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JOINT REVIEW OF CORNMARKET STREET RECONSTRUCTION SCHEME

Report of the Joint Independent Review Group
Executive Summary

1. Local residents have every right to see the Cornmarket saga as a sorry story, a perception well reflected in media coverage of the scheme.  The project ended up costing somewhere between £1.6 and £2.4 million (68% - 107%) more than originally forecast and took an extra 2 years to substantially complete.  A final surface to the central carriageway has yet to be laid.  The public are right to expect better from their Councils.

2. From the evidence gathered we believe that we found failings, but not negligence or dereliction of duty.  Mistakes were made and the Review Group does not believe the scheme represents good value for money.  From what we heard the project could never have been delivered for the original estimate.  It appears unlikely that either Council would have approved the scheme had the true costs been known at the outset.

3. The Review Group found: 

· Inadequacies in the initial specification;

· A Public Realm Strategy (PRS) developed within an incomplete partnership  with no adequate  ‘reality check’;

· Too little time between publication of the PRS and the beginning of work on Cornmarket Street to allow for adequate contract documents, including the Bill of Quantities;

· Financial contingency was set too low given the site and nature of the surfaces to be used.

4. Many of those involved in the project felt that it encountered a large degree of bad luck.  It is certainly unusual for the principal contractor to go into receivership. However it is not good enough to put everything down to bad luck.

5. There was not enough consideration of the right form of contract for this complex project.

6. The risk management was poor at the outset and failed to safeguard against subsequent problems.  Insufficient time and inconclusive technical advice encouraged decision makers to give approval to a project which used unproven materials with no in-situ trials.  Consultants approved cheaper cropped blocks which did not conform with the recommendations of the SCOTS report.

7. The street furniture did suffer from some bad luck with the designer and supplier not being able to deliver.  The Review Group here did go back to first principles to consider why the expensive solution of “bespoke” rather than “catalogue” furniture was chosen.  The Review Group found only incomplete value for money considerations and no evidence of a proper balance of practicality over design.

8. It is important to recognise that there were some good outcomes from the project.  For example, the ability to continue with the scheme after the initial failure and to transfer the contract after the first firm went into receivership were successes.  The underground services are now in a much better order.  The Review Group believe that the decision to go to mediation and avoid the legal expenses involved in arbitration was a good one.  We also feel the decision to abandon granite blocks for Phase 2 was the right one.  Despite the additional financial burden that fell on the County Council and the feeling within the City that they didn’t get the PRS project to quite the extent anticipated, both Councils continued to work in partnership.  They recognise they will need to learn together from the Cornmarket experience, and remain committed to further joint working as necessary.

9. The project was difficult and complex with no one single fault or individual to blame.  However, these difficulties meant that money ended up being spent in a reactive way.  Some public money has been wasted although this has not contributed to a rise in Council tax; instead other projects within the Capital Programme have been delayed to balance the capital budgets.  Oxford undeniably deserves better.  We have made a number of recommendations to improve future project planning and specification as a result of lessons learnt.  We strongly urge their adoption and implementation.





RECOMMENDATIONS





R1	There should be an urgent review of the overall feasibility and affordability of the PRS in the light of the Cornmarket scheme, before any further proposals for schemes are brought forward.  This review should be undertaken jointly by the City and County, and should draw on appropriate professional advice.





R2	A single officer, with adequate time to undertake the role, should be given responsibility and accountability for capital projects (especially partnership projects of this kind), and the objectives and structure of the reporting process need to be established at the start of the contract, so as to avoid confusion arising from the appearance of a ‘multi-headed client’.





R3	The County Council should ensure that it has protocols for capital projects that amongst other things give guidance on the criteria for establishing that sufficient time is allocated to project initiation and specification.  These protocols should create project milestones at which further development cannot continue until the current status of the project has been subjected to internal checks.





R4	The County Council should review its approach to risk assessment and risk management strategies for capital projects in order to ensure more robust levels of contingency are used.





R5	Both Councils should select the most appropriate form of contract for capital projects based on risk management principles, so that a greater degree of early contractor involvement and risk sharing between client and contractor occurs when risk is highest.





R6	Working arrangements with the public utility companies should be developed before the commencement of highway projects so as to ensure they make a PU representative available at short notice to confirm services and how to treat them.  It is not acceptable that public utilities do not take responsibility for what is there and the County Council should draw to the attention of the government the problems of current legislation with regard to PU compliance with the needs of highway projects. 





R7	The City and County Councils should undertake to identify good practice and audit any departures from such practice occurring in the Cornmarket scheme that could become barriers to successful partnership working, and apply these lessons to future projects (for example Broad St. and the regeneration of Oxford’s West End).





R8	The City and County Councils should recognise the importance of public relations in capital projects.  All capital projects must have a designated spokesperson and protocols should be agreed that allow joint strategies for communication with all parties as part of the project’s planning.





R9	The City and County Councils should implement rules requiring regular progress reporting to relevant Members throughout the lifetime of capital projects and exception reporting every time there are increases in costs or deterioration in timescales of more than 10%.





R10	The County Council should develop/ investigate the application of a range of different cost/quality ratings in the procurement of capital projects depending on the nature of the scheme and the degree of specialist expertise required, in order to strengthen the incorporation of delivery of quality into contracts.





R11	The two authorities should produce a joint response to this report, including an action plan, for consideration by their respective Executives by the end of July 2005.
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