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REPORT TO CABINET


 20 July 2010
TITLE OF REPORT:
 Response to Consultation  
REPORT OF:

 Roger Kelly, Chief Executive

   

Purpose of the Report 

1. To endorse responses to the following consultation:

· Sustainable Communities Act 2007: Local Spending Reports – Proposals for Second Report –  Communities and Local Government - Appendix 1
· Blue Badge Reform Programme – Department for Transport – Appendix 2

Background 

2. The background to the responses is set out in appendices 1 and 2.  

Proposal 

3. To endorse the responses to the consultations set out in appendices 1 and 2.   

Recommendations

4. It is recommended that Cabinet endorse the responses to the consultations set out in appendices 1 and 2.  

For the following reason:


To enable the Council to contribute a response to the consultation.
 

CONTACT: Kevin Ingledew   extension: 2142      
PLAN REF:













APPENDIX 1

Local Spending Reports: Proposals for Second Report Consultation

Policy Context 

1.   

  The proposals support the vision for Gateshead and the Big Ideas set out in the Sustainable Community Strategy Vision 2030 and the six key priorities for the Council as set out in the Corporate Plan.  


Background

2. The Sustainable Communities Act (2007) was introduced to Parliament as a Private Members Bill, which aimed to promote the sustainability of local communities in England. 

3. Section 6 of the Act required the Secretary of State to make arrangements for the production of Local Spending Reports (LSRs) and to make the first arrangements for the production of LSRs before 23 April 2009.
4. The purpose of LSRs is to provide information about expenditure by public authorities in relation to local authority areas (or parts of those areas) over time, to 
· Promote the innovative use of local public data 

· Sponsor the further development of a single place on line for all public sector data, while meeting the specific needs of the local government sector. 

· Encourage agreed standards for greater data and information sharing by local strategic partnerships 
5. The first LSRs were published in April 2009 covering 2006-07 outturn expenditure figures. An evaluation of the 2009 LSR identified a number of areas for improvement; including the need to make the information more accessible so it can be more widely used. The first LSRs contained data presented in an array of different formats and includes complex spreadsheets and statistical reports.
6. A number of organisations, including Local Works, and LGIU, called for the Government to publish ‘full’ LSRs, detailing how public money is spent in each local area by every public agency, including all central government agencies, quangos and NPBDs (non-departmental public bodies), in sufficient detail for taxpayers to be able to scrutinise how and on what their money is being spent.  In short, they felt the LSRs did not go far enough in terms of providing a comprehensive data set of all public expenditure.
7. The consultation paper sets out proposals for how the previous Government were going to develop the arrangements for Local Spending Reports in light of the first consultation exercise, and seek views on how these could enable local authorities to become more efficient, responsible, and accountable.
8. The coalition Government is subsequently committed to continuing to remove the cloak of secrecy from government and throwing open the doors of public bodies, enabling the individuals and community groups to hold politicians and public bodies to account. 
9. The Government’s recently released Draft Communities and Local Government Structural Reform Plan sets out a number of clear objectives to publish ‘datasets’ of financial information to hold public bodies to account for where money is spent, and a further commitment to another round of the Sustainable Communities Act.
10. A copy of the proposed response from Gateshead Council is attached. 

Proposed approach to Local Spending Reports

11. The Consultation sets out initial arrangements for Local Spending Reports which need to deal with four linked sets of issues, which have not changed since the first consultation:

1. Which bodies are covered;

2. Which expenditure is covered;

3. Which areas are covered, i.e. regional, sub-regional, upper tier local authorities, lower tier local authorities

4. And which period is covered

12. In terms of expenditure, the Consultation suggests that information based on outturn expenditure will give a clearer picture of spending.  The period to be covered would be the latest financial year for which quality assured data is available.  In this instance, the Consultation proposes to publish data from 2007/08 alongside data for 2008/09 where this is available.
13. The second Local Spending Reports will build on the experience and applied use of the first Local Spending Reports and on wider developments on making public data public, such as Total Place and Timely Information to Citizens.  The role of scrutiny will also play an important role in analysing data and providing a challenge and critique on the way public money is spent.
14. The consultation document recognises that there is also an expectation that LSRs should, over time, include more information from a wider range of public bodies, including Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs) to give a clearer picture of all spend in specific area.  The previous Government had asked Government Departments, their agencies, NDPBs and LAA partners to consider what additional information could be made available, and this process will continue, as the Coalition Government are also committed to localism and greater transparency.

