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Key outputs from Discussion Day

The Council asked for a short note on ‘key outputs’ immediately after the discussion day, pending our full report.

A cross section of 30 Oxfordshire residents attended the discussion day on 10 January 2004. The primary issue for the day was a ‘trade off discussion’ – whether participants would be prepared to pay higher council tax in order to meet the costs of a range of service improvements. Participants were given £10m spending options, across 11 themes, which – if all were accepted – would result in an increase in council tax of 8%, compared with a ‘standstill’ level of 3%. By the end of the day, participants opted for an increase in council tax between 6.6% and 7.5% in order to meet a range of service improvements.

The overall message was that the council tax level is important but services come first. There is pride in the county and a wish to see it thrive. Indeed, were additional key options put before participants, it is possible that they may have opted for a higher level of council tax. But there would be limits to how much more council tax participants would be prepared to countenance. And their support was conditional – upon evidence that inefficiencies are being removed (something which some thought inevitable from a £600m budget) and that residents are made fully aware of the reasons behind any council tax increase. 

Participants were divided for most the discussions, by age, into three groups, each of which comprised a broad cross section of respondents by district, social class and gender. Each group became very engaged in the discussions but, as is often found, older participants tended to have greater concern for the service implications of the budget options and were prepared to countenance a higher level of council tax to pay for them. Older people were keen to lay the foundations for change while younger participants tended to want more immediate and tangible results (and perhaps were less inclined to take council officials’ word for it). But the difference was marginal (7.5% compared with 6.6% among the younger group and 7.1% among the middle group).

The Council’s 14 priorities resonated with participants, as did the 11 themes on which participants were asked to model budget options. Indeed, there was considerable agreement across the three groups – in advance of the detailed discussions about the budget model – with the degree of priority to be accorded to each of the 11 themes. There was unanimity that:

· high priority services were: improving social care provision and stronger internal financial and management systems (with a caveat from younger people that the latter must relate to making tangible savings); 

· at least medium priority areas were maintaining roads and pavements (high among older people), improving the fire and rescue service (high among the middle group), helping children with special educational needs (high among younger and middle groups), and managing Oxfordshire’s waste effectively;

· least priority was accorded by all three groups to providing rural bus services, improving library opening hours, and improving cultural services;

· differing priority was accorded to two areas: increasing the uptake of early years’ education opportunities was of high importance to younger participants but of least priority to older people; improving schools and other public buildings was a medium priority for the younger and older groups but, at least initially, was of least priority to the middle group;

· additional priorities were suggested by two groups: the younger group added affordable housing (a very important issue for all three groups) and the older group placed priority on family support (rather than increasing the uptake of early years’ education opportunities) and social services (where they budgeted for an additional £1m in addition to the option put forward by the Council.

Participants did not claim to know much about the Council and its services before attending the discussion day.  All bar five participants felt that they knew little or nothing about how the Council makes decisions on spending. By the end of the day, however, three quarters felt well informed.

As participants became more informed, so their views about the big picture evolved. At the start of the day, thirteen participants felt that services fell short of their expectations. Seventeen felt that council tax was too high for the services that the Council provides, reducing to just four by the end. While at the start of the day just five participants felt that council tax should be increased to fund major improvements to some services, this increased to sixteen by the end of the day (eight felt it should be increased only in line with rising costs and just one felt it should not be increased even if it means cutting some services).

A number of general themes emerged from the discussions:

· services were viewed holistically; participants perceived the inter-relationship between the budget options and other public services (not just County Council services) not under discussion;

· there was general support for short-term spending to make longer-term savings; concerns with the physical infrastructure (buildings, schools, roads) were examples of this, but it also applied to investment in people and systems;

· the high council tax increases of recent years have had the effect of ‘managing expectation’ for 2004/05; this means that the Council needs to bear in mind that residents will have previous high increases in mind;

· but there was also discussion about how relatively little was understood by residents as a whole – particularly the point about the Government’s role in increasing local taxes. They considered therefore that there remains a crucial communications challenge for the Council which should be addressed alongside service issues;

· inevitably, ‘soft’ services such as libraries, bus services and cultural services were accorded less priority than hard issues like child protection and looking after older people. But this perception was relative, and did not imply that the issues were unimportant. For example, all groups favoured spending more on supporting rural bus services (least so among older people who were all car owners). And the middle and older groups supported improving cultural services (which they considered to be relatively low spending services); 

· views change in the light of understanding the issues – for example, the middle the group started off (as we often find for this age group which tends to pay for services more than it benefits from them) concerned that more funding should targeted at services which would benefit them, while by the end they were more concerned with beneficiaries generally. 

