chaired by the Director of Resources.  Its terms of reference state that it has two main functions to which this role was added: (i) to act as a strategic sounding board for ICT matters (ii) to monitor overall standards of ICT performance.  It reviews all business cases for major developments in the area of ICT.

3. FINDINGS

Two government mechanisms were established to drive activity: BVPI 157 (with which all authorities had to achieve 100% compliance, preferably by the end of 2005) and a list of some 73 Priority Outcomes developed by the ODPM (for delivery by March 2006).  These were monitored via the periodic submission of an IEG return, which audits the Council’s progress.  In July 2005 Oxfordshire’s performance, as reported in IEG4, was low enough (56-63%) to trigger both central government concern and local Scrutiny interest.  A meeting was held in September with an IdEA consultant and an ODPM representative.  They were persuaded that the Council had incorrectly categorised its level of achievement and was on track to meet the target, especially given that many transactions would be enabled when the revamped website went live.

The website was re-launched late last year and anecdotal evidence from around the authority suggests it is much improved.  The last of the submissions was IEG5 in December 2005, which endorsed the September forecast and showed that Oxfordshire had achieved 99.39% compliance with BVPI 157, making it above average (and ranked 198th out of 383 authorities)
.  Almost all the witnesses reported that the Council is highly unlikely to be in danger of being penalised for not implementing systems provided by Government grants.

4. AREAS FOR FUTURE INVESTIGATION

Although the e-Government programme effectively closed 31 March 2006, this research has highlighted some remaining issues relating to the wider customer service objectives of e-Government, the monitoring of which will be incorporated within the CPA’s overall framework.  The Committee wishes to ensure that lessons are learnt and applied to the management of future ICT developments.  These are outlined below.

· Vision and accountability
· Ownership & coordination

· Progress still needed in key areas

· Resource issues and unclear funding

· Maximising investment return through efficiency gains

· Partnership

· Reaching socially excluded groups

In view of the fact that the particular e-Government project and associated funding has now reached its end date, and that the end of year position has shown such marked improvement from the forecast at the time the Scrutiny work was proposed,

The Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee is RECOMMENDED to:

(i) ask the Cabinet to congratulate the responsible officers for fully achieving the IEG target;  and

(ii) scope a full Scrutiny Review to look at the realisation of ICT objectives generally (possible issues are suggested above).

COUNCILLOR ALAN ARMITAGE

COUNCILLOR TIMOTHY HALLCHURCH MBE

May 2006

� Implementing Electronic Government Return: Summary analysis of IEG5 results, December 2005
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