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1 summary

1.1 The proposal contained in this paper for closer co-operation on joint working builds on the past record and achievements of Clackmannanshire and Stirling Councils.  It offers a way of reconciling political autonomy and a cost-effective scale of operation.  The proposals would yield savings and, by pooling the expertise of the two Councils, improvements in quality of service can be secured.

1.2 To summarise, the proposal offers the following advantages:-

· It assists in preserving the community identities of Clackmannanshire and Stirling.

· It allows each Council to continue to decide on the level of service which it requires.

· Services will gain in quality from bringing together a greater range of expertise.

· Early savings of £4½m per annum will be achieved with as much again being saved over the following two to three years.

· Even bigger gains may be made if other local public agencies decide to join the consortium.

· The combination of local political accountability and cost-effective joint services offers a model for Scotland as a whole.

· This model avoids the disruption, cost and controversy of a fresh reorganisation of local government but it delivers comparable benefits.

· The model represents a local solution to local issues, achieved by common consent.

2 RECOMMENDATION

2.1 It is recommended that the Councils agree in principle to the proposal for increased integrated working and authorise the Chief Executives to consult with staff, trade unions and others and to develop detailed proposals for submission within a timescale of three months with a view to early implementation.

3 background

Policy Context

3.1 Local Government is going through a period of great uncertainty: there is a widespread expectation of change.  Even though the Minister has made it clear that there will be no definite proposals made before the elections in 2007, many commentators believe that a further reorganisation of local government will not be long delayed.
3.2 Three main factors can be identified as helping to create this mood of impending but uncertain change:-

3.2.1 Firstly, the reorganisation which came into effect in 1996 was widely seen as politically motivated and inadequately thought through.  A number of the Council areas created appeared to have no local community identity and little rationale beyond electoral considerations.  In these circumstances, even many people who would regard a further wholesale reorganisation as an unnecessary distraction, would point to anomalies in 1996 arrangements which seem to require rectification.
3.2.2 Secondly – and more importantly – the years since 1996 have seen the emergence of a strong focus on increasing efficiency in the public sector.  One strand in this efficiency agenda is concerned with creating greater economies of scale, either by amalgamating whole organisations or by bringing together common elements from organisations which remain otherwise separate.  So far as local government is concerned, this line of thinking has created a widespread perception that 32 Councils is too many and that reducing the number would create greater cost-effectiveness.
A further aspect of the efficiency agenda is the demand for increased customer focus.  Individual services and agencies are sometimes seen as intent on serving their own organisational purposes rather than seeing needs through the eyes of their customers.  Closely allied to this line of thinking is the belief that many of the more intractable social issues such as poor health or anti-social behaviour are best tackled using the combined efforts of a range of public sector bodies.  Thus, both cost-efficiency and effectiveness are seen as requiring more “joined-up” approaches.
3.2.3 Thirdly, it is recognised that the establishment of the Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Executive has created radically new circumstances which justify a re-examination of the ways in which other aspects of the Scottish public sector are managed.  It is, of course, the case that significant reorganisations have already taken place since 1999 with numerous new bodies such as Community Justice Authorities and Regional Transport Authorities being created.  There remains, however, a feeling that this activity has been ad hoc and piecemeal and the case for a more fundamental re-examination of governance arrangements remains unanswered.

3.3 These three drivers for change could potentially lead to a wide variety of differing outcomes.  At the one extreme, change could be limited to tinkering with the boundaries of a minority of local authorities so as to eliminate the worst of the perceived anomalies.  At the other, there could be a radical re-examination of the whole public sector with functions and means of governance as well as geographical boundaries being put in the melting pot.  What seems clear is that the Executive feels a need to promote change but does not intend to present a blueprint for a new structure.  Indeed, it has an expressed interest in solutions which emerge from within the public sector itself rather than being imposed from the Scottish Executive.  Such an approach is embodied in the “Think Piece”, Transforming Public Service, which will be published on 15 June 2006. 

3.4 In these circumstances, there is clearly an opportunity for a group of Councils or other agencies with their own visions of the future to develop a local model which could achieve much more widespread influence.
The Local Context

