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SPEAKING NOTES – GUANGXI OFFICIALS - MONDAY 12 JULY 2010

INTRODUCTION
· I am the Leader of the County Council by virtue of being the Leader of the controlling Conservative Group which has 52 out of 74 elected members.  The Leader is elected by the Group annually and I am now in my ninth year as Leader of the Council.

· The County Council: 

· spends £1 billion per annum in revenue and £100 million per annum in capital;

· employs 22,000 staff

· covers 1,000 square miles

· has a population of 650,000 people

Within the County Council are five district councils with their own areas of sovereignty.  Oxford City Council is one of those five district councils.

THE UK TWIN TRACK SYSTEM
· National and local government is characterised by twin track administration – political and managerial.

· In Westminster:


	Politicians
	Civil servants

	MPs
	Peers
	

	Elected
	Hereditary and life
	Permanent salaried officials

	Majority party normally forms an administration
	The same civil servants serve the new regime on a change in administration

This is not true in the USA

	We have a coalition for first time for many years
	


· The Queen as a constitutional monarch

· Sovereignty of Parliament and of the lower House

· Effectiveness of Parliament in holding government to account

· Officials advise; members decide within the framework of an unwritten constitution.

· In Local government

	Councillors
	Officers

	Elected
	Permanent salaried officials

	Majority party normally forms an administration
	The same officers serve the new regime on a change in administration

This is not true in the USA

	Many councils run minority administrations or coalitions where there is no overall control
	


ELECTING OUR REPRESENTATIVES

· UK voting system
· First past the post – candidate with most votes is elected to represent constituency.  Used in UK parliamentary elections and English local elections.
· Alternative voting system – voters rank their choice 1, 2, 3, 4.  In absence of a candidate with more than 50%, the candidate with the fewest number of first preference rankings is eliminated and that candidate's ballots are redistributed at full value to the remaining candidates according to the next ranking on each ballot. This process is repeated until one candidate obtains a majority of votes among candidates not eliminated. The constituency link is retained

· Proportional representation aimed at securing a close match between the percentage of votes that groups of candidates obtain in elections and the percentage of seats they receive in legislative assemblies.  This normally breaks the constituency link by creating “top-up” members who do not represent a geographical constituency.

· Parliamentary and council terms

· Parliamentary elections have traditionally been called by the sitting prime minister on a date to suit his party.  The new Prime Minister, David Cameron, has changed to a fixed term, 5-year parliament

· Local government is elected for fixed terms but different councils have different systems:

· All-up every four years

· One-third elected in three out of four years

· One-half elected in alternate years

The result can be confusing!

LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN OXFORDSHIRE
· Councillors:

· 74 county councillors elected every four years. Almost all stand with a party label.

· Where a single party has a majority, they form the administration;

· The ruling group meets and elects a leader who will lead the council

· The leader selects his cabinet and committee members and chairmen

· The council then meets (all party groups) and the administration uses its majority to appoint leader, cabinet and committee members

· The council also elects a chairman (sometimes called a mayor) who has a ceremonial and non-political role as an ambassador and spokesman.

· Where no single party has control – called a hung council – there will generally be negotiation between the party groups until a coalition is formed or until there is agreement to allow a minority administration to run the council while it can carry its business through the council.

· The groups will elect their leaders and officers.  

· Once the coalition is agreed there will have to be an agreement about filling leader, deputy, cabinet and committee places between the parties in the coalition.

· Officers:

· Three key senior officers:
· Chief Executive and Head of the Paid Service: 
As Chief Executive, Joanna Simons is head of the paid service (i.e. the council's workforce) and is responsible to the council for carrying out its work. She is the principal link between councillors and staff and chairs the County Council Management Team.  Joanna advises elected members and is responsible for translating their decisions into actions.
· Solicitor to the Council and Monitoring Officer: 
Peter Clark is a qualified lawyer with the title of Solicitor to the Council.  He is also the council’s Monitoring Officer, responsible to the Council for the lawfulness and fairness of the council's decision-making.  In essence he ensures the decisions taken by elected members are lawful within the framework of local government legislation.
· Chief Finance Officer and Section 151 Officer: 
Sue Scane is Assistant Chief Executive and Chief Finance Officer.  She is also the Section 151 officer (referring to the section of the Local government Act which requires this officer to be appointed).  She is responsible to the Council for the proper conduct of its financial affairs and ensuring that the council’s spending remains lawful and within available resources.

