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Section 1: Executive Summary

1. The Committee commissioned this review into Inland Waterways (meaning canals and navigable waterways, actual and potential); its purpose being to see how policy was being promoted in this area at present, what opportunities could be taken up for tourism and sustainable development and how the Council was working with its partners to make the most of these resources.  The aim was to gather evidence and then make recommendations about how policies or services could be improved.

2. From the evidence gathered it appeared that the Executive’s priority in 2003/04, which was later dropped, of ‘promoting and enhancing the rivers and canals in the County’ was not well resourced and little progress had been made. This raised a question about how Executive priorities were set, and what evidence they were based on.  Because this priority was dropped, the policies of this Council on Inland Waterways became those contained in the Local Transport Plan:

“19-1 To seek to enhance Oxfordshire’s waterways for appropriate use. 

19-2 To seek to increase the existing length of towing paths available for walkers, cyclists and those with mobility or sensory problems, and to connect these with other walking and cycling routes and networks.   

Together with three Local Performance Indicators:

1. Length of navigable waterways in Oxfordshire.

2. Length of towing path open to walkers, cyclists, and those with a mobility disability.

3. Use of waterways within Oxfordshire.”

3. It was not surprising that the targets were not been achieved.  It was acknowledged that insufficient human and financial resources have been allocated to them. This was supported by the following evidence and recommendations. 

4. It was not clear how the priorities and indeed the targets in the Local Transport Plan (LTP) around the waterways were implemented or monitored. Waterways were one among 27 areas addressed in the LTP. Discussions with officers highlighted that the LTP itself was not formally audited and yet ‘draws down’ a substantial sum of money (£23.957 million in 2004/05 of which only £500 was allocated to waterways’ projects). However, the LTP Annual Progress Report (APR) was formally assessed by the Government. The waterways element of the LTP APR would be unlikely to gain major weight in any scoring system that was intended to draw down funding. This raised issues about how future LTPs would address waterways. 

5. There was no clear connection between the priorities and targets and a proper organisational strategy.  The Review also found that it was not always clear who the main County Council contacts were around this issue and particularly on “cross cutting” issues such as waterways that affected transport, tourism and the Structure Plan. This influenced how effectively we worked with our partners. 

6. There was confusion about ‘lead authorities’ and poor partnership working. This relied on individuals not structure. In particular, the witnesses from the external agencies – such as the Environment Agency and British Waterways were helpful and wished to participate in joint-working.  The Review recognised that there was a lot of good work going on e.g. around biodiversity and the use of public rights of way - which gave a good start to build on.

7. Tourism had been a sidelined and somewhat neglected activity for the County Council. A new strategy was being developed with the City Council so it would be timely to be influencing it.  The Review heard evidence about the development of the Oxford Waterways Partnership (defined in Appendix 6) led by the City Council and elaborated upon in the report. 

8. It was not clear who to talk to within the Environment & Economy Directorate about ‘cross cutting ‘ issues such as waterways that affected transport, tourism and the Structure Plan. However, following the completion of this review a dedicated officer was in place. 

9. All of these themes were reinforced by witness interviews and background evidence gathered.  The future LTP will include as a distinct strand, a new “Rights of Way Improvement Plan” (ROWIP).  In combination with other elements of the Plan this could have more influence in relation to prioritising and funding inland waterways’ initiatives.

10. A case study on the Kennet and Avon Canal towards the end of the report could provide a benchmark for the future.

Conclusions

11. We believe that this Review has achieved the objectives set out in the scoping document at Appendix 1. It may be argued that the Review Group could have explored some areas in more detail, both as included in the scoping and related areas such as the effects of climate change on the waterways. But, given the constraints on time and resources that could be committed to any further work and having achieved the Review’s stated objectives, we would emphasise to the Executive that the recommendations set out are well grounded in the evidence heard and would commend the report to its Members and the appropriate officers.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Executive is RECOMMENDED:

R1.
to ask the Director for Environment & Economy to ensure that in job roles/job descriptions, that all responsibilities relating to Inland waterways' policies and targets are adequately covered. 
 

R2.
that delivery of those roles and responsibilities (in 1 above) are monitored and evaluated to assess whether the most effective delivery of the responsibilities within the Directorate is taking place and to assess what the Council can expect/anticipate to achieve in this area.

 

R3.
to request the relevant agencies and partners to provide manageable and useable access measures such as ramps and footgrips on Inland Waterways, provided that these measures are in balance and take account of the biodiversity/overall environment of the waterside. 

 

R4.
to ensure that the CC meets its responsibilities in the next LTP for maintenance of public rights of way that adjoin the waterside. 

 

R5.
that given the increased attention to the tourism element of the Economic Development function at OCC, to put in place plans to promote the tourism potential of the IWs network in Oxfordshire.

 

R6.
that a joint strategy is developed further between the County and the City Councils to promote tourism on the Oxford IWs and to extend this to other main partners in the IWs.

 

R7.
that given the examples of successful generation of external funds by officers at other local authorities (paragraph 39, page 15 refers), that responsibility for accessing external grants and funding sources generally, is appointed to a designated officer within the E&E Directorate either by reallocation of existing duties or by creation of a new post (at a cost of up to £40,000). 

 

R8.
an officer should be designated within the E&E Directorate to have overall responsibility for co-ordinating IW issues.

 

R9.
that the new Rights of Way Improvement Plan (ROWIP) that will be included in the next Local Transport Plan, should specifically address canal towpaths and footpaths adjoining rivers and have targeted action plans for these areas.

R10.
to develop a distinct IWs strategy, linking together the co-ordination of IW issues in (8), the LTP priorities and targets and the ROWIP to be included in the second LTP period.

R11.
given that £500 of a budget of almost £24 million in the LTP was totally inadequate for IWs (see page 18), that to achieve recommendation 10, the targets concerning IWs generally in the LTP and Rights of Way in the future ROWIP, are made more specific and deliverable and that the Director for E&E (via the officer designated in 8. above) is responsible for delivery of these targets. 
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