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Open Public Services 

White Paper – Briefing Note
August 2011
Background
In this White Paper the Government starts by reiterating that it has a fundamental responsibility to ensure the provision of high quality accessible public services. At the heart of the proposed reform is the belief that the key to driving up standards is opening up the delivery of services to competition. The suggestion that public services are improved by a combination of sound planning and strong investment is dismissed. 

“The principle of open public services will switch the default from one where the state provides the service itself to one where the state commissions the service from a range of providers”. This is perhaps not as radical as it might appear and is in fact more of an evolution than a revolution. In 2007, local government spent £42billion on external contracts (accounting for 40% of expenditure), almost half of Local Authorities have contracted out recycling services and 88% of full day care places are currently provided by the VCS or private sector. 

The five principles of modernisation
Public Service Modernisation will follow five principles:

1. Increasing choice wherever possible - There is a strong belief that when people have the power to make decisions and exercise choices to meet their needs, the value of public funds can be greater than when the state makes decisions for them. This means putting people in control either through direct payments or personalised budgets. Where it is not possible to give people direct control, elected representatives should have more choice about who provides services and how. The Government will explore how people are prompted about the choices available when accessing services. 

2. Decentralising public services to the lowest appropriate level -Decentralising to individuals wherever possible. A far greater use of personalised budgets will be explored including in social care, health, special educational needs, housing, supporting people, further education / skills, early education, higher education, school funding and palliative care. 

Where a service is used by a community collectively the control over services needs to be exercised by a representative body such as the Local Authority or the Police and Crime Commissioners. The Government will explore a greater use of Neighbourhood Community Budgets and Local Integrated Service Models. Pilots have taken place in 13 areas. Expressions of interest have been sought from local authorities on piloting neighbourhood level budgets in two more areas, but no decision. The Government will consult on the scope for enabling neighbourhood councils to take greater control over local services, and on how a national framework for local service schemes could assist councils at all levels to promote decentralisation of power. 

The role of central Government is redefined as overseeing core standard entitlements, and equality of access. This will mean setting clear minimum standards, and regulation in the form of licensing and registration. The Government will intervene where it identifies a market failure. The white paper contains a commitment to ensuring fair funding of Public Services to support wide policy objectives such as social mobility and equality of opportunity. Central Government will launch a positive action programme to improve the awareness of Public service opportunities to new providers especially SMEs, and will extend its use of digital technology. 

The Government plans to celebrate innovation in public services by creating an annual prize to recognise the top ten public sector bodies that demonstrate innovation. In addition the Prime Minister will meet and recognise the ten local authorities that are most supportive to the VCS. 

3. Diversity - Opening up the delivery of public services to a range of providers. This will include the private sector, the voluntary sector, Parish Council, Free Schools, Academies, and public sector staff forming mutuals. Measures already announced in the Localism Bill include the Community Right to Buy, transferring community assets, Community Right to Build and Community Right to Challenge. 

4. Ensuring fair access to public services - The measures suggested include introducing a Pupil Premium in schools, funding community organisers and introducing an entitlement to 15 hours a week early years education for all 2 year olds. 

5. Making public services more accountable to users and taxpayers - Public services will be primarily held to account by elected representatives. The powers of Local Authority Overview and Scrutiny Committees will be strengthened. Though an increased role is envisaged for consumer champions such as Which, Healthwatch, the Ombudsman and even the Taxpayers Alliance. The Government would like to see these bodies as agitators for choice. A form of redress will be introduced where choice is not available that is likely to sit with the Ombudsman. Key data on public services user satisfaction and performance will be more easily accessible. The Government will consult on the potential ways to establish zero tolerance of failure on a service by service basis. The governance arrangement of independent service providers will be expected to be transparent. 

Are there any no go areas for competition?
Apart from public services where the Government has a special reason to operate a monopoly (eg the Military), it is the Government’s view that every public service should be open to a diverse range of providers. The Government will consult with local authorities and the wider public sector about how to go further in opening up locally commissioned services in: Customer contact, planning, property / facilities management, back office / transaction management, family support, support for looked after children, trading standards, environmental services and housing management. 

Will the VCS and service users benefit from the changes?
Opening up service delivery to the VCS or active citizens is fraught with challenges. Take for example a local group may well be ready, willing and able to maintain their local park, but as economies of scale dictate that efficiencies are made by contracting out the maintenance of all open spaces across the borough, servicing one park may become a non starter. What happens to the people whose job it is currently to maintain the park. Will the local group be equipped to take on the terms, conditions and pension liabilities of that individual, and will the Council express clearly at the beginning of the process what that liability entails? Encouraging public service commissioners to disclose TUPE liabilities at an early stage is not enough. It must be a duty to disclose as without it competing providers have no chance of accurately pricing their bids, which can lead to at best a waste of energy and at worst insolvency. The modernising commissioning green paper closed at the turn of the year, the Government indicate that a response to that consultation will be produced shortly. It might have been useful to issue that response before this White Paper, as it should cover much of the same ground and offer solutions to the challenges and barriers identified. 

When public sector workers are encouraged to set up break out social enterprises to deliver public services will they be given any preferential treatment or will they be competing openly with existing VCS and private sector providers. The “Right to provide” might suggest a lack of opening up the market to new entrants. Will they in effect be left to fail?

Throughout this White Paper, the Work Programme is hailed as a successful model that should be extended into other services. The success of the brand new Work Programme is completely untested. 
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One East Midlands is the regional voluntary and community sector infrastructure organisation for the East Midlands. We work to ensure that the voluntary and community sector is actively engaged with key regional bodies and other partners, from across the public, statutory, business and social enterprise sectors. We bring together organisations that support voluntary and community groups across the region to influence and shape policy, improve services and provide a point of contact at a regional level.
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