Best?Value

A critical guide to Best Value, the government’s new regime for local authority services
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Best Value

What's it all about?

Best Value, the
government’s new scheme
for local authority service
provision, has the ring

of a supermarket ad.

Its promise of ‘value-
for-taxpayers-money’
involves an action

plan for ‘continuous
improvement’, with a
five-yearly review of all
services which sets and
assesses ‘performance
targets’.

It also applies to police,
fire and waste disposal.
The Housing Corporation
and Registered Social
Landlords expect fully to
embrace Best Value.

A similar system, Best
Quality of Services applies
in other government
departments, and the NHS
is developing a similar
approach.

Four ‘Cs’ form the
framework of a review.
These are: Challenge
(whether existing services
are needed), Compare
(performance with other
authorities, and with private
firms and voluntary
organisations), Consult
(the community), and
assess Competitiveness
(of services).
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Best Value
local authorities come
under the whip: a new
inspection regime

tracks all authorities

and reprimands the so-
called lax ones that don't
achieve centrally decided
‘performance indicators’
of service efficiency or
compare favourably with
other authorities.



So far, so good?

The government sees
itself making a concerted
effort to turn ‘problem’
authorities into efficient
service providers. But
‘efficiency’ is a loaded
word, especially when
‘cost-cutting’ and
‘competitiveness’ are
its keynotes.

A fifth ‘C’ at the heart

of Best Value is ‘Cuts’:
authorities are expected

to improve efficiency by a
2% cut in costs per annum.
They are meant to use the
resources saved to improve
or extend services, but
local government is under
such financial pressure
that these savings will tend
to get swallowed by the
finance departments’

black holes.

In theory, savings are
meant to fund additional
service provision and will
not be used to reduce local
authority spending as a
whole. However, some
councils are using the

2% saving to push
through real cuts.

Superficially, Best Value
attempts to redress the
problems of Compulsory
Competitive Tendering
(CCT), the local authority
agenda brought in by the
Tories, which the Labour
government met its
commitment to abolish
in January 2000. As the
Department of the
Environment, Transport
and the Regions (DETR)
recommendations say,
under CCT ‘all too often
the process of competition
has become an end in
itself’, resulting in
‘significant costs for
employees’ and ‘uneven
and uncertain’ gains in
terms of efficiency.
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The commitment, made
under political pressure,
to abolish CCT left New
Labour facing the
embarrassing prospect of
defending and improving
public provision, which
would sit uneasily with its
wider commitments to the
‘dynamism of the market'’
(see Labour's new Clause
4). Best Value is the
ambiguous compromise.




So while Best Value
guidance for local councils
refers to democratic
accountability, social and
economic equity, the
danger is that the prime
purpose of Best Value —
efficiency, economy and
effectiveness — remains
exactly the same as the
commercially driven
objectives set nearly

20 years ago under the
Tories. Efficiency first and
foremost, and everything
else second, is becoming
the reality in many
authorities.

There is an alternative
As it stands, the priority of
Best Value is to get ‘more
for less’, where its
definition of ‘efficiency’

is of trimming finances.
However, Best Value
priorities can be reversed
by challenging this narrow
definition. Efficiency
should mean taking into
full account the quality

of services, including

their ability to develop in
response to unmet needs.
Standards of Best Value
practice should ensure
that social equity, the
importance of the
environment and powerful
democratic participation of
all stakeholders, are part of
effective service provision.
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Crude competition

Instead of ‘joined-up’
government, authorities
are pitted against each
other. The government
requires authorities to
attain the performance
standard of the top 25%
of authorities within a
five-year period. This
takes no account of the
difference in social need
between authorities.
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Pressure to privatise

Authorities must use
competition to show

that every service

and function of local
government is being
carried out competitively.
This guidance is likely to
mean that where leading
councillors and managers

“are on the political right, or
" looking for an easy way out,

they are likely to outsource
many services, rather than
take on the more difficult
job of working with staff
and users to explore how
to improve in-house
provision.

A new outsourcing,
externalisation and
privatisation agenda

is replacing CCT.
Externalisation and
privatisation of local
government services has
continued at the same rate
as that under the Tories
since the early 1990s,

and there is evidence that
contracts now cover a
wider range of services —
since 1997 there have
been eight transfers of over
500 council jobs to the
private sector (plus many
smaller ones).

At the same time the
Labour government is
fulfilling the Tories’ desire
to eliminate council
housing. The housing stock
transfer programme has
increased to 129,000 in
1999/2000 and is expected
to increase up to 300,000
per annum - at this rate
council housing will be
virtually extinct within a
decade.

