John Tizard

When Michael Bichard proposed Total Place in his report for the Chancellor’s Operational Efficiency Review in advance of the 2009 UK Budget, I wonder if anyone ever imagined that the initiative would attract as much attention as it currently is.  I also wonder if Alastair Darling could have anticipated so much enthusiasm across the political divide in local government and the wider public sector. 

  

Total Place has arrived in England and it is here to stay irrespective of who wins the UK General Election in 2010.  There are 13 formal Government sponsored pilots in England, but many other areas are spontaneously adopting similar approaches to partnership working.  The fact is that Total Place should be as applicable in Scotland, and Wales  as it is in England. 

  

The basic model is simple even if the execution is a little more complex. 

  

The starting points are: 

· citizens, communities and other beneficiaries of local public services are the same people, whether they receive NHS services or local government services or fire and rescue services or those of the police 

· the objectives for all public agencies in any location (place) whether they be locally governed or centrally managed should encompass a shared commitment to enhance the well being of communities and those who live and work in them  

· it should be possible to achieve more and better outcomes if the total public expenditure in an area is considered as whole rather than  separate pots of money  

· on average, local government controls about 25% of the total public spend in  any   locality and often the biggest spend is the responsibility of DWP and its agency  which are subject to very little if any influence at a local level  

· central government should support more localism by allowing a greater proportion of public expenditure to be controlled or certainly influenced and co-ordinated through effective partnerships at a local level - and it should make it a policy priority wherever necessary to remove the barriers that prevent the effective working of such partnerships.  

  

The UK Government is fully endorsing these principles and has stated repeatedly its willingness to review and change legislation, regulation and performance management arrangements that hinder Total Place. 

  

Local government, and especially its political leaders, are beginning to recognise that Total Place offers perhaps the first  'meaningful' opportunity to pursue their community leadership and “place shaping” roles with a real chance of making a difference. If you are a council leader or directly elected mayor, being able to challenge and influence the majority of the total expenditure in your area rather than 25% (and some of this is actually beyond you as you have to passport school finance) must be one of the greatest prizes that you can win on behalf of your communities.

  

If you are a local politician, senior manager or non-executive director of a public body,  given the prospects of double digit reductions in your budgets over the next three to five years, the real possibility of practically co-operating more effectively with other public agencies should be very attractive.   

  

The Total Place pilots in England are all pursuing different theme projects looking at specific service users and service outcomes. These will provide much learning and identify key barriers and opportunities. However, the bigger prize and the larger opportunities that are already obvious from the macro-picture must not be lost sight of.  

  

Total Place should focus on securing outcomes that address the needs and aspirations of local people and other stakeholders, including the local business and community sector.  It should be about taking a very fresh approach to service redesign to meet these outcomes – not being trapped by existing institutional boundaries or responsibilities, current budgets or present day governance arrangements. It provides an opportunity for truly radical solutions; and ideally ones that will deliver better outcomes for less money or at least the same ones for less – a lot less!  It also enables agencies to jointly agree and plan service cuts and service closures to prevent unintended or intended consequences for another agency. 

  

However, this ambition is easy to say or to write and will be much more difficult to achieve. 

  

The most critical factor to the success of Total Place will be strong effective local leadership - both political and managerial.  It requires leaders to be able to work as effective partners – developing trust; a shared vision; common objectives; a willingness to suppress individual ambition when this obstructs progress and 'let go' and to share; throwing off territorialism and professional protectionism; focusing on 'influence' rather than 'control'; and prepared to experiment and take risks. 

  

There will also be a need for strong leadership at Whitehall, Holyrood and Cardiff to ensure that all Departments and their agencies fully participate; to be ready to remove or negotiate with localities, changes to centrally imposed barriers to Total Place when there is a proven case; and to be prepared to let go and trust people in the localities to make the right decisions. 

  

A starting point for Total Place should be to eliminate duplication between agencies – for example, why should more than one organisation undertake financial assessments. Further initial actions should include: considering how property can be shared co-locating staff and improving public access (establishing one shared public estate); looking at how staff may be able to work more effectively and generically across employer boundaries; and examining the opportunities for common and integrated managements. 

