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Suggested issues for scoping a future ICT Scrutiny review

Possible issues concerning vision and accountability

The whole e-Government programme was undertaken in Oxfordshire without a comprehensive written strategy and the SAP Gateway Review found that there has been a lack of clarity in the past about what the Change Management programme comprises.  There may be risks that the Council’s investment in ICT ‘infrastructure’ projects could fail to realise their full potential.  Should it be requirement that future ICT projects use a comprehensive development/ deployment plan, to make clear what should be happening when, and avoid any confusion as to lines of accountability?  
The Committee may wish to explore what difficulties around prioritisation arise from the lack of vision, and whether or not it makes it harder to maintain momentum.  Has the Council ever set out clearly what it wants to achieve from its current ICT resources and planned expenditure?  In future should a statement of strategic objectives be a requirement for each major infrastructure project?

The Committee may want to establish how it is envisaged that improved accountability can be ensured and the likelihood that the Council will exploit its present investment in ICT to the full so that in future the end users will see the benefits in terms of improved service delivery.  Recommendations could be made as to who should be responsible for promoting and driving ICT objectives and how progress will be monitored and reported.

Possible issues concerning ownership and coordination

The Cabinet has sought to mainstream the necessary business process changes into the everyday responsibilities of the Directorates, rather than spending a lot of resources in the creation of a single overarching project.  They feel this to be a positive and cost-effective decision.  However, during the e-Government explorations some witnesses identified dangers in letting individual Directorates decide how they wish to embrace ICT, as it can result in a certain degree of disconnect from the corporate centre when not pushed as a corporate strategy.  It is anticipated that the Change Management Board’s creation and the appointment of a Cabinet Member for Change Management will establish a clearer direction and provide the framework to fill these historical gaps.

The Committee may wish to investigate where responsibility lies for coordinating implementation across different Directorates.  How are disparate projects being pulled together into a coherent well managed whole?  

It may be beneficial to establish who in the future will have the authority to ensure a greater degree of joined-up management.  What mechanisms are in place to promote and drive effective use of ICT in line with corporate goals?  Recommendations could be made concerning the robustness of arrangements for ensuring activity is coordinated.

Possible issues concerning the progress still needed in key areas

The Council cannot meet its broader e-Government objectives without wide adoption of electronic document and records management but at present “futile attempts to deal with this situation… has often resulted in a tangled mess making a bad situation worse.”
  Information is beginning to be handled better but the authority does not yet have an adequate information management system.  Problems around fragmentation and the consequent “failures of project definition”
 are illustrated by there being over 400 different databases currently in use.  Consultants have reported that our approach to infrastructure was fragmented and uncoordinated and identified that the key issue was one of governance.  Oxfordshire, in common with many Councils, has:

largely achieved those Priority Outcomes with a lower level of difficulty...  The next phase will need to tackle those Priority Outcomes with a higher level of difficulty, including Customer Relationship Management (CRM) systems and back office integration.

For example, on-line school admissions and use of on-line payment facilities (beyond those in registration) have yet to be established.

One of the problems arising from our fragmented approach is that few milestones are set in place for unifying the multiplicity of separate systems currently in place.  The Committee may wish to find out when clearer milestones will be established and how it is envisaged these could be more explicitly linked to the benefits it is hoped to achieve.

Possible issues concerning resource issues and unclear funding

Because of the way the government have set things up, the County had to demonstrate that they were achieving e-Government implementation before the authority had made the business case as to what benefits it will get from investing in many of the ICT projects.  As a result certain elements of e-Government and dependent developments like OWIS and GIS were put forward with the business case in abeyance.  For instance, the IEG4.5 mid-term return submitted to government in July 2005 stated that OWIS had received senior level backing and was proceeding as it was seen as the most significant single development to take forward the Customer Service Strategy.  However funding is not assured and thus a business plan has not yet been created.  The same return also stated that a significant implementation of a unified system is also planned yet this too remains without identified funding or a business plan.  It was also pointed out that the ICT project budget has reduced due to the ever-increasing size of the IT estate.