‘Partnership’:

another way of

saying privatisation?
Partnership working
between authorities,
private and community
organisations has existed
for many years. What is
new is the rebranding

of what are essentially
service contracts under
the partnership umbrella,
with an easing of the way
for ‘joint ventures' in
which the private sector
is awarded the main
responsibility for running
public services.




Drumming up business

Instead of directly
providing services and

regulating markets, local

authorities are now
expected to ‘develop
markets’: authorities are
expected to go to private
and voluntary sector
providers to find out
how they could provide
services. Best Value
advises authorities to
package work according
to the dictates of the
market (to ‘reflect
prospective market
competencies’ — DETR
1999), with an end goal
of financial saving rather
than improving social
provision.

This is at the same time
as outsourced housing
benefit contracts are being
terminated or severely
criticised for service
failures and soaring
backlogs by tenants and
local authorities.

Turning local government
from a service provider
to an ‘Enabler’: this
amounts to encouraging
outsourcing, by taking a
neutral position on who
provides services. Under
this ‘enabling’ model, local
government finances
services but relies on
others to deliver them,

and in the process makes
services even less
accountable and responsive
to local people than they
already are.

The government claims
that ‘what matters is what
works’, in other words it
does not take a stance on
whether the service should
be provided directly by the
council or outsourced.
Adopting a neutral position
on who provides services
encourages the private
sector to bid for an ever
wider range of contracts.



Lip service

While some councils are
involving employees and
trade unions when they
decide on how services
can best be run, many are
adopting only superficial
forms of ‘consultation of
the community’ which is
often little more than
market-research. There
has been a flourish of

new citizens panels and
focus groups, but many
authorities are bypassing
existing community
organisations and failing
to think imaginatively
about how to enable users
to share in decisions over
Best Value, especially how
to reach people of whose
unmet needs the council
are ignorant.

They justify this on the
basis that they already
know their demands and
now want to obtain the
views of a cross-section of
the community by polling,
for example, 1000 - 2000
samples or ‘panels’. Citizen
panels take a sample of the
electorate but they do not
fully reflect the views of
users, whose needs and
reliance on services will
vary according to their
social and economic status.

Polling panels and

focus groups should

be a supplement to,

not a replacement for
the involvement of
representatives from
democratic civil society
organisations throughout
the Best Value process.

While businesses are
often wooed onto
consultation panels,
trade unions and frontline
staff may be left out
altogether. Many local
authorities have
established boards or
panels to seek the views
and support of local
business. In contrast, there
is no legal requirement to
consult either with the staff
who provide services or
with trade unions. The level
of staff and trade union
involvement in service
review teams varies widely
in different authorities.



Jobs on the line

Fears are that the quality
of employment will be
the last consideration in
the drive to improve
performance. The ‘more
for less’ ideology will
inevitably have the greatest
impact on jobs and the
quality of employment
because labour costs
represent a high proportion
of the cost of public
services. The virtual
absence of performance
indicators relating to the
quality of employment
(apart from negative ones,
covering sick and absence
levels) in Best Value
reviews is indicative of the
likely impact on jobs.

Service reviews will
produce proposals for
co-ordinating or merging
service delivery which
may affect management
structures, job descriptions,
staffing levels and rotas.
Generic working under a
facilities management
arrangement could be
positive for staff, with the
possibility of enhanced job
satisfaction, multi-skilling,
career development and
improved training.

Alternatively, it could
mean job losses, flexible
working with the loss of
all enhancements for
unsocial hoursand a
more highly-stressed
working environment as
a result of pressure to
achieve productivity
targets.




Best Value means
fundamental changes

to the organisation of
work —some positive,
some negative.

The more extensive

use of information

and communications
technology is likely to
flatten middle management
structures. But competition
and externalisation will
mean staff transfers from
the public to the private and
voluntary sectors, and cuts
in pay and conditions of
service, particularly for
women. Equalities and
family-friendly policies
could be marginalised
under Best Value.




Big Brother

Best Value imposes a new

audit regime, costing
£56m per annum in
England and Wales,

which could divert badly-

needed funding from
frontline services and
capacity building to
support democratic
involvement and
accountability.

The threat of inspection,
surveillance and an
auditing implosion

The rapid growth of
regulatory bodies ranging
from the privatised utilities
to transport to OFSTED,
the Social Services
Inspectorate, the Housing
Inspectorate, and the Best
Value Inspectorate could
lead to an inspection
implosion.

Increased monitoring and
assessment could divert
badly-needed resources
from services themselves
or from deepening local
accountability, it could
create an unacceptable
working environment

and lead to a blame
culture. Equally, it could
lead to claims and
counter claims between
departments, authorities
and contractors when each
seeks to claim the credit
for positive outcomes.

