  

  

  

Removing barriers- Removing the dead wood.
  

The recent Audit Scotland report and the review of West of Scotland Public Services led by Sir John Arbuthnott has left us in no doubt as to the challenges  faced by all of  us who either provide or receive public services in Scotland, though our story is not unique.  Cuts in finances for public services will be experienced across Western economies. We don’t have to look far, to Ireland, or to Spain to see how very tough choices are being made. 
Elsewhere within View Point, you will read of the opportunities that Total Place presents, of the need to ensure that there are the necessary skills to deliver on major programmes, be they infrastructure investments, service models or institutional restructuring. 
There is very little political or senior public sector leadership at the moment in Scotland so I don’t hold out much hope of a considered careful re-engineering of public services. Lots of talk, lots of blaming others, lots of positioning ready for a raft of elections. And lots of working groups and forums. But who is making any decisions at an aggregated level? No one. So we have the Arbuthnott report under consideration, we have every Council in the land doing their best to come up with a budget for next year, we have a review of the future shape and size of Scottish Government, and good work going on to develop more efficient agencies and non departmental public bodies. But our minority government does not believe it has the authority nor has it the courage to give national leadership on public service reform. Councillors will take tough decisions within their own councils to a point because they are required to deliver, by law, balanced budgets. There are moves to create single public authorities in the Islands but you can expect the Health Department to block even such sensible, modest and pragmatic initiatives such as this.  The sad truth is that there is no appetite for pooling budgets amongst such organisations, merely an acceptance that ever more complicated structures and governance arrangements will just about do enough to prove there is collaboration. 
Many years ago it could have been argued that senior public officials were underpaid. That is certainly no longer the case though we might argue that key front line workers remain undervalued and underpaid, it cannot be said of the officer class. So are we not entitled to see leadership from such a group who value themselves so highly? Are we not to hold them accountable for translating  our disastrous public finances into public services that meet our expectations? 
If  I was to hone in on one issue  which our highly paid public leaders need to fix, we could surely deliver better services for the same costs, or less, if we sorted public sector productivity.  It’s a sensitive topic, and one where one can argue long and hard about productivity comparisons between public and private, and indeed third sector. 
What cannot be argued is that we all have to do more with less resource, human, financial and technological. And the desperate state of public sector productivity is well known,  so we need to examine success wherever it has occurred, and adopt, adapt as needed.   And we all need to change our ways of engaging. 

We have given our public sector leaders many years of rising budgets and rising reward, but we have not been as well served as we might have been by stoo many at any level, nationally or locally. So perhaps we have to accept that few in the public sector have any answers or any wish to provide leadership. 

In which case others must step up to the mark, and we must remove the deadwood. 
In particular we need to recognise that most public sector officials  have long protected public sector jobs at every level, happily endorsing the politically motivated concept of no compulsory redundancies.  The role of public sector officials is surely to commission the provision of public services in the most efficient, cost effective way possible and to monitor service standards, not to protect employment of one sector of the community. So we need to accelerate a “One Scotland” approach and each sector needs to play its part. 
       The Public Sector needs to develop a much more sophisticated way of dealing with the Private and Third Sector, and with each other to maximise the impact of every £1 spent..  There needs to be much less of a buyer-supplier relationship and much more of an appreciation of genuine partnership working, legally binding, with shared risk and reward. 

       The Private Sector needs to use more appropriate language and to appreciate more the multi dimensional nature of decision-making in a political environment 

       The Third Sector needs to recognise that it is largely dependent on public finance for continued existence. However uncomfortable that may be, and challenging to the ethos of the sector, it just is.  It needs to take a long hard look at itself as a sector, and drive out inefficiencies and improve productivity just like any other organisation providing services. It needs to cut out overlapping costs, and lead the way in merger of like minded organisations.  
All need to improve their ability to really work across boundaries, adapt  to new, meaningful  shared governance and accountability arrangements, pooled budgeting  and to better understand how to deliver shared outcomes. 

There is much that is good about each of the “sectors”. And some that is just simply outstanding.  But overall our public service provision is not meeting expectations, despite 1 in 4 of the population being employed in the sector We need to find new ways to deliver the services that we all demand, to deliver more of those services  to an ageing population, and to bridge the financial gap that is real, not imagined. We need to do so with far fewer people and closer links between the genuine frontline and true leaders, 
Above we all need to stop thinking about Sectors and start thinking about truly working together for mutual benefit and gain. 
And if some public sector officials cannot demonstrate the courage to take tough decisions, including the compulsory redundancies that will be required, then we must enable their early departure, but with no enhanced pension or redundancy arrangements, After all they have failed to provide the leadership we expected of them so why reward for failure? 
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