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Future First Environment Action Plan 
ANNEX 1

1. Introduction and background

1.1  The environmental pressures facing Oxfordshire are continuing to increase:    

· Despite greatly improved recycling rates, we landfill 70% of our domestic waste.  If we don’t reduce landfill of biodegradable waste by three quarters by 2020 we will be fined by the Government. 

· We need to reduce domestic energy use by another 20% just to meet the national target by 2010. 

· Water consumption is rising by 2% per person per year and this could result in shortages within 5 years.

· Air and water pollution problems persist in parts of the county, and some of our wildlife habitats are at risk.

· There are already signs of potential problems in the region (eg the 2002 and 2003 floods) as a result of climate change.

· Increased housing development is intensifying the pressures on our environment and resources.

· Car ownership in the county has more than doubled in the last 20 years and continues to rise. 

(Environment and Transport Theme papers - Understanding Oxfordshire) www.oxfordshirepartnership.org.uk
1.2   The significance of these issues is reflected at national level in the Government’s new strategy for sustainable development, “Securing the Future”, published in March 2005. The strategy acknowledges climate change as the greatest threat, and presents new shared priorities and principles for sustainable development, which include a stronger focus on environmental limits. http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/
1.3  Oxfordshire County Council’s role

Protecting the environment is one of the County Council’s five strategic aims. Mostly we do this by our policies and programmes on wastes, planning, public transport etc.  But we are also a Community Leader, major employer and consumer of resources and services ourselves, and need to be an exemplar in reducing our own environmental ‘footprint’.  That is what ‘Future First’ is designed to achieve. 

1.4  Corporate Environmental Policy Scrutiny Review and Audit Commission report on sustainable development
The recent Corporate Environmental Policy Scrutiny Review, “Future First” and the Audit Commission report on sustainable development, both published in 2004, reviewed the council’s effectiveness in meeting its environmental and sustainable development objectives, and recommended where improvements could be made.  The Audit Commission report was positive overall, especially on the performance of programme areas such as waste, public transport, strategic planning, and the countryside, which have strong links with sustainable development. However both the Environment Scrutiny Review and the Audit Commission report identified weaknesses and inconsistencies in the Council’s own sustainability performance, and emphasised the need to strengthen the Council’s corporate environmental programme. 

1.5  In recent years we have made good progress with some parts of our environmental programme, such as energy performance and recycling systems in some of our buildings, including schools; however, we do not compare so well with other Oxfordshire organisations on some aspects of our performance, such as travel plan implementation.

2. The Future First Project

2.1  The Future First Project has been developed to take action on the recommendations of both the Environment Scrutiny Review and the Audit Commission. A Future First Programme Board has been formed with councillor representatives and high-level representation from all directorates. The project is supported by a Project Team based in the Strategic Policy and Economic Development Unit in Environment & Economy.

2.2  The remit of the Programme Board is to consider the impact of the council’s own activities on the environment – its direct environmental footprint. To maintain focus, it will not cover the wider aspects of sustainable development, which are being taken forward through other programme areas: social inclusion and the economic development action plan. Nor will it initially cover the environment service areas mentioned above. The Programme Board will report to CCMT and the Executive.

3. The Future First Environment Action Plan

3.1  Project process 

The first task of the group has been to produce an Environment Action Plan for the council, to take effect from April 2005. The aim of the action plan in 2005-06 is to implement the council’s current Environmental Policy through service led projects and initiatives directed at improving the Council’s own environmental performance. Concurrently, we will review the council’s environmental policy, and evaluate key environmental impacts, in order to shape future policy and priorities. Planning for next year will run alongside implementation in the first year. The aim is that from year two, the majority of projects in the Future First plan will be in Service Plans.

3.2  Action plan structure

The projects in the action plan have been developed through discussion between the project team and representatives from individual directorates, who sit on the Future First Programme Board. Many of the initiatives are already included in service plans for the coming year.  A monitoring framework, which will also cover projects not included in service plans, is being developed to support the plan.  

4. Principles and priorities 

4.1  In this first year, we have built to a large extent on existing activity and do not want to diminish the enthusiasm behind it.  But we propose progressively to provide greater strategic prioritisation and focus based on the following principles. We should concentrate activity on areas which:

· set a positive example for policies which the Council is pursuing through its service priorities, including the PSA targets for wastes recycling and increased bus use;

· contribute to wider national environmental targets, especially for CO2 reductions from public buildings;

· have a potentially large environmental effect, such as use of primary aggregates for road construction and repair;

· achieve a win/win whereby we can simultaneously achieve cost and environmental savings (eg through energy efficiency);

· achieve the maximum leverage on our behaviour (eg through centralised procurement and buildings management and through financial incentives).  

4.2   In many cases these criteria will all point in the same direction, and we believe that more efficient estate management and environmental management go largely hand in hand.  We would flag up in particular the desirability of a more corporate approach to facilities management, which should deliver financial and environmental benefits.

4.3  Schools are a large part of the estate and are major consumers of energy and other 

resources. As a consequence they make a significant contribution to our footprint. Through the provision of guidance and through financial and other incentives we will encourage schools individually and collectively to work to reduce their footprint. This will be an important element in the action plan.

4.4   In the first year the great majority of actions are to complete work rather than to deliver a quantified environmental outcome.  This is unsurprising, as it takes time to set measurement techniques in place and to establish appropriate targets.  Currently, there is insufficient data to quantify the full extent of the Council’s ‘footprint’. Developing appropriate measurements will be one of the priorities of the first year of the action plan.

5.  Implementing the Plan

5.1  Communicating 

We have drawn up a communication plan to support the project. Existing communication channels will be used including directorate newsletters, staff forums and team meetings. A Future First web site will enable staff to keep in touch with the project, contribute ideas and obtain advice and guidance on good environmental practice.

5.2  Monitoring and reporting 

The Programme Board will be responsible for monitoring and reviewing progress on the plan. The monitoring and reporting process will enable each directorate to track progress on its own set of actions. Progress will be reviewed on a six-monthly basis, and reported annually to the Executive in September/October each year; this will include discussion of issues arising and new actions needed. Following that discussion a plan for the next year will be prepared and agreed in March, with the first report to Executive in March 2006.

5.3  Future development

During the coming year the Future First Programme Board will review the corporate Environmental Policy alongside implementation of the action plan, and will develop a methodology for measuring and assessing the environmental impacts of the council’s activities. This will help us to review the policy and target key areas as future priorities. We will work to ensure that the revised Environmental Policy is a driver for the next service plan cycle for 2006/7. 

6. Conclusion

The Future First programme provides the council with the basis for developing best practice in environmental performance. The council’s involvement in partnerships such as the Oxfordshire Environment Group (an Oxfordshire Community Partnership group) and the Sustainable Institutions Group offer the means to use this best practice to provide effective leadership across the county. 
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