Failure to improve could
result in intervention by the
Secretary of State who
could order services to be
privatised, and/or could
send in management
advisors. An antidote to
these dangers of an
OFSTED-like inspection
system would be that just
as Health and Safety
Inspectors in the 1970s
were required to work
closely with the workplace
health and safety
representatives, so Best
Value inspectors should be
required to work closely
with user and worker
representatives.
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Measuring performance
is not a science

Despite rhetoric to the
contrary, determining

the effectiveness of
performance outcomes

is very difficult in most
public services. It's not a
statistical science; it is
about the meeting of
human needs and desires.
The best people to
determine how to measure
a service's effectiveness
should be the people

who use and work for
that service. These
democratically-decided
indicators must cover the
quality of life as well as the
meeting of basic needs.
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Calling in the professionals

Some managers are opting
out of the Best Value
process by outsourcing
service reviews to
management consultants.
This has a number of
problems including:

« Consultation and
involvement of users,
community organisations
and trade unions is likely to
be superficial

The assessment of options
is likely to be narrowly
focused on efficiency and
to be pro-competition -
consultants are often
employed to justify
management'’s
privatisation agenda

Managers and staff are
unlikely to ‘own’ the review
and recommendations, and
continuous improvement is
unlikely to be achieved
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« The options and 4
competition are likely to
expand into other areas
even though they have
not been reviewed:; for
example, ICT reviews
expand to include financial
services, payroll and
housing benefits

Consultants often lack the
local knowledge essential
to making the process
democratic and responsive
to local people




The opportunites

Better practice and better
service provision can be
achieved by responding
to the opportunities

Best Value offers, while
addressing the problems
inherent in Best Value as
it stands.

Involvement: to make
Best Value a democratic
process, in which
councillors work with trade
unions and community
organisations from start
to finish, planning and
assessing reviews, and
coming up with positive
ideas for future service
provision

Local interest: to link Best
Value reviews with local
authorities” new power to
promote the economic,
social and environmental
well-being of their area

Best for all: to drive
equalities, fairness, social
inclusion, environmental
and employment issues
through the Best Value
process — a weakness in
many reviews to date

Open to all: to ensure that
local user/community and
trade union representatives
are involved in the
assessment of service
performance, and that
benchmarking is
transparent.
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Making Best Val

Many officers and
managers believe

that Best Value is

about ‘performance
management’. They see
it as a technical process
driven by market research
and implemented by
managerial technocrats,
without the involvement
or formal representation
of trade unions or
community organisations.

Ract \/ali:
best vaiue

In this model, Elected
Members merely

rubber stamp review
recommendations. Targets
are set from above using

narrow commercial criteria,

taking little account of the
service delivery process
imposed on both users
and staff.

a democratic — not a technocratic — process

» Options (for means of
service provision) are fully
assessed

= The council draws on best
practice elsewhere

» Service quality is
safeguarded

In order to stop this
technocratic drift,
councillors must be
encouraged to put
themselves in the driving
seat at all stages of the
Best Value process.
They play a key role in
the interpretation of
government guidance,
ensuring that:

+ Equity, environment and
quality of employment are
factors at the forefront of
Best Value

« Genuine employee/trade
union involvement is made
a reality

Scrutiny panels, which
advise on Best Value
reviews, also have a
responsibility to highlight
key issues and to identify
the social and economic
costs of Best Value.
However, the headlong
rush into the cabinet
model of government is
likely to accelerate this
technocratic drift.



Shifting the priorities
A

new agenda for public management

Should Best Value be
abolished or are there
elements which should
be retained under a new
agenda for public
management? Which
parts of Best Value should
be amended and what
could be added to make it
more effective? Here, we
identify the substantial
changes urgently needed
to prepare local
government for the

21st century.

What should be retained
in Best Value

* The commitment to
user and community
involvement

* The idea of performance
plans drawn up locally

« The principle of a regular
review of the quality of
services

* The goal of continuous
improvement

What should be amended
Ensure staff/trade union
and user/community
involvement is about
shared power not market
research or PR

Make both goals of
equality and sustainable
development into
mainstream priorities

Broaden definition from the
3Es - ‘efficiency, economy
and effectiveness’ -
beyond narrow
commercial values

Reduce focus on crude
benchmarking with other
local councils

« Introduce more selective
performance indicators

» Broaden methods of
service reviews

 Change Secretary of State
response to ‘problem’
authorities

« Strengthen the
commitment to fair
employment with
clear focus on quality
of employment

s
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What should be added

= Emphasis on rewarding
local government for good
performance rather than
reprimanding it for failure

= An explicit commitment to
public provision

» Encouragement to
innovate, to improve the
quality of services

« The development of an
ethic of moral public
service against corrupt,
secretive and authoritarian
behaviour

