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Report of the Environment Scrutiny Committee 

Section 1 ~ Background

The Environment Scrutiny Committee agreed that the area of Corporate Environmental Policy should be investigated.  The Scrutiny Committee appointed Councillors Biddy Hudson (Chair), Craig Simmons, Patrick Greene and Jean Fooks to the Lead Member Group to lead the review. The Review was managed by the Scrutiny Review Officers, Julian Hehir and Myfanwy Lloyd.  The Review was commissioned in April 2003.

Review Objectives

The objectives of the Review were:

· To determine how to achieve significant improvements in the performance of the Council against the relevant Audit Commission and other performance indicators. 

· To highlight issues that should feature in the new corporate policy, which should take into account new threats to the environment, e.g. climate change, and energy savings in Council buildings, included within a corporate energy policy in the Environmental Programme. 

· To assess how, as a corporate body, the Council can reduce its adverse effects on the environment.

· To review the effects/impact of the current policy to inform the production of the new environmental policy.

· To achieve a commitment from directorates/services to sign up to the new policy.

We have certainly met the aspirational aims of highlighting where environmental improvements can be made. We have to await the results of Executive consideration and hopefully, action by the Directors before we can be sure that we have had sufficient effect to justify our considerable work.

Introduction

Over the last few years, there has been an increasing awareness of the shift towards the County Council taking responsibility for, and the need to deal, with the environmental impacts of its every-day activities.  The Council has its own Environmental Policy, which is now several years old.  At the time it was drafted, it set out broad intentions on environmental matters for which the Council has responsibility, and guidance on good practice.

The Review anticipates a new Corporate Environmental Policy but, having set its objectives, the Review Group decided that it would be most productive to identify key areas that should be

given priority and where it could make a significant impact. These areas were:

· Procurement.

· Property, including construction and maintenance.

· Energy, including the use of solar power.

· Minimising the use of new materials for road construction or as we came to term this, “New Roads for Old”.

· How policy and processes relating to the environment are implemented within the County Council.

By concentrating on particular areas as case studies, the Review still had regard to the objectives set, whilst ensuring that tangible improvements in policy and performance could be delivered by its recommendations. 

There will be other areas of environmental policy that can be pursued after this Review; in particular, transport including travel to work policy.

During the Review, the Group heard evidence from a number of expert witnesses both from within and outside the County Council and made a number of visits (see Annex 1).  The report briefly summarises the evidence from interviews with these witnesses, presentations, visits; research on best practice at other local authorities, regionally and nationally, and the ensuing debate within the Group. (Transcripts of the evidence collected from all of these activities can be provided upon request). The report now presents our recommendations on the areas covered by the Review and the steps that we suggest should be taken to implement them.

Context

The Scrutiny Committee appointed the Group for a fixed term from 1st May 2003 to 10th March 2004. The Group began its work on 23rd May 2003.

The Review was carried out in accordance with provisions in the Local Government Act 2000 that enable scrutiny committees to undertake policy development and review activities. It explores a key County Council priority which features in the Oxfordshire Plan, Local Strategic Partnership and MORI poll – “Protecting Our Environment”.  This is of great importance to local people and to the Council and recommendation (5) reflects this priority. 

This Review set out to scrutinise the performance of the authority in relation to specific policy objectives, performance targets and service areas.

RECOMMENDATIONS  

The Committee RECOMMENDS:

1.
Procurement

That all contracts let, whether for goods or services, should result in the lowest practicable environmental impact. This covers all purchasing whether done centrally or not. This implies, where practicable:

· An environmental impact assessment should be done for every contract.

· That suppliers should be asked to provide information on the environmental impact of their application to tender and that this should be a component in the evaluation of all tenders.

· Best practice guidelines should be adhered to (e.g the IDeA). The use of these guidelines should be monitored as part of the procurement process.

· The environmental concerns in the contract should cover any subcontracted work, and must stay the responsibility of the initial contractor.

· Refreshed / renewed contracts should be checked to ensure that they comply with the latest environmental best practice. 

· Building the local economy has a positive impact on sustainable development, and we welcome the importance of sustainability in the Economic Development Plan. 

· Contract monitoring and summary statistics on the use of natural resources and energy consumption should be included in the report to Council (see Recommendation 5 below).

2.
Property Design & Construction

That environmental performance standards are specified in new property contracts, whether for new construction or refurbishment projects.

· There should be targets which meet the BREEAM (Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method) ‘excellent’ standards and to meet the anticipated BREEAM brief for schools’ standards now and in the future;

· There should be clear lines of responsibility for monitoring the environmental performance of the Council’s construction and design partners, and for reporting back on performance.

· “Life cycle” costing should be fully integrated and the Executive is asked to report on how it will be introduced, with reference to approaches such as “prudential funding” and “solar mortgaging” and considering the particular options for schools (with devolved budgets).

· A “good design guide” for County Council property design should be compiled from existing advice and implemented, be fully utilised for training relevant staff in sustainable property matters, and reviewed regularly by a designated group to take account of new developments both internally and externally.

3.
Energy 

That the Council takes all necessary measures to reduce its energy consumption and its carbon emissions caused by County Council activities.
This means looking at energy use and efficiency and “quick wins”;

· The Council should consider how it might increase capacity for renewable energy supplies in Oxfordshire. 

· Renewable energy should be used wherever practical and cost effective. This may include:
· solar energy for households, for Council buildings and for parking meters; 

· path lighting and bus shelter information boards (including a direct commitment to consider using solar panels on the next set of bus shelters or path lights to be installed);

· solar and wind powered road signs.

· The Council should reduce CO2 emissions by at least 60% on 1990 levels by 2050 in line with Government White Paper targets. CO2 emissions should be measured for building, transport and any other fossil fuel uses.
4.
Minimising the use of new materials for Road Construction

That the Council minimises the use of new materials for road construction and maintenance.  Standards to achieve this should be adopted which may, for example, include:

· the Merton standards on contracts for highways construction;

· the best practice case studies provided by Aggregain.

The County Council advises its District Council partners to recommend similar standards for developers building roads.

5.
Policy and Process Implementation

That to ensure the implementation of the recommendations contained within the report:

· an annual report should be produced for the Council with recommendations to the Executive on all aspects of the Review for improvement in the following year, and published on the website;

· environmental “champions” should be designated in each Directorate with responsibility for taking forward environmental policies;

· appropriate training on good environmental practice is offered within each Directorate.  

That the Council should work closely with our partners on environmental policy; the Leader of the Council should progress environmental issues and strategies via the Ambition Groups of the Oxfordshire Community Partnership.
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