All three officers have powers to prevent elected members from acting illegally.
· Governance 

· Full Council (74 members) takes main policy decisions – primarily the revenue and capital budgets and major policy decisions.  Voting is almost always along Party lines and members are Whipped by Group decision.  Meetings are held in public and members of the public are allowed to present petitions and to address the Council.
· Cabinet (12 members from the ruling Administration) take most day-to-day decisions within the overall policy and budgetary framework.  Cabinet members work closely with senior officers and their teams.  The Leader of the Council is Chairman of the Cabinet.  Meetings are held in public and members of the public are allowed to present petitions and to address the Cabinet.
· Planning decisions are taken by a separate committee.  Membership is proportional to the political membership of the whole Council but decisions are not taken on party political lines and there is no whipping.  Planning decisions concern use of council properties (schools, libraries, day centres etc) and also permission to extract minerals and to dispose of waste.  The district councils deal with planning matters relating to residential and business properties.  Decisions are said to be quasi-judicial and are subject to a complicated legal framework.  Some can be very controversial.  Meetings are held in public and members of the public are allowed to present petitions and to address the Planning committee.
· The Leader of the Council has some powers to act in specific areas, frequently in consultation with the Chief Executive.  He also has substantial power to influence and other Cabinet members and senior officers will frequently seek advice from the Leader before proceeding.
· The Leader as Leader of his Political Group has a special role in trying to promote Group unity and cohesion.  This is not always easy!  Power is perceived to be concentrated in the hands of ten Cabinet members who have daily access to officers and to detailed information about service areas.  Information is power!  Each Councillor is elected to represent a geographic area (an Electoral Division) and naturally wants to see investment in that Division.  This can bring tensions within the ruling Group.  The Leader and the Cabinet hold their positions by vote of the ruling Group so all major decisions need to be taken to and agreed by the Group.  It is the Leader’s role to manage this process.
· The role of the Leader is a full time job in a large council like Oxfordshire County Council. In the smaller district councils, politicians may combine their role in the council with a full time job in the private, public or voluntary sector.
LOCAL GOVERNMENT FINANCE
· For Oxfordshire County Council:
· Revenue budget is £1 billion pa but only 30% comes from local taxation while almost two thirds comes directly from central government;

· Capital budget has been running at £100 million pa, mainly spent on schools and transport schemes but with some spending on museums, libraries, day centres and other county council facilities; 
· Medium Term Financial Plan (for five years) was set in February 2010 by full council.  It provides for expenditure cuts over the five years of a little over £100 million.  Of these, two thirds are planned to be ploughed back into services under pressure (eg protection of vulnerable children and adult care) and one third represents real cuts in spending.  We plan to shed 500 jobs over the five years.

· In-year cuts of £10.8 million for Oxfordshire have been announced by the new coalition government in the form of cuts in specific grants.  We are working out how to make these cuts;  the Cabinet meets on 20 July to agree some proposals to put to the full County Council on 27 July at a special council meeting.  Making changes to an agreed budget in-year is very unusual.  The reason is the huge national debt inherited by the new coalition government from the old Labour one and the need to demonstrate to world markets a determination to bring the national budget back into balance.
· Capital Programme Cuts  The capital programme is funded by the following main sources:
· Borrowing, subject to central government sanction;

· Central government capital grants

· Money paid by property developers to fund schools, roads and other public infrastructure caused by their development activities;

· Disposal of council assets.

In the present financial and economic climate, all of these sources are under pressure and we expect our capital funding to be cut by 50%.  We have placed a moratorium on all of our capital spending and are reviewing and re-prioritising all schemes.  This means some schools, some transport schemes and some libraries or other social infrastructure schemes will be deferred for some time. 

· Looking forward for the next five years, it is clear that more cuts will have to be made and more jobs will be shed.  We have started a cull of senior posts with some 150 destined to go and some redundancies are bound to follow.  Some very difficult decisions are bound to follow and some services that are much loved by the public may no longer be affordable.  Examples are libraries, the music service and children’s outdoor centres.
· LESSONS TO LEARN
· Democracy is slow, expensive and complicated;
· All major decisions are made in public, in the full glare of public interest and media scrutiny.  Local newspapers, radio and TV are frequently more powerful than the elected opposition politicians!  The Internet, with Facebook and Twitter are becoming powerful campaigning tools as internet usage becomes more and more widespread; 

· It is vital that the respective roles and responsibilities of elected members and paid officials are understood and respected;
· A strong working relationship between Leader and Chief Executive can transform a council; a poor working relationship can destroy a council’s reputation and its ability to improve the life chances of its residents;
· The twin track structure may seem complicated but it provides important checks and balances in the democratic system;

· The local government finance system in the UK has largely neutered local government because so much funding comes directly from central government which can direct policy for local government with its control of the purse strings.  However, there is a growing argument that you cannot micro-manage a large and complex economy from Whitehall and that many decisions are better taken at a local level and that much government spending would produce much better value for money if controlled locally.  The coalition government has committed to a more localist agenda.  We all wait to see if it happens.
Cllr Keith R Mitchell 
Note:
The Oxfordshire County Council web site can be viewed at:  www.oxfordshire.gov.uk 

My personal web site can be viewed at: www.krmcbe.co.uk 

My Twitter address is:  www.twitter.com/krmcbe 
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