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1.
Introduction
The Public Management and Policy Association with the National School of Government held the first seminar in an on-going series on the theme ‘Developing effective policy in an era of austerity’ on the 20 July.
The focus of the event was to look at the challenges that this new age of austerity will mean for the individual skills, organisational capacity and overall effectiveness of public services, as traditional public-service and policy-making skills will not suffice. 
2.
Setting the scene
Professor Paul Joyce, chairing the discussion, set the scene by commenting on the global and domestic financial realities; the G20 recently agreed to halve their budget deficits by 2013 and the British Government indicated its intention to carry out 25 per cent real budget cuts for all departments apart from health and overseas aid, and a review of public sector pensions was announced with an interim report expected in Autumn 2010. 
What will the austerity agenda mean for the delivery of public services, the relationship between the state and the individual, and for collaboration across government and public services?
3.
Speaker contribution
David Kennedy, Chief Executive, Northampton Borough Council - provided an interpretation of what the austerity agenda will mean for local councils. Northampton had already experienced financial constraints as its budget had been frozen for the last three years and in 2009/2010 it was expected to achieve £8m in reductions; overall the investment needs and demands are considerable, the town is expanding and Northampton has the fastest number of growing claimants.

The new agenda signals a move towards localism, which has been reiterated by the Communities and Local Government Secretary of State. The realities are that there is less money, there will be massive change and there needs to be engagement with the public on what services are essential and what is not. It is impetrative that available funds are used effectively, and in order to succeed during these difficult times leaders need to enable organisations, people and public services to collaborate at a local level to reduce costs and bureaucracy. The ability to engage and manage public expectation will be crucial when trying to deliver this new agenda, as there is still too much denial in the public sector and a lack of commitment to sharing responsibility. Overall there must be a focus on delivery over policy-making skills, in order to achieve this fundamental change.  
Irene Lucas, acting Permanent Secretary, DCLG - provided a commentary on the localist agenda from a central government perspective. The new coalition government wants the state to play a very withdrawn and strategic role in public life and has stressed the need to decentralise as quickly as possible by shifting the balance of power locally and providing as much information and transparency as possible. The fiscal reality demands that public services must deliver more for less and this will be achieved by empowering the frontline to innovate, encourage social enterprise and by removing regulation, red-tape and bureaucracy.

This transformative agenda seeks to remodel and refocus the role of the state by embracing localism and incentivising new norms and behaviours to encourage the public to take responsibility and to move away from the ‘state knows best’ culture, by utilising the skills and knowledge at the frontline and within communities. The state must also ‘let go’ and encourage more personnel responsibility, to allow for innovation and decision-making to be made by local people and local communities. 
Phil Copestake, Head of Analytical Studies, Office for Public Management –commented on a programme of work OPM did with 300 public servants across London, the aim of which was to build capacity and meet future strategic challenges, essentially to encourage the many organisations involved to behave as a connected system.

On collaboration and cost saving there was a range of examples which could be implemented such as shared management posts, strategic alliances with private and voluntary organisations, sharing of core and support functions across organisations, and collaboration with front line staff resulting in empowerment and promotion of personal responsibility. This exercise also allowed for a decision-making process to look at ensuring resource plans for the future looked at the right areas; but for any of these strategies to have any real impact, there needs to be a political and cultural shift in Whitehall to the localities and with it a real effort to transfer policy-making functions to local communities.   
4.
Open discussion
Q1 - There was a range of questions regarding the cost of innovation in terms of funding and time; the inherent contradiction between localism, the cost-cutting agenda and growth; and will localism tolerate certain areas to suffer, essentially allowing for ‘postcode lottery’.   
The speakers commented on the existing tensions and complexities within the system and the issues with balancing efficiencies and provision of scale, suggesting that we already have postcode lottery. There is a serious lack of money, and while the case to innovate under such circumstances is strong, some poorer communities will struggle while more affluent ones will engage with localism and make it work. For those poorer communities, local government and other public agencies will need to work with them to achieve success. A one size fits all approach can’t and will not continue. There will be downsizing and while this brings complexity and ambiguity, the intricacies of delivering public services and the changing nature of the state/individual relationship suggests that there can be no simple solution. 
Q2 –Additional questions centered round the role of accountability within the localist agenda, considering the top-down nature of it and lack of awareness within the public domain. Issues round collaboration at national and local level, but also with health agencies, for example, in light of their reluctance to get involved in the total place pilots, and whether we have the right skills to achieve the levels of collaboration necessary for this fundamental change.  
The speakers had little time to comment on these questions, but agreed that accountability was an issue and an open frank conversation is needed. The skills agenda is very important and needs to be address, but it was also commented that there is a need to remove the bureaucratic headings and have a more humane approach to dealing with public issues. 
5.
Group questions
a.
Refocus/remodel local services?

- 3 services should stop and move to voluntary sector/SME sector

- 3 services to create new markets (in local government currently) 

The groups commented that overall the remodelling of local services will require the re-negotiation of that state/individual contract, and an open and honest discussion about what this means for citizens. Participants were concerned about issues of risk and accountability within a volunteer framework and in particular in high risk areas where insurance requirements may be needed for example, should there be a national policy framework? Where will risk and accountability sit in basic contractual arrangements, and as innovation is being courted as the answer to the impending massive public sector cuts, how will a risk and accountability framework be embedded within this setting, especially as the Big Society agenda removes the target culture, how will we account for ensuring that we meet the needs of the vulnerable.
b. How do we address local power relations to create effective localism?

One group questioned whether for localism to work a bottom-up approach is the answer or as past experience for some suggest that means the creation of political fiefdoms; do we need to avoid politics altogether and look at the evidence-base and to national scrutiny bodies for advice? For localism to thrive, it was suggested that we need a legal framework at local level not aggregated to parliament, so that local government can respond properly and effectively.

c. What new skills are needed? How to develop them? 

There was almost universal agreement that a complex set of skills were needed ranging from collaboration, innovation and creativity to change management and leadership skills. Essentially a board range of skills allowing individuals to deal with the multifaceted problems that this monumental shift in public services will demand. Participants felt that the skills agenda is very important for the overall success of dealing with the massive changes taking place within public services, but it will be difficult to develop those skills in an holistic way.
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