
 
 
 

 
 
Report of: Environment Scrutiny Committee                                                                            
 
To: Executive Board  
 
Date: 19th March 2007     Item No:      

 
Title of Report : Environment Scrutiny Committee Recommendation on 
Thames Towpath  

 
 

Summary and Recommendations 
 
 
Purpose of report: To present to Executive Board the recommendation made 
by Environment Scrutiny Committee at their meeting on 12th February 2007 
on the Thames Towpath.  
       
Key decision: No   
 
Portfolio Holder: Councillor Jean Fooks, Cleaner City Portfolio Holder  
 
Scrutiny Responsibility: Environment Scrutiny Committee   
 
Ward(s) affected: Jericho and Osney, Wolvercote, Hinksey Park 
 
Report Approved by: Andy Collett, Finance and Asset Management and 
Emma Griffiths, Legal and Democratic Services 
 
Policy Framework:  
 
Recommendation(s): The Executive Board is asked to respond to the 
Scrutiny Committee’s recommendations: 
 
1. If it agrees or disagrees with the recommendations outlined. 
2. If it agrees when will the recommendations be implemented and who will 
take the lead. 
3. If it disagrees, why? 
4. If more information is required from other officers when that will be 
considered.   
  
 
 

 
 

x
Name of Strategic Director or Business Manager

x
Name of Committee

x
Date of meeting

emace
Field to be completed by Committee Services

x
Title of report

x
To.... (insert one or two sentences explaining what the report seeks to achieve)

x
Yes/No – only applicable to Executive functions.  Say if not applicable.In financial terms a key decision is one that is likely to result in the Council incurring expenditure or the making of savings that are significant with regard to the Council's budget for the related service or function.The guidance figures for significant items in financial terms are £150,000 for General Fund or £200,000 for Housing Revenue Account. In more general terms a key decision is one that is likely to be significant in terms of its effect on communities living in an area comprising two or more Wards in the Council's area

x
Only applicable to Executive functions - there may be more than one.  Say if not applicable.

x
Identify which of the scrutiny committees has this function within its terms of reference – there may be more than one.

x
There may be more than one.

emace
Name the officers who have approved the report prior to publication.

x
Identify the parts or sections of any plans or strategies adopted by the Council which the report either implements or is consistent with.  If there is no such policy or strategy say there is none.

x
These should be clear and concise and be identical to those at the end of the report. They should capture all the decisions the report author wishes the minute to reflect.  Authors should not “seek members’ views” but recommend a definite course of action.



1.  Minutes of the Environment Scrutiny Committee, 12th February 
2007  

 
84. URGENT BUSINESS – Thames Towpath 
 
 The Chair agreed to certify as urgent business, a discussion on the circumstances of 
the recent accident at the Thames Towpath near Port Meadow. A person had died after 
falling into the Thames from the towpath. The Committee noted that the police were 
investigating the incident and that the exact circumstances of the events were as yet, 
unknown. 
 
 Members agreed that while respecting the sensitive aspects of the incident, there 
were questions that needed to be answered, particularly in relation to the requests made to 
the Council to repair this section of the towpath in the weeks before the accident.  
 
 The Committee agreed to ask officers to prepare two separate reports on this 
matter. The first should outline the current arrangements for repairing the towpath, 
who was responsible and whether the Council could act alone in such matters or 
proceed with repairs without S42 funding from the County Council. This report should 
also address whether the requests made by Councillor Dhall were acted upon, and 
whether the towpath should be sealed off when it was considered dangerous or when 
the river levels were higher then normal. The Committee felt these issues should be 
addressed quickly and would consider setting up a special meeting to consider this 
report if it was available before their next scheduled meeting.  
 

The second report was to be on the longer term plans for dealing with 
towpath repairs - specifically, the funding arrangements and the possibility of a 
"concordat" with other interested parties such as the university colleges, the 
Environment Agency and the County Council. The Committee would consider this 
report at its meeting on the 23rd April. In the meantime, the Committee recommended 
Executive Board that work on this continues so as not to delay progress. 
 
 Resolved to ask the Strategic Director (Physical Environment) to: 
 

(1) Prepare an urgent report to a special meeting of the Committee if required, 
which addresses the duty of care issues for the Council in relation to the 
towpath; 

 
(2) Prepare a second report for the April Committee meeting and Executive 

Board to consider future policy options for towpath repair funding, 
considering options such as a “concordat” with interested parties.  

 
Resolved to recommend to the Executive Board 
 
(1) That work on the funding of towpath repairs progresses quickly and isn’t 
delayed by the request from the ESC to see a report on the matter in April, if 
agreement with partners is reached before that meeting.   

