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TRANSPORT IMPLEMENTATION COMMITTEE – 22 DECEMBER 2005

REVIEW OF OXFORDSHIRE TRANSPORT CO-ORDINATOR POST

Report by Head of Transport

Introduction

1. This report invites the Committee to confirm future funding for the post of Oxfordshire Transport Co-ordinator (OTC), a transport-related post currently funded by the County Council but employed by Oxfordshire Community and Voluntary Action (OCVA).  The current County Council funding agreement comes to an end on 31 March 2006. 

2. The post of OTC was last considered by this Committee on 2 December 2004 and on 20 January 2005.  At the December 2004 meeting this Committee agreed in principle to fund the post of OTC for a three-year period from 1 April 2005 to 31 March 2008, pending a further report to Committee to be considered at the January 2005 meeting, giving details of the outcome of further discussions between senior officers of Environment and Economy and the Director (now Chief Executive) of OCVA.

3. Concerns had been expressed regarding the effectiveness and ‘visibility’ of the Oxfordshire Transport Co-ordinator post.  In particular, there had been issues regarding the extent to which the post holder had been able to focus on the delivery of the role in the terms for which the County Council had been paying for it.   OCVA, as the direct employer of the post-holder, were invited to present proposals for the future definition and establishment of the role.

4. Whilst welcoming the agreement of OCVA to re-focus the work of the OTC within the OCVA establishment, it was felt that opportunity should be given for further monitoring and co-operation between OCVA and officers to ensure that future roles be more clearly defined.  OCVA proposed one-to-one liaison with the designated Council officer as an integral and important part of the continuing monitoring process.   It was felt that continuity was best served by continuing to vest the OTC role within the remit of OCVA, and that future vesting of the OTC role within OCVA should be conditional on the OCVA continuing to deliver the function of the OTC fully-focussed on the agreed job definition, and on the post-holder not in future being required to undertake other functions within OCVA, so as to avoid the job ‘blurring’ which had occurred in the past.  For these reasons it was felt that a continuation for one year, rather than for the full three years agreed in principle by the Committee, would be appropriate at that time.

5. This Committee agreed in January 2005 that initially funding would only be released for one year, to 31 March 2006.   This period would allow an ongoing review of the effectiveness of the OTC post-holder to be undertaken, enable a further consultation to take place to assess any change in performance outputs, and to report back to this Committee with further recommendations on the future direction and establishment of the post.

6. For the purposes of the review, consultation has been carried out with all the Parish Councils and Parish Transport Representatives, all County Councillors, the District Councils and with selected voluntary groups and Community Transport providers in Oxfordshire (50 in number).   Specific responses are summarised in the attached Annex 1 and copies of all consultation responses have been deposited in the Members’ Resource Centre.

Application

7. Current County Council funding for the OTC post runs out on 31 March 2006.  The Chief Executive of OCVA has submitted an application requesting that the post should continue to be funded for a further two years.  The current funding is for a sum of £36,500.  This sum covers the salary, on-costs, accommodation and support costs of the Oxfordshire Transport Co-ordinator.   In addition, the OTC controls a fund of up to £3,500 per annum (provided by the County Council and already agreed by this Committee up to 31 March 2008) to meet the costs of training for volunteer drivers of minibuses used by people with mobility impairments throughout the county.    This Committee is invited to agree funding of the OTC post for a further two years, at a cost of £36,500 per annum, with annual increments for inflation.

8. Whilst the Chief Executive of OCVA believes the post of OTC to be an important one that should continue to be funded, it is stated that “the hosting arrangements should probably be considered as part of the overall strategic plan for voluntary sector infrastructure being developed through the OVID (Oxfordshire VCS Infrastructure Development) consortium.  This plan will be making recommendations for how OCVA, ORCC (Oxfordshire Rural Community Council), Banbury CVS (Council for Voluntary Service) and Volunteer LinkUp West Oxfordshire can work effectively together, ensuring that their services are configured so as to provide the best possible support for their client groups”.   This plan will be going out for consultation at the end of 2005.   It is therefore too early to determine what suggestions or conclusions might be made for improving or re-configuring what the OVID member organisations do.  OVID has committed to including Oxfordshire County Council in its consultation.  If there are recommendations in future to move the post of OTC from OCVA to an alternate organisation then these will be made the subject of a further report and recommendations to this Committee at that time.