The opportunities do not stop there.  The application of LEAN techniques and a genuine redesign of services to meet the desired outcomes should lead to significant rationalisation of activities between agencies, which would both reduce costs but also lead to better outcomes. I am reminded of research that has shown some of the most dysfunctional households being the target of over 15 different sets of staff in an uncoordinated manner from a number of agencies. This situation cannot be right for those families; for maximising the impact of intervention and support; or for the tax payer. 

  

The backdrop to the Total Place programme could not be clearer. We face the prospect of the tightest public expenditure pressures and real cuts in some service areas for the next five or more years at the same time that the need and call for effective public services has not been greater.  Citizens, communities and the economy demand high quality, responsive but affordable public services. There is little appetite for poorer quality.  Public service employees, in what ever sector they are employed, deserve decent reward and employment conditions so we should be neither seeking to make savings by reducing the quality of services or of worker’s terms and conditions.  The experience of the 1980s and 1990s shows that this is not a sustainable approach. Hence the need to be much more creative in the way in which scarce public expenditure is deployed. 

  

Total Place offers an opportunity to do just this in localities.  The Total Place pilots have to be bold. They have to be prepared to think beyond their comfort zones and indeed their currently stated objectives and targets such as their Local Area Agreement targets. External and user and staff challenge will be critical for success. 

  

A starting point might be to consider how more effective partnership working could lead to a 15 – 20% reduction in expenditure for improved service outcomes.  Some of the approaches identified earlier in this piece should be applied with urgency and rigour. 

  

A faster and deeper move towards cross agency strategic commissioning and decommissioning for place should be one of the early outputs from Total Place. This then provides the basis for shared understanding of needs and aspirations and common purpose in securing the means to achieve the outcomes required to address these needs and aspirations. Inevitably, it will mean more pooling and aligning of budgets. 

  

There should be no excuse for failing to consult and involve service users, staff and existing and potential providers. These people, especially staff and service users, know better than most what can be done to improve services and save money. Radical sustainable change requires such involvement and in addition many of the most creative ideas could come from those involved in receiving and/or delivering services.  Co-production is best developed through co-creation.  Approaches to co-payment can be best addressed locally and on an inter-agency basis. 

  

Partnership between the third, social enterprise and community sectors, the local business community and in some circumstances business providers and the public sector will be critical.  New circumstances require new solutions. There are opportunities to establish new service delivery vehicles drawing on staff and arrangement from across existing providers and agencies. These could and should include employee owned co-operatives and user led social enterprises. 

  

No one should assume that maximising the impact of Total Place will be easy. It won’t be. Effective partnership working in hard financial times is never easy, any more than it is comfortable to challenge what one is already doing or why one is doing it.  Bold leadership is essential. 

  

Total Place can make a reality of localism.  It will require greater devolution to localities with “block revenue grants” for agreed areas of public services which can be determined locally – the assumption being that money and decisions are devolved unless there is a very strong and consensually agreed case for not doing – and could include elements of the benefit system for local setting of rates and eligibility and viring of monies to do other preventative work not just local administration.  It should also lead to “Total local capital pots” allocated to localities not to specific agencies and/or services. 

  

This will mean that we can celebrate “post code choice” rather than moan “the post code lottery” 

  

Such devolution and indeed greater partnership working will require a review and the adoption of new accountability arrangements to ensure effective local democratic accountability and accountability for decisions taken in one agency which accrue benefits to other agencies.  These are not easy matters to resolve and there have to be ways of addressing them which does not require structural change (or not much of it) given its costs, political challenges and the paralysis it could engender at the very time when fast radical action is required. 

  

Total Place may indeed be the revolution required to bring localism, place shaping and local democracy to life. It also offers a means of protecting public service outcomes instead of relentless  salami cuts or the adoption of service models which undermine the public service ethos of equity, fairness and opportunity. Localities and local politicians in particular should not be dismissive -
you should embrace Total Place. 

