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	SUMMARY:
The Open Public Services White Paper outlines the proposed path for reform of UK public services. It is rather “green” in that it does not set out a clear legislative path for change, with many of the proposals in the early stages of development. The Paper sets out plans to provide greater choice and control over public services for individuals and neighbourhoods, and proposes commissioning services from a wider range of providers, not just those in the public sector. There are not too many wholly new ideas or proposals, however bringing together these ideas at the same time as significant public sector spending cuts makes the White Paper relatively radical. Much of this agenda is of a high level of interest for Greater Manchester (GM), particularly including the plans to further “Community Budgets”. GM will continue to engage with government on this and other aspects of the Paper over the coming months to monitor likely impact, to help shape the proposals further in the most sensible direction and to ensure that maximum benefit is realised for the conurbation. 

	Introduction
The White Paper advocates a new approach to public service delivery, by arguing that although many of our public services are amongst the best in the world, their quality has not kept up with people’s expectations, and some areas are under-performing. It is noted that from 1997/8 to 2010/1, total public spending increased by 57% in real terms, and the public sector’s share of GDP rose from 38% to 48%. Yet, on key international comparisons, such as school results, cancer survival rates and crime rates, the UK has been ‘treading water’. Over the last decade, the differences in social outcomes experienced by the best-off and the poorest have remained static, despite this increase in public spending. The Paper contends this was partly caused by an outdated ‘Whitehall knows best’ approach to organising public services; hence the need for reform. The Paper seeks to advance this agenda by setting out a policy framework across public services. It is informed by the responses received to recent consultations, including on modernising commissioning last December, and public service reform this January. The Paper is intended to help give people more control over the public services they receive, and to open up delivery of those services to more providers other than the state. This is seen as a formula for better public services and increased value for money for the taxpayer. The aim is stated to be high quality public services that are accessible to all, and an end to the current ‘top down’ model. Many of the listed reform initiatives are already underway, and there is significant overlap with other policy agendas, including “localism” and Community Budgets. 
Principles
The Paper sets out five principles for reforming public services. 
· Choice: wherever possible the government will increase choice by giving people direct control over the services they use. Where it is not possible to give people direct control, elected representatives should have more choice about who provides services and how.
· Decentralisation: power should be decentralised to the lowest appropriate level. Wherever possible government will decentralise power to the individuals who use a service. But where a service is used by a community collectively, a representative body will exercise control over services.
· Diversity: public services should be open to a range of providers competing to offer a better service and provide people with a choice about the services they use.
· Fairness: the government will ensure fair access to public services, with extra help to those that have been disadvantaged to target resources in their favour and improve their outcomes.
· Accountability: public services should be accountable to users and taxpayers and responsive to them. This will apply to all organisations in receipt of public funds.
Types of services
These five principles will be applied to three different categories of public service.
Individual services. The government wants to create a framework of choice in services such as education, skills training, adult social care, childcare, housing support and individual healthcare, putting power in the hands of the individuals who use them wherever possible. Funding will follow people’s choices, through mechanisms such as direct cash payments, personal budgets, vouchers, tariff payments, loans and entitlements. To help people make informed choices, the government will publish key data about public services, user satisfaction and the performance of all providers. Government will continue to target funding to help the poorest. Where choice is not available, or standards not good enough, there will redress through Ombudsmen. Government will consider legislation to enshrine the right to choice in individual services.
Neighbourhood services. Local authorities will have to work more closely with parish, town and community councils to deliver services, and the government is consulting on new rights for neighbourhood councils to take over some key local services. The government intends to give these elected councils direct control over services provided very locally and on a collective, rather than an individual, basis. This could include maintenance of the public realm, leisure and recreation facilities and community safety, and is already being developed through the Localism Bill. Communities could choose to have the ownership of services transferred directly to them, or alternatively neighbourhood groups could have democratic control. 
Commissioned services. Commissioned services are local and national services that cannot be devolved to individuals or communities, such as tax collection, prisons, emergency healthcare or welfare to work. Here, the government will open up and, where appropriate, decentralise, commissioning, with the aim of ensuring greater quality and diversity. It plans to consult further on a number of areas, including:

- introducing an ‘open commissioning’ policy in a number of specific services, where commissioners should consult on, and be challenged by, potential providers from all sectors on the future shape of service, fully consider at least three providers and transparently link payment to results; 
- going further in opening up local authority-run services in areas such as planning, family support, looked-after children, customer contact, back-office transactional services, environmental services and housing management; 
-  decentralising commissioning powers in a range of services where there is a clear case for improving value for money, including natural environment support, public transport support and skills and services for families with multiple problems;
- ensuring greater accountability is built into the commissioner-provider relationship as services are opened up to a diverse range of provision;
- establishing credible accreditation bodies for public services, and exploring the creation of independent expert bodies in other areas of public services; and 
- management of the establishment of neighbourhood councils.
The Paper also acknowledges that there will be areas that want to make the case to do things differently, where they are currently limited or prescribed by national policy frameworks. It says the government will seriously consider this where areas come forward with credible proposals. This may well be the case for GM, which has an ongoing dialogue about how several policy areas currently part of national policy frameworks might better be managed at this more local level. There is also intense discussion amongst GM’s ten authorities about public service reform, driving improvements and efficiencies, in particular in areas including back-office services such as ICT and corporate, property and asset management, workforce development, procurement, income-generation and adult and children’s services. 
If properly followed through, the potential decentralisation of centrally-commissioned functions can be seen as a major opportunity for a conurbation second only to London in terms of its economic prowess, capacity, track record of delivery and governance arrangements. This may well be the transmission mechanism so sorely needed for actual localisation and devolution. Whitehall alone does not have the levers to realise government objectives such as economic growth, deficit reduction, the rebalancing of the economy and removing barriers to growth. Although the connection is currently anemic in the UK, other countries show how better co-operation achieves better results. The problem is well highlighted by how public money is spent. While central government’s share of public spend is 19% in Germany and 35% in “centralised” France, it is no less than 72% in the UK. This is part of the reason UK regions outside London (which has more autonomy) have consistently slipped further and further behind our one remaining economic powerhouse. 
Community Budgets

Following on from the concepts of Total Place and place-based budgeting, the White Paper is another step on the journey to joining-up services provided by local and national agencies at a local level, including health, benefits, education, skills, business support and probation. The evidence suggests that greater influence for the “local” over a wider section of public sector spending in GM would be very valuable in helping manage financial risk and maximise efficiencies and service quality. Community Budgets may be seen as a way to help the open services approach make for a more coherent supply side in public service provision, minimising the real risk that changes actually lead to greater fragmentation and lower effectiveness. However, for Community Budgets to be effective, the number of Whitehall departments that are utilising them for their mainstream service provision needs to increase, meaning that decision making in that respect becomes more attentive to local need. GM is one of 16 national pilots, and consideration is currently underway about the next phase of piloting, for which the government wants two neighbourhood areas, to better enable local residents ability to have commissioning done according to their own priorities, and two larger areas for a full “Community Budget” that comprises all public services funding in that area. This will be the driver of the second phase of the Local Government Resource Review next year. This will inform legislation possibly as early as end 2011, to finalise a new system by April 2013.

Enabling open public services
The Paper envisages a new role for both central and local government. There will be more consultation on the core role of central government, including on how Whitehall shapes policy, is funded and regulates. Further engagement with local authorities is also proposed to develop a shared vision about new opportunities and possibilities for stronger local government through open public services. Specifically, it proposes that local authorities become the “people’s champion” for public services in their area, are given overview and scrutiny responsibilities for externally-provided services, and are empowered to shape their local area through greater local freedoms on planning, finance, regulatory powers and infrastructure, whilst being as financially self sufficient as possible. The question of democratic accountability is raised, although GM has an excellent starting point here with its ten local authorities, and the scrutiny and Leadership arrangements at GM-level, including the AGMA scrutiny pool and the Combined Authority having all ten Leaders as its membership. GM would welcome the ability to more closely scrutinise the provision of services to its residents by national agencies and bodies. 

Next steps
July – September: Government will consult on how it turns its vision for public service reform into reality, including through consultation events. GM will need to engage with government to help shape the proposals. 

September – November: Government will set out a programme of work to implement the public services agenda, and from November will set out how departments will take forward ideas to implement open public services, including proposals for legislation. Commitments will be reflected in departmental plans. 
April 2012 onwards: Departments will publish regular progress reports, setting out the steps that have been taken to open public services.
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