3.5 Clackmannanshire and Stirling are both, whether by UK or by Scottish standards, small local authorities.  Clackmannanshire has the fourth smallest population of any Scottish Council while Stirling has the eighth smallest.  Clackmannanshire, in particular, is often singled out as the prime example of an anomaly created by the 1996 reorganisation, a Council which some observers consider too small to deliver major functions effectively.
3.6 The case for abolition is scarcely based on strong evidence.  Despite its lack of economies of scale, Clackmannanshire has a Council Tax level slightly below the national average.  It has the greatest number of performance indicators ranked first of any Council.  It can point to important successes in fields as diverse as recycling, social services and early learning.  Equally, Stirling has accumulated an impressive record of success attested by inspection and Best Value audits.  It created the first Children’s Service in the UK, has worked through joint ventures to create business parks and shopping centres and has achieved consistent growth in jobs and population.  It achieved city status in 2002 and has services such as early learning, recycling and libraries which are consistently amongst the best in Scotland.
3.7 The case for retaining separate Councils does not rest primarily on such achievements.  Each has a strong sense of local identity and community.  Each is widely perceived by the population it serves as a natural unit of local government.  At a time when a key objective of social policy is the rebuilding of community and the reassertion of democratic involvement, these are important assets.  

3.8 A strong case can thus be made out for the retention of both Clackmannanshire and Stirling as successful Councils, delivering good services and meeting public perceptions of local community identity.  Nevertheless, the forces for change outlined above have created circumstances in which current arrangements are unlikely to be seen as sustainable in the long term.  A positive response to the perceived need for greater economies of scale and more effective collaboration is essential.

A Record of Co-operation
3.9 There is already an impressive record of co-operation between the two Councils. Forth Valley Geographic Information System (GIS), the Structure Plan, the public transport co-ordination service, emergency duty social work and other aspects of social care have been run as joint services since reorganisation.  Other partnerships have been formed more recently.  Stirling Council now runs a Trading Standards service on behalf of the two Councils.  A CCTV partnership has been created involving also Falkirk Council and Central Scotland Police and is based in Alloa.  The Councils co-operate among themselves and with other agencies in a variety of Forth Valley collaborations.  The list is an extensive one.  
3.10 The most significant joint venture developed in recent months is the Shared Services project which it is proposed to establish using Efficient Government Fund money.  If, as seems highly possible, the proposal is accepted by the Scottish Executive as one of a small group of  “pathfinder” projects, it will lead to the sharing of most, or all, back office services.  The proposed partnership includes not only Clackmannanshire and Stirling Councils but also Falkirk, Perth and Kinross and East Dunbartonshire Councils.  At a later date, other agencies such as Forth Valley College are likely to be involved.

A Way Forward

3.11 What is proposed in addition is a major collaborative initiative in relation to frontline services.  A joint mechanism would be established with the remit of delivering whatever range of services the two Councils require.  The exact nature of this mechanism requires to be further examined but could take the form of anything from a formal Joint Board taking responsibility for overall service delivery to a series of joint management arrangements with the two partners each acting as lead Council in relation to a number of services.  Whatever the details of the mechanism, however, the intention would be to secure greater cost-effectiveness and improved quality of service through shared management and delivery.
3.12 This approach would achieve substantial economies in operating costs, partly as a result of eliminating duplication and partly by streamlining operational processes. Although this would involve some relocation of staff, the overall distribution of personnel across the two Council areas would remain as at present.  It should also be noted, however, that developing common operating processes would not imply that services would require to be delivered to the same specification in the two Council areas.  Each Council would retain the ability to determine its own service policy and standards.  Thus, for example, the frequency of domestic waste collection could vary between the two areas.  Similarly, an amalgamated education quality improvement service could be meeting different development priorities in the two groups of schools.
3.13 The joint arrangement would operate in the public sector.  It would, however, have the same ability as the individual Council to subcontract some of its activities where appropriate.  Thus, the kind of arrangements which have been made for home care in Clackmannanshire or fleet maintenance in Stirling would continue.
3.14 The arrangement would also be capable of expansion.  While what is being suggested is collaboration between two Councils, there is no reason why, over time, other partners could not become involved.  For example, involvement of Scottish Enterprise Forth Valley could enhance the economic development function of the Partnership. 
3.15 What is important, however, is that each Council would retain full political autonomy and would remain directly accountable to its own electorate.  Each Council would, therefore, have its own Governance Unit with a Monitoring Officer, accountable Finance Officer, democratic services and a capacity for strategic policy, performance management and client relationships.  The proposal would thus combine the advantage of the current political arrangements while giving both Councils the advantage of significantly increased economies of scale.  Far from representing a first stage on a road to amalgamation, such an approach offers the most effective available defence of the separate existence of two small but successful local authorities.

4 POLICY IMPLICATIONS

4.1 Policy changes will remain autonomous to the two Councils.

5 CONSULTATIONS

5.1 Consultations with employees, trade unions and partner bodies are recommended in taking forward the proposal.

6 RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS

6.1 Early savings of £4.5M would be released but further work on the integration of business processes would yield more substantial savings over the following years.

7 BACKGROUND PAPERS

7.1 None
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