First arrangements for Local Spending Reports

15. The first local spending reports were prepared in accordance with arrangements which would comprise a list of items for all authorities in England from the following data sources:

· Communities and Local Government Revenue Outturn (RO)

· Department of Health Audited Accounts of Primary Care Trusts

16. The proposed first Local Spending Report covered themes relating to local government revenue expenditure across a wide spectrum of activities for the latest outturn year for which quality data is available – 2006-07.  The proposed second Report will continue to focus on existing data sources to avoid additional burdens on public bodies.

17. The first Local Spending Report covered the majority of what has been recognised by the Total Place Project as the consistent sources of major local spend. Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), local authorities and health authorities account for by far the most significant proportion of the expenditure in the 13 Total Place pilot areas.

Second arrangements for Local Spending reports

18. The second local spending reports aim to strengthen the information provided in the first report, and their intent supports the Coalition Government’s aim to promote localism, devolve power, and make public spending more public.

Consultation

9. The Cabinet Member for Corporate Vitality and Sustainable Communities has been consulted on the response.  

Alternative Options

10. The alternative is not to respond to the consultation, thereby denying the Council an opportunity to influence the content of the final guidance on Local Spending reports 

Implications of Recommended Option 

11. Financial Implications - The Strategic Director, Finance and ICT confirms there are no financial implications directly arising from this report.
12. Risk Management Implication -  None
13. Human Resources Implications   -  None
14. Equality and Diversity Implications - There are no specific implications from this report, though the purpose of the Act is to create more sustainable communities with an emphasis on community based solutions, and as such could have a positive impact on creating vibrant, diverse communities.
15. Crime and Disorder Implications - None  
16. Sustainability Implications - The publication of the Local Spending reports potentially provides organisations and communities with the opportunity to challenge how resources are being allocated and whether they are achieving the objective of sustainable development.
17. Human Rights Implications - None 
18. Health Implications - None 
19. Area and Ward Implications - No specific implications form this report, though further refinement of local spending reports may begin to introduce a more fine grained analysis at area level.
Background Information


Sustainable Communities Act 2007: Local Spending Reports – Consultation 
document (Communities and Local Government)

Draft Communities and Local Government Structural Reform Plan (Communities and Local Government)
Annex

Sustainable Communities Act 2007

Local Spending Reports – Proposals for Second Report Consultation
Proposed Consultation response

Introductory comments

Gateshead Council welcomes a further opportunity to respond to the second consultation on Local Spending Reports, and how the reports can improve efficiency and service delivery in light of wider developments on making public data public, scrutiny and Total Place.

Our responses to the consultation questions are included below.

Responses to specific consultation questions

Q1. Do you agree with the proposed scope of this report? In particular,

–– bodies covered;

–– expenditure covered (and how this is specified);

–– areas covered (i.e. spatial/ geographical coverage);

–– period covered.

If not, what are your suggestions?
Gateshead Council agrees in principle with the scope of the report and it what it is aiming to achieve.  However, the Local Spending Reports need to provide all data that gives local people a clear understanding of who is spending what in their local area. 

The consultation document outlines that LSRs will contain data from other public bodies over time, including Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs).  This is an essential requirement as LSRs need to capture all bodies that are spending money and exercising public functions at a local authority level.  Unless the full and complete picture on public expenditure in a given area is available, then any challenge or scrutiny would not be taking in the full picture.
LSRs also need to be relevant and specific at a local area.  Details on regional spend are not particularly helpful if local authorities are to be central in facilitating and framing the debate as a ‘local exercise’ with local residents and local communities.   
It is envisaged that LSRs are considered, and used by, public bodies and communities as a vital lever in stimulating interest and positive activity in local politics and democracy.  How they are presented and how local people can use and understand the data is imperative to whether the data is used to challenge, to scrutinise and to plan more effectively.  Current Government Policy is committed to, as stated in its ‘Big Society’ policy statements, to greater transparency, to more localism and civic participation, and to greater devolution of power down to a local level.  They are also committed to ensuring that neighbourhoods have access to line-by-line information about what is being spent by each central government agency in their area, and the power to influence how that money is spent.
The effective use of LSRs is dependent upon a robust system of scrutiny across public sector partners, effective channels of communication and engagement with residents, and a clear framework and commitment to consultation and involvement.  Without these elements, LSRs would remain an abstract set of data sources.     
Q2. What links to other data sources should we try to make in future Local