Background

9. The OCVA report on the activities of the OTC during the 13 month period 1 September 2004 to 30 September 2005 is available for reference in the Members’ Resource Centre.

10. The post of Transport Co-ordinator, which has been funded by Oxfordshire County Council for the past 17 years, aims to improve the provision of transport for people with mobility impairments across Oxfordshire by working with organisations providing transport services and groups representing potential customers of these services.   The post-holder also assists organisations to provide high quality transport,  by offering information about adapted minibuses, safety equipment, disability awareness, the recruitment and retention of volunteer drivers and administrators, Criminal Records Bureau checks, insurance, licensing, funding, policies and procedures (including health and safety and equal opportunities), and training for minibus drivers (Minibus Driver Awareness Scheme – MiDAS) and passenger assistants (Passenger Assistants Training Scheme – PATS).

11. From April 2005, the OTC’s job summary, as agreed between OCVA and Oxfordshire County Council, has been: “To increase and improve the provision of transport for people with mobility impairments by providing capacity-building support to voluntary and community groups and other organisations providing transport services in Oxfordshire”.

12. As a result of this job summary, a set of eight Transport Co-ordinator Key Responsibilities were agreed as follows: 


A – Database of Groups and Vehicles: Identify voluntary groups in Oxfordshire providing transport for people with mobility impairments and ensure that the OCVA directory of voluntary and community groups (online and hard copy) contains up to date information about such groups and their vehicles.

B – Co-ordination and brokerage:

Co-ordinate the exchange of information and good practice between groups through meetings, workshops, etc. in order to identify the common problems and opportunities and explore shared solutions.  Attempt to broker the use of accessible vehicles by reference to the OCVA directory and to Oxfordshire Rural Community Council (ORCC) by groups without access to vehicles of their own and groups whose vehicle is temporarily unavailable, working to overcome reluctance to participate in such arrangements.

C – Information:

Collect information about issues relating to transport for people with mobility impairments and work with the Information Officer to make it available in the OCVA resource centre, via the web-site and mailings.

D – Advice and support to groups and organisations:

Provide advice and support in person and by phone to groups and organisations providing transport for people with mobility impairments on issues including:


· Vehicle purchase and adaptation

· Recruitment and training of staff and volunteers

· Legislation

· Health and Safety

· Publicity

· Funding

E – Training:

Deliver and co-ordinate the delivery of MiDAS and PATS to drivers transporting people with mobility impairments.  Work with the Learning and Development Officer to assess training needs of groups and refer them to appropriate training.

F – Service development:

Work with other relevant bodies to identify gaps in the provision of transport for people with mobility impairments and work in partnership with funders and transport operators to develop and support new and existing services.  Make proposals to help Oxfordshire County Council develop its own policies in relation to such transport provision.

G – Advice and support to funders:

Provide information and advice to funders of transport services, and in particular the Octabus Dial-a-Ride Partnership, about the needs of people with mobility impairments and the way in which these needs are being met by the services they fund.

H – Representing the views of service users:

Consult and engage with actual and potential users of transport services, and groups representing them, and ensure that their views are passed on to service providers and funders.

13. Following consultation with officers of Oxfordshire County Council, a provisional three-year work programme was agreed, identifying and quantifying required outputs.  These are summarised for the year 2005/06 as follows:

Outputs
Target
Number
Expected


No.
achieved
year-end


agreed
to date

outcome

(a) New transport or mobility schemes – operating
2
0
1 - Below

(b) –ditto- - under development
4
3


(c) Existing groups supported: individual meeting
50
49
Exceeded

(d) –ditto- : joint meetings / workshops
10
19
Exceeded

(e) –ditto- : Brokerage referrals
30
8
Below

(f) Training delivered: MiDAS
288
41
126 - Below

(g) Training delivered: PATS
180
9
72 - Below

(h) Groups referred for training needs analysis
25
10
Below

(i) Liaison activity: ORTP meetings
4
2
Achieved

(j) Liaison activity: ORCC meetings
15
7
Achieved

(k) Liaison activity: Access meetings
3
2
Exceeded

(l) Liaison activity: Committee on Inclusive Transpt.
3
2
Exceeded

(m) Liaison activity: private transport operators
3
4
Exceeded

(n) Liaison activity: Facilities for disabled people
2
8
Exceeded

(o) Database: Resource centre updated- new group
30
61
Exceeded

(p) Directory updated on accessible minibuses
10
4
Achieved

Full details of the work of the OTC in delivering on the various targets are contained within the Transport Co-ordination Report, a copy of which has been placed in the Members’ Resource Centre.

