February Parish Report

Budget
As we all know, Central Government is cutting expenditure to reduce the nation’s budget deficit and stop our national debt growing yet more, I understand and fully support that. While supporting the general thrust of the Government’s economic policy to make inroads in to a deficit it will come as no surprise to people that I’d prefer it if this could be achieved alongside Oxfordshire County Council getting a better deal than we are currently being offered. I will always stand up for the people of Oxfordshire that has been well documented recently.

The settlement has meant that we have to work within a challenging financial envelope to ensure that funds are targeted towards vulnerable adults and children across the county.

The cabinet took a difficult decision of proposing a balanced budget for council to debate on 16th February. None of the members were comfortable with all the proposals however there is no hiding from having to set a balanced budget. During the autumn we consulted on 95 options totalling £51.6 million to be considered as part of the budget. Following the settlement the savings were increased to £69 million. There was insufficient time for a full consultation on identifying the new savings so reserves have been used and savings brought forward to enable a budget that could be set. There are still £11.2 million of savings that need to be identified over the Medium Term Financial Plan; this work will start once the budget is set. These additional savings are on top of the £204 million of savings the council has made since 2010 with another £88 million that had been planned by 2018. The total savings by the County Council will be £361 million from 2010 to 2020.
We are using our reserves that will soon become low compared to out expenditure. We have sold over 100 properties realising over £62 million that we have used on capital projects. We have terminated over 26 leases saving over £2.1 million pa. we have reduced directors by 50%, senior managers by over 40% and staff generally by 30%. We are sharing services with other council and partners. We will not stop trying to find more ways of back offices savings to reduce the impact on front line services. However there can be no hiding from the fact that cuts have to be made to balance the books.

We are not expecting the full details of the settlement until after we publish the budget papers.

I realise these decisions are not popular but unless alternatives are found, these difficult decisions have to be taken otherwise a budget will not be set. I am interested to see what alternative proposals are put forward by the opposition parties on 16th February.
Children’s Centres
An area that has attracted a lot of attention is Children's and early intervention centres, the council has already taken the decision to reduce funding by £6 million with a proposal to reduce funding by a further £2 million in the budget. The proposal is then to use the remaining budget of £8 million to create a new 0 – 19 year old service based around hubs that will then have outreach to ensure that we are able to provide our statutory service to the vulnerable children in Oxfordshire. Within the budget there is a proposal to provide an additional £2 million to provide more social workers to work with the vulnerable children. 

This reduction in funding will have an impact on the existing 44 Children's centres and 8 Early Intervention hubs. I am visiting the centres and hubs to understand exactly what is delivered from the different buildings and to see if we can work together to deliver services in a different way. The centres  provide different services, by working with them individually to reduce expenditure and increase income I feel that we can find a sustainable future for some of those centres that do not have 'core' funding. I will be carrying out similar exercises across the council in other directorates, such as day centres, co-locating where possible to reduce expenditure. 

Rather than being unrealistic about the funding and saying we can't accept the reduced funds I believe it's better to act positivity working with all partners including the voluntary sector to find a sustainable way forward.

Devolution
We are waiting for a formal response from government regarding our devolution proposal to see what they will ask in return for devolving funding and decision making to Oxfordshire. By joining with our City and District colleagues we will deliver a more streamlined approach to deliver housing growth along with the vital infrastructure that is required not just schools and roads but medical facilities too. We can have greater local say in this matter by working with the NHS locally in a different way. By creating a combined authority it will mean that democratically elected members will be taking the decisions for Oxfordshire; planning the future of all services in a more cohesive way with greater local input. The council's will work together to deliver growth in a sustainable manor providing quality homes, quality education and quality jobs. I am sure that by closer working together we will be able to identify more ways of reducing duplication and making local government more efficient within Oxfordshire.

Oxford Flood Alleviation Scheme options open for consultation

The proposed Oxford Flood Alleviation Scheme will reduce the risk of flooding to over 1,000 properties. Tuesday 19 January marks the start of a six week public consultation. Five drop-in events were held across Oxford to give local communities the opportunity to have their say on the future of the flood risk in Oxford.
These events also offer local communities, residents and businesses the opportunity to talk to the project team and to feed in local expertise and ideas for managing different aspects of the scheme, such as arrangements for construction and how to remove and re-use waste material from the site. Attendees can also indicate their preferred options for the route of a new flood relief channel.
The events provided an update on the work the Oxford Flood Alleviation Scheme Project Team have been doing since the last public events were held in summer 2015. Working with our partners including Oxfordshire County Council, Oxford City Council, Vale of White Horse District Council and Oxfordshire Local Enterprise Partnership, the Environment Agency has been using the wealth of information and ideas gathered from the last public events along with recent ground investigations to help develop options for the route of a flood relief channel.

Temporary new home for Oxford Central Library
Continuing work to transform the Westgate Shopping Centre in Oxford is to lead to the County Council’s Central Library temporarily moving to a nearby location. Redevelopment work at Westgate Oxford includes the complete transformation of the front of the current library building. The existing frontage of the Central Library will be replaced to become part of the new curving wall forming the south side of Bonn Square marking the entrance to the new Westgate Oxford.

Once complete, the new Oxford Central Library, as part of the Westgate Oxford redevelopment, will feature a new entrance foyer, refurbished and extended children’s library and new feature windows with views over Bonn Square and Castle Street. While this work takes place, Oxfordshire County Council and the Westgate Oxford Alliance are working together to achieve a suitable relocation for the Oxford Central Library so that it can continue to be available to the public. The proposed location for the temporary library is in the nearby Castle Quarter.

Current plans are for the Central Library within the existing Westgate Centre to close to the public on February 27, with the new smaller temporary library opening its doors at the nearby Castle Quarter at the end of March where it would be stationed for 18 months until the new Westgate Oxford opens in October 2017.

Views sought on plans for future of Hill End

A consultation on plans to secure the future of popular outdoor education centre Hill End has been launched. Site owner Oxford University and Oxfordshire County Council, which manages the centre, are planning to investigate setting up an independent charitable company to run the activities at Hill End and unlock new sources of funding.

The council continues to have to make huge savings as a result of reduced Government grants, which means it can no longer provide the investment needed to improve services and meet on-going repair and maintenance costs. Both the university and the council wish to ensure Hill End continues to provide an excellent service for children and young people, supporting their social and emotional health and well-being.

The consultation does not affect current or future bookings at the centre and, if taken forward, transition to a charitable company would mean ‘business as usual’ for schools and other service users.
Cherwell Local Plan consultation 

A partial review of the Cherwell Local Plan (Part 1) has started regarding Oxford’s unmet housing need alongside a review of Development Management Policies and Sites. The consultation period extends to Friday 11th March 2016 full details are on the Cherwell website.

WODC Local Plan

The West Oxfordshire plan has been put on hold to give an opportunity to identify more sites. I suspect that the inspector will wish the authority to take into account the unmet need of Oxford especially as Cherwell are consulting on additional sites for the unmet need. Whatever the outcome of these proposals we must ensure that we have the appropriate infrastructure to mitigate the development. Already we have full primary schools in the Division so any development must provide new primary facilities. 

Rise of apprentices boosts thriving Oxfordshire economy
Recent growth in the number of Oxfordshire young people choosing apprenticeships as the key to forging a career is outstripping regional figures.

While the number of apprenticeship starts for 16-24 year-olds fell across the South East by 2.5 per cent in 2014/15 compared with the previous academic year, Oxfordshire’s figure rose by 2.4 per cent, as employers took on 2,510 new starters.
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