Spending Reports?
The Council’s approach to the Timely Information to Citizens project sets out a range of provision to equip local people with detailed statistical information on where they live.  Enhancing this information with financial data from other partners and public bodies would empower local people and provide a clear picture of what is happening in their areas.

LSRs should aspire to link with as wide as is possible range of bodies that have responsibility for public expenditure.  
Q3. In your opinion, will the second Local Spending Report create a new burden

or cost or reduce burdens or costs for you or your organisation? In what way? Can

you quantify these costs?
Seen within the context of wider developments on making public data more transparent, on scrutiny, and in the context and potential of the Total Place programme, there is a clear aspiration nationally to re-engage people with politics and with local democracy.
With local authorities facing significant fiscal challenges, there are obvious burdens on costs and resource for local government to be able to respond to local people in such a way to keep them re-engaged with local politics, and to ensure that our local infrastructure is fit for purpose.  
(The request from Government that councils should publish details of all spending over £500 will also create further burdens on resource if there is a public clamour to possess this information.)  
The local media could also have a significant role to play in a scrutiny capacity, challenging local spend and encouraging action from local people to access and analyse financial data, which would impact on the communications functions of local authorities. 
Conversely, LSRs aim to provide more efficiency and savings, remove duplication, and achieve better outcomes and service delivery through a more effective deployment of resources based on better financial planning and local understanding.  

At this stage it would be difficult to quantify the costs and the financial impact across the organisation. 
Q4. How could Local Spending Reports help you and how would you use this

information?
The Total Place Pilots have shown that a better understanding of ‘place-based budgeting can reap many benefits and rewards to improve capacity, efficiency, and effectiveness.  Better planning across partners in public, private and voluntary organisations can allow for resources and budgets to be pooled to cover costs, and provide more tailored services designed based on customer need.

LSRs, if they were a robust and comprehensive account of all public expenditure, could represent a vital tool for taxpayers, local authorities and public bodies to scrutinise how money is spent in local areas, to identify and minimise duplication and waste, establish value for money, and improve public services.  Evidence from the Total Place pilots has established the effectiveness of this approach through local public expenditure mapping – via a ‘counting’ process, and a ‘culture’ process to identify potential areas of collaboration.
A comprehensive account of local spend can inform the Council’s approach to Community Development, in providing a focus for local groups to be involved in the decision-making process.  The Council’s Compact aims to provide opportunities for the community and voluntary sector to provide services, and a knowledge of spend in a specific area is a crucial element to ‘stimulating’ the market.      
Q5. How useful do you find the presentation of the first Local Spending Report on

the Places database and could it be improved?
The Council views the presentation of the Local Spending Reports as a vital component if they are to be understood and used by local bodies and local people.  They need to be accessible, and easy to use and seen within the context of the Council’s strategic agenda - as a tool to facilitate localism, to promote transparency, ensure better service delivery and design, and to involve local people in decision-making.    
Q6. As stated, we see the provision of expenditure information in the longer term

future as a product of data being exchanged from all levels – the very local, the

regional and the national – in a standards-based portal approach which allows

everyone to examine that data against other information. Given the principles

outlined in this paper, and bearing in mind that Government is not best placed to

provide all data, what further data would you like to see made available by other

bodies in any future portal?
As we have already stated, the success and application of LSRs are only as good as the data contained within them.  And this data needs to be a collection of all public expenditure well presented and easy to understand that will have a significant impact on service delivery, on public confidence in decision making, and on the long-term sustainability to the health of Gateshead.
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