14. In addition to work with the voluntary and community transport sector, the OTC has been actively involved with the work of the Octabus Dial-a-Ride Consortium.   The Octabus consortium consists of Oxfordshire County Council, West Oxfordshire District Council, Oxford City Council, and Vale of White Horse District Council, and through a contract with a commercial operator, provides funded dial-a-ride services to disabled and mobility-impaired people throughout the areas of the three ‘subscribing’ District Councils.   The OTC role within Octabus has been to act as a conduit for communication between the Consortium and the commercial operator, a source of advice for both, and has pro-actively set the agenda and has chaired meetings of the Consortium.  The OTC continues to work closely with Octabus representatives, and with the commercial operator, with a view to ensuring that the aims and objectives of the Consortium are being delivered by the commercial operator, and that the needs of disabled and mobility-impaired users are being properly reflected in the delivery of the service.

15. In addition, in recent months, following the death of Dr Geoffrey Newman, the OTC post-holder has taken on the role of Chairman of the Committee on Inclusive Transport (and Infrastructure).   This is a County Council funded but independent body representing the needs of disabled and mobility-impaired people throughout Oxfordshire, which acts as a source of advice to the County on accessibility issues in relation to transport and the built environment.

Responses to Consultation

16. Letters were sent out in September to all the Parish Councils and Parish Transport Representatives, all County Councillors, the District Councils and to 50 selected voluntary groups and Community Transport providers in Oxfordshire.  At the end of the consultation period, responses had been received from 48 consultees.   Copies of the letters received are available in the Members’ Resource Centre.

17. The consultation letter set out the main roles of the OTC post, namely to co-ordinate arrangements for extra journeys for people with mobility problems, especially through a vehicle brokerage scheme, provide advice and training for voluntary groups and develop proposals for new transport schemes benefiting people with mobility problems.  It asked for comments about the effectiveness of the post, whether it was felt that its continued funding was justified, and requested ideas for any improvements or changes to improve its future effectiveness.

18. Responses have been analysed as to the nature of the comment, and a summary is appended at Annex 1.  The results can be compared with a similar consultation exercise in the summer of 2004.  This has enabled officers to assess whether the visibility and delivery of the OTC post has improved in the last year.

19. Of the 48 replies received, 21 (44%) indicated that they either had no knowledge of the OTC or that they had had no contact with him.   This compares with 27 (56%) of respondents in 2004.   This implies that there is still some work to be done in order that the activity which we are funding is perceived to be more effective.   Nevertheless, 27 (56%) of respondents supported the continuation of the post.  This compares favourably with the 18 (38%) similar responses in 2004, showing that the work of the OTC is better appreciated than it was a year ago.    In 2004 twelve respondents (27%) were not in support of the continuation of funding.  This figure had reduced to seven (15%) in 2005.  Some of these highlighted the fact that we currently fund three separate transport advisor posts, and 6 consultees (12.5%) suggested that some form of rationalisation could take place with the ORCC Transport Advisor posts as, they felt, a potentially more cost-effective arrangement.

20. The proportion of positive responses to the continuation of funding for the OTC post is now back to the levels of the previous review in 2001 when there were 87 responses of which 47 (54%) spoke favourably of the work of the then OTC and expressed the need for this post to continue.

21. Where consultees had responded to the consultation in both 2004 and 2005 and had changed their response, this change is outlined below: 

Benson PTR recorded as negative/agnostic in 2004; Benson PC positive in 2005.


Berinsfield PC recorded as negative in 2004; positive in 2005.


Brightwell-cum-Sotwell recorded as negative/agnostic in 2004; agnostic in 2005.


Cherwell District Council recorded as negative/agnostic in 2004; positive in 2005.