 
2.  Background and Recommendation 
 
2.1 The Committee agreed to consider the Thames Towpath as urgent 

business at its meeting on 12th February in response to the fatal 
accident that took place near Port Meadow in January 2007. The 
Committee did not discuss the accident itself, but spent time 
considering the repairs and maintenance regime of the towpath, the 
responsibilities for carrying out repairs and the requests made to the 
Council to repair the towpath, prior to the accident. 

 
 



 
2.2 The Committee wishes to consider this issue again at a special 

meeting, to be held on 26th March. For that meeting, members have 
asked the Strategic Director (Physical Environment) to prepare a report 
on the following issues: 

 
• The current arrangements for repairing the towpath.  
• Who is responsible for carrying out repairs? 
• Can Oxford City Council act alone in such matters and proceed with 

repairs without S42 funding from the County Council? 
• Whether the requests made by Councillor Dhall to repair the 

towpath were acknowledged and acted upon? 
• Whether the towpath should be sealed off when it was considered 

dangerous or when the river levels were higher then normal?    
 
2.3 It is likely that the Committee will make recommendations to the 

Executive Board on this issue. These will be presented in due course.  
 
2.4 The Committee has also requested a further report, which they will 

consider at their meeting on 23rd April. The second report requested 
will set out options for towpath repair funding, considering options such 
as a “concordat” with interested parties such as the Environment 
Agency, university colleges and Oxfordshire County Council.     

 
2.5 Members are keen that this issue is resolved quickly and don’t want 

this work to be put on hold in order for Environment Scrutiny 
Committee to consider a report in April. Therefore, the Committee 
agreed to recommend to Executive Board that work on the funding of 
towpath repairs progresses quickly and isn’t delayed by the request 
from the ESC to see a report on the matter if agreement with partners 
is reached before their next meeting.   

 
3.  Comments from the Strategic Director (Physical Environment) 
 
3.1 Since the ESC met, the County Council has announced that it is 

providing £400,000 for repairs to the towpath, with the proviso that the 
City Council provides ‘up to £100,000’. I have identified £50,000 in the 
2007/08 budget and a further £50,000 can be found if necessary. The 
County Council has also offered to do temporary repairs as soon as the 
water level falls to enable access. Joint assessments are being 
undertaken by the two authorities to decide what can be done with the 
£500,000 that will be available to spend in 2007/078. 

 
3.2 It is right and proper that Members understand the Council’s 

responsibilities that arise from the decision to claim the right to 
maintain unclassified highways under Section 42 of the Highways Act 
1980.  It is also important that Members are reassured that officers are 
carrying out their routine maintenance responsibilities properly and are 
responding to reports in an appropriate and timely manner.  A report 
setting out these responsibilities, the current funding arrangements and 

 
 



maintenance of the towpath will be presented to Environment Scrutiny 
at its next meeting.   

 
3.3 Regarding the seeking of additional funding for future maintenance, 

many initiatives have been taken by this Authority over the last three 
years to improve the funding available for this activity.  The Strategic 
Director has had several discussions with the Environment Agency 
about this issue over the last 3 years; the Executive Board considered 
a full review of Section 42 and its responsibilities in January 2006 and 
decided to continue to exercise its right to undertake eligible Highway 
maintenance under the Highways Act 1980; Environment Scrutiny set 
up a meeting with all riparian owners, the Environment Agency and the 
County; and the Strategic Director and County Council Director pulled 
together key staff and realigned budgets last year.   The only initiative 
that has improved matters on the ground is the last of these, which 
resulted in an alignment of budgets, closer working between the two 
authorities and major repairs to the Donnington Bridge section of the 
towpath.   

 
4. Comments from the Portfolio Holder (Councillor Jean Fooks) 
 
4.1 As the situation has changed substantially since the ESC meeting, 

ESC may reconsider what information it would like at which meeting.   
 
4.2  It is good that joint work is being done on this very important issue. The 

new funding available is very welcome, as is the temporary work being 
done by the County Council.  I have asked that a joint group is set up, 
including the ward councillors, to which officers of the two authorities 
will present their proposals for the major repair project, which should 
be carried out this summer.    

 
 
Name and contact details of author:  
 
Andrew Davies, Scrutiny Officer, on behalf of the Environment Scrutiny 
Committee 
Tel – 01865 252433 
Email – adavies@oxford.gov.uk 
 
 
Background papers:  
 

 
 

x
Name, telephone number and email

x
These are any documents relied upon or drawn from in writing the report. If that document is already in the public domain (e.g. legislation, government guidance or a previously published committee report) they do not need to be listed here. Say if there are no background papers.