Services for which virtually everyone supported full additional spend were managing waste, stronger financial and management systems, and social care. But there were also some issues which were group-specific. Younger people were initially particularly concerned with affordable housing for all (not just key workers), along with youth facilities, educational opportunities for 3-5 year olds, and communications. They had to be prompted on what social services actually meant. In contrast, the older group had little time for early years’ education opportunities and rather saw that issue as being one for the parents (leading to additional funding for family support) and considered social services to be the key issue for the Council; they also supported more spending on improving buildings, the fire and rescue service and cultural services. 

Finally, the discussion day also met the Council’s important objective of enabling a cross section of ‘ordinary’ Oxfordshire residents to become more informed about the complexities of Council finances and the nature of the decisions required of their elected representatives. Participants unanimously reported that they welcomed this opportunity. 

I did not know how hard the Council worked for me

Male, aged 31-54


Appended is a complete list of key issues for the Council and feedback on the day.
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Appendix 1

10 January Consultation Day Options 





Full Cost

of this

option
Group
Percent

of max.

allocated




18-30
31-54
55+












£m
£m
£m
£m










1
Improving library opening hours







Option A - Branch and mobiles
0.160


0.160
33%


Option B - Centre for Oxfordshire studies
0.045



0%









2
Providing rural bus services
0.625
0.625
0.625
0.200
77%

3
Increasing uptake of early years education opportunities
1.000
1.000
1.000

67%

4
Helping children with Special Educational Needs
1.442
1.442
1.442
1.442
100%

5
Maintaining roads and pavements







Option A - Major road maintenance 10 yearly
0.300



0%


Option B - Fix half faults first time
0.500
0.500
0.500
0.500
100%


Option C - Clean gulleys twice a year
0.400


0.400
33%


Option D - Road worker gang in main towns
0.200



0%


Option E - Cut back more trees
0.100

0.100

33%


Option F - Maintenance in villages
0.300


0.300
33%









6
Managing Oxfordshire's waste effectively







Option A - Maintain standards (growth pressure)
0.098
0.098
0.098
0.098
100%


Option B - Fridge disposal
0.075
0.075
0.075
0.075
100%


Option C - Maintain closed landfill sites
0.100
0.100
0.100
0.100
100%









7
Stronger financial and management systems







Option A - Financial systems
0.250
0.250
0.250
0.250
100%


Option B - Communications, appraisals etc
0.458
0.458
0.458

67%


Option C - Business process reengineering
0.250
0.250
0.250
0.250
100%









8
Improving Social Care services







Option A - More social workers
0.340
0.340
0.340
0.340
100%


Option B - Support foster carers
0.290
0.290
0.290
0.290
100%


Option C - Asylum seeking children
0.160

0.160
0.160
67%


Option D - Learning disabilities housing
0.120
0.120
0.120
0.120
100%


Option E - Inflation on residential home costs
0.490
0.490
0.490
0.490
100%


Additional for Social Care services



1.000










9
Improving schools and other public buildings







Option A - Rectify faults permanently
0.800
0.800
0.820
0.800
101%


Option B - Small improvements, painting etc
0.200


0.200
33%


Option C - Improve property management
0.330

0.340
0.330
68%


Option D - Asbestos at work
0.330

0.340
0.330
68%









10
Improving Oxfordshire's Fire & Rescue Service







Option A - Assess fire risks
0.086

0.076
0.086
63%


Option B - Maintain fire hydrants
0.015
0.015
0.013
0.015
96%


Option C - Replace radio equipment
0.025

0.022
0.025
63%


Option D - Retained firefighters pay
0.101
0.101
0.089
0.101
96%









11
Improving cultural services







Option A - Museums work with schools
0.100

0.100
0.100
67%


Option B - Cultural projects and festivals
0.050

0.050
0.050
67%


Option C - Take collections to schools & elderly
0.050

0.050
0.050
67%


Option D - West Oxfordshire woodland
0.033


0.033
33%


Option E - Footpaths DDA and CROW
0.175


0.175
33%









12
Affordable Housing or Educating parents

0.100

0.500










Total

9.998
7.054
8.198
8.970
81%

10 January Consultation Day Options Summary





Full Cost

of this

option
Group
Percent

of max.