= Broaden service reviews to
identify unmet needs

» Make overcoming social

What should be abolished

» Competition and
requirement to develop
markets

Focus on league tables and
top 25% performance
requirement

2% per annum savings
requirement

inequality an integral part of  Involvement of the private

the meaning of high quality

= Widen the power of local
authorities to extend their
services and to intervene in
the market

 Abolish centralised
constraints on local
councils’ capital spending

sector in service reviews

Financial regulations which
inhibit innovation, joint
initiatives and capital
expenditure

Restrictions which prevent
local government from
engaging in trade

Local authorities will shortly
have the power to take
action to promote the
economic, social and
environmental well-being
of communities. However,
this must be extended to

a duty, funded to enable
local authorities to make
the legislation meaningful,
and accompanied by
abolition of all the punitive
restrictions and their
replacement by a power

of general competence
enabling councils to
finance, promote, provide
and take wide-ranging
action in the local economy.




Strategic issues: action plan

Commitment to public
services — the alternative
to ‘Enabling’
An alternative to
the ‘enabling’ model
for local government
is to encourage the
improvement of in-house
services. Councils
committed to in-house
services should use Best
Value to campaign with
community organisations
and trade unions for more
resources, and to build on
their ideas for ways to
improve and expand
services.

Direct involvement - the
alternative to cursory
‘consultation’
The government'’s
consultation paper on
local democracy refers to
‘recognising communities
by increasing their
involvement in direct
decision making’ and
‘seeking the direct
involvement of the citizen
to keep the services
secured by the authority
up to the mark’ (DETR
1999). This can only be
achieved with the direct
involvement of current and
potential service users and
frontline staff.
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Community organisations
and trade unions have a key
role to play throughout the
Best Value process and
their involvement is a
precondition to achieve real
and sustainable continuous
improvement. New
democratic structures will
be needed, and wide-
ranging involvement must
be funded by taking into
account the central cost of
democracy, rather than
squeezing service budgets.

Co-operative decision-
making - the alternative
to technocratic local
government

Government rhetoric often
pitches users, ‘customers’
or the community against
council workers; of course
there are tensions but there
are also common interests
in both high quality services
and good employment
conditions.

There is a need therefore
for democratic and co-
operative decision-making
through which unions and
user organisations work
together. For example, in
Newcastle both the unions
and the Tenants Federation
- which brings together
tenant representatives
from throughout the city -
are part of the Best Value
review team, deciding on
performance targets,
identifying the central
problems and addressing
unmet needs on all issues
that concern council house
tenants - repairs and
environment maintenance,
waste management,
leisure, community
facilities and so on.

The new challenge is how
to involve users of services
like libraries where user
organisations rarely exist.
Surveys and focus groups
are not the only answer:
instead the need is to
identify likely sources of
users such as schools,
black and ethnic minority
groups, women'’s groups
and adult education to
jointly identify their
specific needs.




Applying the Best Value
Code for Quality
Employment

The Code for Quality
Employment is a 12-part
code covering involvement
in Best Value, information
disclosure, workplace
improvement, application
of information and
communications
technology, reployment,
equalities and other issues
prepared by the Centre
for Public Services. It has
been used very effectively
by some trade union
branches to negotiate
comprehensive
agreements which ensure
employment issues are
integrated into council
policies and the Best
Value framework.

In order to capture the
Best Value opportunities
and minimise the threats
Trede unions and
community organisations
must be proactive in trying
to set the local Best Value
agenda. A wait-and-see
approach will inevitably
mean a managerial and
technocratic approach.
They must vigorously
monitor the Best Value
regime and expose bad
practice.

« Elected Members must
make Scrutiny Panels
effective by drawing on
independent advice and
calling on trade unions and
community organisations to
give evidence. They must
be able to challenge
management practices and
attitudes when this is .
justified.

Trade unions, community
organisations and Elected
Members should ensure
they build up their ability,
capacity and understanding
of Best Value through
training and campaigning.

Ensure that equity,
equalities, employment and
environmental issues are
mainstreamed in practice.

Consistently make the case
for in-house services and
expose the consequences
of outsourcing and
marketisation of public
services.

Take action against
outsourcing, externalisation
and transfers of services
and assets to the private
sector.

Form coalitions and
alliances between
community organisations
and trade unions.




» Best Value
Implementation
Handbook

 Externalisation by

* User/Employee
Privatisation

Involvement in Best Value

» Management Consultants: + Trade Union Strategies
A Best Value Handbook for Opposing

Externalisation

Available from the Centre

for Public Services

1 Sidney Street

Sheffield S1 4RG

Tel 0114 272 6683

Available from UNISON
1 Mabledon Place
London WC1H 9AJ

Tel 020 7388 2366
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