Freeland PC recorded as negative in 2004; agnostic in 2005.


Gosford & Water Eaton PC recorded as agnostic in 2004; positive in 2005.


Little Milton PC recorded as negative/agnostic in 2004; positive in 2005.


Oxford City Council recorded as negative/agnostic in 2004; positive in 2005.


Standlake PTR recorded as negative/agnostic in 2004; Standlake PC agnostic in 2005.

Such changes are generally in a positive direction.

22. Generally, officers are pleased with the improvement in expressed support for the continuation of funding of the OTC post.   It is clear that the improved focus of the current post-holder, aided by regular one-to-one liaison sessions with the designated Council officer, has begun to bear fruit.   It is believed that the situation will continue to improve, so long as present liaison arrangements and greater focus on targets and outcomes continues.    The profile of the OTC has been raised by the post-holder, additionally through advertising of the post and its function on OCVA’s web-site, and by a leaflet produced by OCVA providing similar information and distributed at appropriate events.   A copy of the leaflet, and a ‘capture’ from the web-site are contained within the report on the OTC’s work, a copy of which is in the Members’ Resource Centre.

Conclusions 

23. The County Council continues to make progress with its policies on Community Transport, especially for people with mobility problems, but there is still much more to be achieved.   The duties of the Oxfordshire Transport Co-ordinator make a positive contribution to the transport needs of those with mobility problems, and provide welcome and valuable support to the voluntary sector in maintaining and increasing that sector’s transport provision to a continuing high standard, enabling voluntary groups to keep abreast of the increasing burden of legislative changes and training needs.

24. For these reasons, my recommendation is that the post should continue to be funded for the remainder of the three-year term (agreed in principle in December 2004) to 31 March 2008, subject to continuing satisfactory co-operation with officers, and continued focus on the work tasks and outcomes which the funding is intended to be directed towards.


Staff implications 

25. The OTC post mainly covers additional work, but, if it were not funded, undoubtedly much of the work currently covered would have to be carried out by the County Council’s own staff (including Dial-a-Ride matters) in addition to existing duties.  In addition, the OTC post-holder has specialist training skills, which may be difficult or costly to provide in other ways.  


Financial Implications
26. The current annual level of payment to OCVA for the OTC amounts to £36,500.40.   In addition, the Council pays OCVA up to £3,500 per year to meet the costs of training for volunteer drivers of minibuses used by people with mobility impairments.

Implications for People Living in Poverty

27. This post aims to encourage, assist and enable extra transport opportunities for people with mobility problems, a significant number of whom are elderly.  The people who benefit from these services are more likely than other sections of the population to have low incomes.  These extra transport opportunities improve access to community facilities and therefore contribute to improving the quality of life for some people living in poverty.  

RECOMMENDATIONS

28. The Committee is RECOMMENDED:

(a) In the light of its agreement on 2 December 2004 that Oxfordshire Council should in principle continue to fund the post of Oxfordshire Transport Co-ordinator throughout Oxfordshire until 31 March 2008, to agree that funding of up to £36,500 (but with annual adjustments for inflation) should now be released for the remaining two years of that term, to cover the salary, on-costs, accommodation and support costs of the Oxfordshire Transport Co-ordinator;
(b) to continue to vest the post of Oxfordshire Transport Co-ordinator with Oxfordshire Community and Voluntary Action for a further two year period, subject to the outcome and recommendations of the consultation exercise being undertaken by the OVID (Oxfordshire VCS Infrastructure Development) consortium;
(c) in the event that the OVID consortium recommends a material change in the vestment of the Oxfordshire Transport Co-ordinator, to instruct officers to bring to this Committee a report and recommendations to enable members to determine the appropriate actions to be taken; 

(d) that the Head of Transport draw up a Service Level Agreement with Oxfordshire Community & Voluntary Action, building upon the Job Summary, Key Responsibilities, Work Programme, and Output Targets already agreed between OCVA and the designated County Council officer;

(e) that officers should be asked to continue the various processes (including one-to-one meetings) proposed and monitor the outputs of the Oxfordshire Transport co-ordinator in line with the Service Level Agreement.

STEVE HOWELL

Head of Transport
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