The Committee may wish to explore when the Council intends to produce and analyse the business case for currently un-funded projects, such as OWIS, GIS, and e-forms.  The Committee may wish to recommend a date by which the cost/ benefits are clearly set out to assist in the decision making process and to find out whether or not the production of business plans is in fact dependent upon resources being allocated.

Possible issues concerning maximising investment return through efficiency gains

The County Council outlined efficiency savings (mostly from e-recruitment savings) totalling less than £44,000 from a £29.5m investment, and has not specified when the break-even point on this investment will be reached.  By contrast, almost half of all authorities are predicting efficiency gains of over £1 million each, with the top three authorities predicting combined efficiencies of over £137m by 2007/08.
  Analysis in other authorities has shown that a high proportion (as much as 40%) of contact has been found to consist of repeat calls prompted by failure to get through to the right person.  Redesigning the way in which enquiries flow through the authority to reduce the volume of such unnecessary contact would free resources for more worthwhile activity.  Turning face-to-face exchanges into electronic encounters, or postal payments into e-payments, offers considerable scope for further efficiency gains.  Electronic forms can be routed automatically for further action reducing the risk of information being lost/ delayed, and so offer more efficient business processes.  However, at present the Council doesn’t have a strategic e-forms technology.

The Committee may wish to clarify details of both the anticipated and realised efficiencies from ICT investment.  It would be useful to establish how efficiency gains will be calculated and monitored and to whom it is proposed they be reported.  Is the Committee satisfied that this process constitutes effective management?

You might want to consider what is going to be done differently to exploit opportunities in the coming year.  What are the risks that there will be no improvements and what is being done to mitigate against this?  Should there be a financial strategy that identifies and links the potential financial efficiencies to the management of projects?

Possible issues concerning partnership

Oxfordshire secured £150k of e-Government funding for partnership working but a lack of long-term strategic direction meant little thought was given to evaluative criteria or desirable outcomes.  CCMT and the ICT Steering Group have not achieved a joined-up approach to mainstream electronic service delivery, and each Council has its own ICT development team doing things separately.  Better coordination with District Councils would facilitate coordinated payment collection systems, to save each authority in the County duplicating effort and expense.  Similarly, different forms of GIS software are being used, preventing the sharing of resources and perpetuating the need for duplicate data in each Council.

It might be beneficial to ask what the signs are that partnership is beginning to be better managed from now on.  Do we really need to have 5 district council ICT development teams, plus a County development team and an Oxfordshire Gateway team?  What plans are needed to realise opportunities from real partnership – what proposals are in place to improve integration and become more joined-up?

It would be helpful to establish the performance monitoring arrangements that are being or will be used to evaluate future progress in coordination – what evidence will managers use to inform their decision-making.  How are the risks of duplication being mitigated?

Possible issues concerning reaching socially excluded groups

Most services focus on broad delivery targets and are provided for a generic, predominantly literate and able-bodied audience.  Links remain to be made in Oxfordshire between ICT developments based around an improved website and the Social Inclusion Strategy.  Insufficient thought has been given to the tricky question of how e-technology opportunities will meet the needs of the hard to reach, since Internet connectivity remains stubbornly low for these groups.  The authority needs to consider what people want.  The MORI residents survey has shown that the overwhelming majority of residents still use the telephone to contact the Council.  Libraries offer one location for public Internet access points, but leading authorities are experimenting with kiosks, digital television and other access initiatives to target socially excluded groups more clearly.  Where socially excluded groups do not make sufficient use of such technologies it will be prudent to consider using intermediaries to deliver services and/ or highlight the merits of using e-channels.

The Committee may wish to find out how likely it is that the authority will create a digital exclusion strategy or what initiatives might be considered to enhance digital inclusion.  What steps are planned to ensure that socially excluded groups benefit from digital transformation.  A Race Equality Scheme impact assessment in relation to e-Government implementation was conducted a year ago and the Committee may wish to establish how the issues it flagged-up have been resolved.
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