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The Audit Commission is an independent body responsible for ensuring that public
money is spent economically, efficiently and effectively, to achieve

high-quality local services for the public. Our remit covers around 11,000 bodies in
England, which between them spend more than £180 billion of public money each year.
Our work covers local government, health, housing, community safety and fire and
rescue services.

As an independent watchdog, we provide important information on the quality of public
services. As a driving force for improvement in those services, we provide practical
recommendations and spread best practice. As an independent auditor, we ensure that
public services are good value for money and that public money is properly spent.
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Our overall summary

1 This report provides an overall summary of the Audit Commission's assessment
of the Council. It draws on the findings and conclusions from the audit of the
Council and from any inspections that have been undertaken in the last year. The
letter includes our review of how well the Council has progressed (our Direction of
Travel report) and the auditor’s assessment of how well the Council has managed
its finances (the Use of Resources scores). These latter components will be an
important feed into any future decision regarding the potential for a rescoring the
Council’s Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) category

members of the community served by the Council.

Main messages for the Council

achieves more significant levels of efficiency savings it may not find the resources
to achieve substantial improvements overall.

7 These efforts are supported by greater maturity in business planning process,
with priorities more established. It gave significant emphasis in 2006 to budget
and financial systems, reviewing these and making some timely changes in
advance of its budget setting. This has enabled it to improve its approaches to
service planning and value for money. It now has a greater sense of financial
realism, coupled with recognition across the Council that it can continue to
develop its services.
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8 However, the Council has not yet made firm plans to achieve the depth of
efficiency savings that will be needed to secure the resources, skills and outlook
for a more significant level of improvement. It has set itself more challenging
budget targets, and continues to strengthen its financial governance. It aims to
carry out further service reviews in 2007, seeking to provide better services for
lower cost. This means that it does not yet have clear improvement plans that are
specific and detailed enough to secure more comprehensive changes. However,
it appears much more determined to achieve a more significant level of progress.

Action needed by the Council

9 The next steps for the Council are to develop a more ambitiQus approach to the

10

Oxford City Council



6 Annual Audit and Inspection Letter} How is Oxford City Council performing?

How is Oxford City Council performing?

11 Oxford City Council was assessed as Weak in the Comprehensive Performance
Assessment carried out in 2004. These assessments have been completed in all
district councils and we are now starting to update these assessments, through
an updated corporate assessment, in councils where there is evidence of change.
The following chart is the latest position across all district councils.

Figurel Overall performance of district councils in CPA
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12

ities has become more visible and tangible, and shows
consolidation and focus. This is important, as last year we reported that the
Council had been unable to demonstrate progress against its priorities.
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Progress relative to other councils remains less marked however. Based on the
latest set of national comparative indicators for 2005/06, the Council has only
improved in half of these, compared with the average of 58 per cent for other
similar councils. It is among the best performers on 22 per cent of these
indicators, compared with an average of 31 per cent. Overall, however, it was
below average on 58 per cent and among the worst performers on 29 per cent.
This suggests that while the Council has maintained its trend of steady
improvement, this is not yet on a significant scale - particularly in the context of its
relatively high costs.

eed local priorities,
ocus on better
services - and on reducing inequality through social inclusion - has resulted in

. It has developed
evels in the

Progress is nonetheless evident in each of the Council's ag

overall - 80 per cent reporting
Council became more

—t has become more responsive through
onmental action teams, and now provides park rangers.

fewer planning appeals, and improved both its planning website and the overall
quality of its service. It is now processing three out of four major planning
applications within the government 13 week target - compared with only half in
the previous year. Its delegation scheme has enabled it to process minor
applications quicker, too. The Council has also shown focus in its work with
others, in the attention and purpose it has given to proposals to enhance the
City's West End through the Westgate Centre redevelopment.

Oxford City Council



18

19

20

21

8 Annual Audit and Inspection Letter} How is Oxford City Council performing?

The Council's focus on reducing and preventing crime and anti-social behaviour
remains a strong part of its partnership working. In 2006 it set up several new
neighbourhood community safety initiatives. These include a 24-hour nuisance
reporting line; a 'nightsafe’ scheme in entertainment areas; work with pubs and
clubs; and extensions of its street warden schemes and work with partners to
provide neighbourhood policing. It also improved its response to domestic
violence - including setting up a specialist court; training volunteers from among
its own staff; and raising awareness among diverse and hard-to reach groups.
This range shows the Council's commitment to the diverse needs of local people.

In recycling, new investments helped it achieve a recent increase, from 19 to 27

this priority, as well as improved outcomes.

