[bookmark: _GoBack]SOLACE CONFERENCE: 2010
This year’s SOLACE conference had a very interesting and varied programme of plenaries and workshops, culminating in a presentation by Greg Clarke, Minister of State at Communities and Local Government, with responsibility for Devolution. The sessions were complemented by surveys of attendees, which made some interesting reading given the budget reductions faced by councils. 69% said that their authority was well equipped to deal with the cuts. 50% felt that the cuts were too deep, a smaller proportion than some would have expected. 61% believe that the country will become more decentralised, which could reflect a degree of scepticism about whether the government will achieve what it has set out. Significantly, 82% believe that the ‘big society’ will not happen without breaking up the Whitehall silos. This seems rather ironic given the announcement that the work of some quangos will be taken over by Whitehall, which would arguably strengthen silo working.
Two workshops merited special attention. The first was on Placed Based Productivity. This is the initiative for local government to prove that it can take radical steps to deliver the £20bn saving required by 2015 without intervention from other bodies. Strands are Procurement, Capital and Shared Assets; Shared Services; Data and Transparency; Adult Social Care; Children’s Services; Shaping markets and New Models for Service Delivery; Democratic Leadership; Workforce and Skills; and Tackling Central Government Barriers and Burdens. 
The urgency of this initiative was stressed. An initial report will go to ministers in December this year on the shape of the programme, following a meeting of those involve on 3 December.  Joanne Killian, CX Essex County Council, stressed that, given the scale of cuts, change has to be big. Incremental will not be enough. She expressed concern that the strands were still slightly ‘muddled’, with procurement straggling several of them, but not in a coherent way. Nick Walkley, CX Barnet, stressed that success will not be achieved with coalitions of the unwilling and the need to work the the NHS. George Garlick, CX Durham Council, cautioned that savings take time to deliver and many of them will work their way through after the budget cuts have taken place. Jo Miller, Deputy CX of the LGA, said that the programme could add value by addressing markets and issues, e.g. cloud technology, at a national level.
Points made included that
· Adult social care funding will drop by 3% year on year whilst demand will increase by 4% year on year – effectively a cut of 30%. One way to help bridge the gap is that £800m a year could be saved through re-enablement packages. The seriousness was illustrated in a separate session by Ciaran Devane, CX Macmillan Cancer Support, who said that 2 million people need support following cancer diagnosis, but in 20 years time it would be 4 million.
· Local government is very poor at unit costing so it is proposed to develop and benchmarking model, with suitable metrics, e.g. cost per hour of social care, how to disseminate the metrics and get them implemented and finally, to train managers to use them.
· Local government must think about front office shared services, rather than just back office. The point was also made that shared services often did not deliver what was planned. Local government needed to address this. Partners should be selected on the basis of their willingness to commit. Local government also needed to learn how to ‘partner’ more effectively with the private sector. 
In a lively plenary debate on ‘Have You Tried Your Own Services’,  Boots had discovered that customer service is more important than price promotions and that was something that stores managers could influence and was their main KPI. Customers of Birmingham City Council can see on line a record of their interactions. However, Lewisham had found that on-line could create its own problems. It was more cost effective, through reducing errors, to sort out benefits through spending an hour face to face with customers. Much innovation bubbles up from below, through listening to people. The quote of the session was that Sir Fred Goodwin (Royal Bank of Scotland) allegedly said of Terence Leahy (Tesco): ‘He is a great guy, but does rather believe too much in that customer shit’.
The Transparency, Accountability and Decentralisation Bill is due for its first reading in Parliament on 11 November. This will provide councils with a power of general competence to undertake any activity as long as it is legal. This is a contrast with the ‘Thatcher’ government, which reduced local authorities’ room for manoeuvre. 
A workshop on the ‘Politics of Austerity’, chaired by Rita Sammons (SOLACE Enterprises) and involving David Clark (CX SOLACE), Joe Simpson (Director of Politics and Partnerships, Leadership Centre for Local Government) and Andrea Hill (CX Suffolk CC) made some striking points. Using a Star Chamber approach to cutting services is not as effective as doing ‘simple’ things such as renegotiating contracts and looking at one’s estate. Suffolk CC is attempting to reduce its budget by 30%. However, press reports that it is outsourcing everything are incorrect. It is trying to develop new models of working and new enterprises that are more flexible, smaller and locally focused. The council core will become much smaller, but councillors will be able to have much more direct involvement in their area, e.g. through being on the board of one of these enterprises, than at present. An interesting experiment. Watch this space!
David Behan, Department of Health, gave a timetable for health legislation.
· April 2011: GPs’ Consortia and NHS Commissioning Boards in shadow forms.
· April 2012 Strategic Health Authorities abolished.
· April 2012: Formal establishment of GPs’ Consortia and NHS Commissioning Board.
· April 2012: Shadow health improvement budgets.
· November 2012: Commissioning Board makes funding allocations to GPs’ Consortia for 2013/14.
· April 2013: PCTs abolished.
He made the point that 100 years ago, the biggest health challenge was diseases. Now it is lifestyle.
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