allocated




18-30
31-54
55+












£m
£m
£m
£m










1
Improving library opening hours
0.205
0.000
0.000
0.160
26%

2
Providing rural bus services
0.625
0.625
0.625
0.200
77%

3
Increasing the uptake of early years education opportunities
1.000
1.000
1.000
0.000
67%

4
Helping children with Special Educational Needs
1.442
1.442
1.442
1.442
100%

5
Maintaining roads and pavements
1.800
0.500
0.600
1.200
43%

6
Managing Oxfordshire's waste effectively
0.273
0.273
0.273
0.273
100%

7
Stronger financial and management systems
0.958
0.958
0.958
0.500
84%

8
Improving Social Care services
1.400
1.240
1.400
2.400
120%

9
Improving schools and other public buildings
1.660
0.800
1.500
1.660
80%

10
Improving Oxfordshire's Fire & Rescue Service
0.227
0.116
0.200
0.227
80%

11
Improving cultural services
0.408
0.000
0.200
0.408
50%

12
Affordable Housing or Educating parents
0.000
0.100
0.000
0.500










Total

9.998
7.054
8.198
8.970
81%

Appendix 2

‘What one or two key messages would you like us to send back to Oxfordshire County Council following today’s discussions? 

(i) Younger group

Make information on how the money is spent and why available (advertising). I feel a lot better about paying council tax now

Actually study before money is spent as to whether it is being spent correctly

More communication should be made between council & public rent spending on council tax – this will decrease the arguments on it being so high. Young people – drop in centres should be developed
- any help putting pressure for affordable housing to rent and buy would be good
– that council finance department work hard at trying to get difficult decision right

Please reduce council tax! Thanks

Lower council tax

Communicating all of their responsibilities. Explaining difficulties of decisions and why increases & spending necessary

Get local employers to pay more wages to allow us to pay bills and not starve!
(ii) Middle group

Once the first decision is made – the front page of local papers should run the results.

Investment in Quality Assurance appears to be especially important and also important is identifying the most effective way to deliver services. Based upon extensive research into how other councils deliver services.
Try to raise more income locally – keep up the good work

Provide more affordable housing rented/bought for young couples.  This will help community spirit where youngsters can live in an area where they were born

Communicate the good things that have changed in the year

· If council tax is raised than the improvements should be measured and quantified, no excuses for not achieved.
– Don’t bombard us with info, small and often is better and in a more interactive way

To consider different culture backgrounds.  Need a Caribbean club

Communication of the work done/funded by the Council is of great importance.
Since education & social work (rightly, in my opinion) form the bulk of costs, I’d like to see lots more positive PR for teachers and social workers: hear their stories, find out what they do for the community and where money is spent.
I’d also favour innovative tax solutions: eg. road tolls & local income tax

Improve road and pavement maintenance.  Improve traffic management.  Become more visitor friendly in Oxford

I did not know how hard the Council worked for me
Proper repairs to save re-repairing.  Invest in maintenance

Concentrate on the young, the old and the special needs.
Make people look after their own gardens (cutting back trees) etc.
(iii) Older group

Remember the group (Social Services) that cannot speak for themselves.  Talk to the workers in Social Security and NHS
Tell taxpayers how little the single figure %  rise in Council Tax comes to when calculated on a per day basis
Care for elderly
Crime & safety for residents – educating parents mostly
Solve problems with crime and dysfunctional children by early methods – educate parents, have things for youths and children to do
This was a most interesting and, I believe, a productive day
Comments on the discussion day

Very informative, enjoyable and well controlled.  We were well fed and watered!

Enjoyable and useful

Most enjoyable/long day/interesting & absorbing – giving us new depths of knowledge into local government

Enjoyable and learnt a great deal

Informative & enjoyable

Enjoyable.  Well organised.  Good food
Very useful bearing in mind the old adage that the way to postpone a decision is to have a committee meeting

As stated overleaf it was most enjoyable and will, hopefully be useful for the Council

I found it very useful & enjoyable – it was worth getting me out! Cheers
It was interesting and fairly simple, loved it
Good
Know much more about reasons for spending: are much happier to pay money for tax

I learned a lot more than I expected
Very useful & enjoyable
I’ve enjoyed the day immensely.  Debates and discussion groups were very informative and interesting
Today has been very useful and enjoyable
Good.  I’m surprised to have volunteered to spend a complete day off working!
I look forward to the results.
Interesting to interact with others

Enjoyable and useful. Our group was well-led

Better and clearer objectives for each session. Better time management

Very useful

Quite enjoyable

I found the workshop very informative and interesting
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