While these steps in service improvement are comn
seen in the context of the overall value fo

The Council's costs remain high comp

elsewhere, and are not matched by the hi

audit; to service and budgetary review; and by learning from team working. This
is a significant improvement from earlier last year, when its challenge processes
were weak. It still needs to do more to develop and consider options to deliver
better services at lower cost, but is much more committed to this.
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22 The Council's corporate planning has enabled it to secure greater stability in its

23

24

25

priority aims and objectives, which it continues to support through consultation. It
is now in the third year of an agreed Corporate Plan, and has shown greater
focus on its priorities - which has nonetheless been challenged through the
diversity of political representation. This focus is an important achievement, given
the lack of overall control from any one political party or representative group
since the elections of May 2006. However, the Council's reputation is often
exposed to public scrutiny through the local media. It needs to find a way to
balance this with a more effective demonstration of its accountability to its citizens
in order to support its efforts to engage with local people in shaping the services
that it designs and delivers in response to their chosen prio

previous improvement efforts have not delivered a si ant 'scale of sustained
Improvement across its services as a whole. The Council has.begun tackling this
more comprehensively; for example through a revie and leisure
centres and by continued focus on its councif'tax collection, revent
benefits services, and the extent to which/

In housing it has restructured its
housing needs of all citizens. Thi
housing and a planned-a

notable feature is the way it has been extending its
ment in staff and morale, achieving an improvement

accessibility, and the way in which staff work directly with customers, play
important roles/in helping address service equity.
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These efforts are supported by greater maturity in business planning process,
with priorities more established. Its focus has been on stabilising these to allow
better development and improvement, for example by streamlining its monitoring
of fewer targets so that its management is more targeted. It gave significant
emphasis in 2006 to budget and financial systems, reviewing these and making
some timely changes in advance of its budget setting. This has enabled it to
improve its approaches to service planning and value for money. It now has a
greater sense of financial realism, coupled with recognition across the Council
that it can continue to develop its services.

Although it has a number of service reviews underway, and has achieved some

and continues to strengthen its financial governance. Jt
service reviews in 2007, seeking to provide better se
stage, this means that its improvement plans are

making the transition to more enhanced a
community.

Service inspe

was variable across sguncils and no significant improvements in value for money
were being delivered through partnership working.

Prospects for improvement were assessed as ‘uncertain’ because the OWP had
not yet agreed plans and a coordinated approach to recycling, composting and
waste treatment to reduce waste going to landfill. However, prior to publication of
the inspection report there was an increased focus and momentum at addressing
this through strategy development work that was underway.
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Publication of the inspection report concluded a significant piece of work agreed
between the Audit Commission and Oxfordshire councils. The focus of the work
was to inspect combined waste management services in the County to assess
the effectiveness of the OWP. A key objective of the inspection was to help the
partnership and its constituent councils to address the strategic issues they face
and to enable a better focus on partnership working.

The inspection was initiated in 2004/05 and was carried out in three phases.
Phase 1 and 2 provided challenge and support by identifying key issues that
helped or hindered the effectiveness of the partnership and made
recommendations to help the OWP and its partner councils improve services.
Phase 3, the final part of the inspection resulted in a scored published inspection
report.

Progress since the inspection is reported in the dire el section of this

letter.

Oxford City Council
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Financial management and value for
money

35 As your appointed auditor | have reported separately to the Audit and
Governance Committee on the issues arising from our 2005/06 audit and have
provided:

an unqualified opinion on your accounts;

a qualified conclusion on your vfm arrangements on the grounds that the

Value for money (i
the costs and qualit

37 For the purpeses of the.CPAwe have assessed the Council’s arrangements for
use of resourees in these five areas as follows.

Table ™ \_Use of Resources scores

Element 2007 2006
Assessment Assessment

Financial reportlng 2 1
Financial management 2 2
Financial standing 3 2
Internal control 2 1
Value for money 1 1
Overall assessment of the Audit Commission = 2 out of 4 1outof4

(Note: 1=lowest, 4=highest)
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38 There has been some significant improvement compared to the previous year,

40

41

councillors.
We identified a

particularly within internal control. Key improvements include:

the operation of a more embedded and effective Audit Committee and internal
audit review process;

the implementation of an assurance framework throughout the organisation to
support the Statement of Internal Control;

a comprehensive review of the Council's constitution;

the development of a formal statement on the robustness
made in the budget setting process including the level of

nd assumptions
etained balances;

the publication of summary financial statement
stakeholders.

ensure corporate business plan projections take account of the revenue
implications of capital schemes, risk assessment and contingency planning;

ensure budget monitoring is informed by risk assessment;
allocate member responsibility for the Council’'s asset management;
implement the whole-life costing for investment and disposal decisions.
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Financial standing

establish challenging targets for income collection, budget variances,
prudential framework indicators and capital programme management and
ensure monitored regularly.

Internal control

develop the risk management system further and ensure that it is fully
embedded across the organisation;

promote an antifraud and corruption culture throughout the organisation and
ensure that internal audit can demonstrate that counter fraud and ¢orruption
work is resourced.

Value for money

A separate report detailing with areas for further focu e issued to the

Council shortly.

Conclusion

A.P. Burns
Relationship Manager
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