Collaboration in Somerset
The case for change
Introduction
1. This report has been developed through the facilitated effort of senior representatives
of the 5 Councils in Somerset. It draws heavily on the work developed by the consortium
of Ignite, Collaborate, Pixel Finance and De Montfort University on behalf of the
Somerset Chief Executives Alliance, which is contained in the Future of Local
Government in Somerset (FOLGIS) report.
2. The FOLGIS report expressed the view that “no change is not an option” if the Councils
are to meet the challenges and grasp the opportunities that the future presents. To
remain as five separate organisations acting independently of one another would
neither be advantageous nor efficient.
● “We are now convinced that staying purely to our own paths is not an option.
We can collectively do better”…. “Continuing ‘as is’ is not a sustainable longterm strategy. Service needs across Somerset are evolving, demand is
increasing and a new collaborative delivery strategy is needed”

3. The report went on to identify a number of options for the creation of Unitary Councils
of various configurations. In addition to these, two further options were described that
were based more on the transformation of collaborative working practices than on
structural solutions. The Leaders and Chief Executives selected these non-structural
options as the way forward that best suited the local context at this time.
4. Since this work commenced we have seen substantial change in the political make up of
many of the Districts and it is acknowledged that with those changes, new leaders will
want to brought up to speed and make their own choices. The creation of Unitary
Councils is a well-trodden path in local government, that contains a number of
standardised steps and well-known strengths and pitfalls. Collaborative, non-structural
approaches are less well known yet more commonplace than is often realised. Our
purpose in these documents is to act as advocates for this approach, so that the
advantages can be clearly presented to decision makers.
5. Our aim is to make the case for these approaches in three documents:
● The first is ‘Collaboration in Somerset: The Case for Change’, which seeks to
explore the particular context of Somerset and to describe why collaborative
working at all levels and across the whole system of provision holds the key to
sustainable progress.
● The Second document Somerset: A Plan for Collaboration sets out a proposed
approach to a programme of work, resourcing and governance, that would
deliver the change by the most efficient and effective route possible.
● The third document Leading and listening sets out a programme of activity to
secure a democratic mandate for the proposed course of action and how to get
meaningful buy in from staff, partners and the public.

6. We intend to show that:
● The case for change is strengthened through a focus on the challenges and
opportunities of the whole place as well as organisational cost considerations. In
the context of changes in local government funding, the prosperity of the whole
County is inseparable from that of the Councils within it.
● The imperative is collaboration across the whole system, to secure the
contribution of formal statutory partners but also to tap in to the capacity of
third sector and communities , it is only through this that we will be able to meet
a set of challenges that will require us collectively to not only lower the cost of
supplying services, but also to reduce the levels of demand and dependency if
long term sustainability is to be achieved. The question therefore is what forms
of organisation best enable that, rather than what form of administration is the
cheapest.
● The estimated level of savings identified in the FOLGIS report, whilst being
accepted by the collective s.151 officers as not having any ‘red flags,’
nevertheless are based on a set of broad and high level assumptions that would
need further qualification to provide acceptable levels of risk to members and to
provide the public with a reliable information data set that would enable them to
make a meaningful choice on the options presented to them.
● Time is also crucial and benefits can be derived from collaborative work in the
short term, whereas the typical ‘time to benefit’ of structural options is in excess
of four years There is evidence that during this period many people are
distracted by uncertainty about their place in the new arrangements causing
them to take their “eye off the ball” of public service delivery.
● The respective cultures of the organisations and maturity of the relationships
between them point to the need to build trust and to create momentum that will
maximise benefits. Evidence from local government, but also from the
commercial world of mergers and acquisitions is clear that estimated benefits
‘on paper’ can be difficult to achieve depending on the way that cultures are
respected and integrated in any joint endeavour.

Somerset: The Challenge of the Place
7. The FOLGIS report has a focus on the organisational challenges and opportunities which
provide a compelling case for change; services could cost less and provide better
experiences for residents.
8. In our view there are additional drivers for change that are reliant on a deep knowledge
of the County and the way in which communities and services relate to each other. The
issues and their solutions cannot be understood purely by looking at who is responsible
for what in governance terms, the system is complex and we need to understand how
different parts relate to each other.
9. There are a set of issues that are generated by change at a regional, even national level
for which the solutions are dependent on localised action, as well as local issues that
require action at county wide level to be addressed properly.
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County wide problems requiring localised action:
Population increase and an aging population
31. The population of Somerset is set to grow by 12% over the next 22 years to 2041 to
624,800
32. The population of Somerset is an aging one and, in common with the rest of the UK. in
the year to June 2017, Somerset’s population is estimated to have grown by 0.7% to a
total of 555,195. However, the annual growth rate amongst the 65-74 years group was
2.4%. This compares against the national average of 1.5%t. Almost one-quarter (24.1%)
of Somerset’s population is aged 65 years or older and c. 11% are aged 75 years or older.
33. Positively, life expectancy in Somerset, currently 80.5 years for men and 84.1 for
women, has been rising steadily and is consistently higher than for England (79.2 and
82.9 years respectively). However, the gap between total and healthy life expectancy is
increasing, and an average person can expect to spend the last 16 years of life in ill
health. As the Somerset population structure becomes more aged over time and if life
expectancy continues to rise we can expect to see more of the population experiencing
ill health unless our strategies become more effective.
34. As the population ages, so the demand for adult social care and supported housing will
rise too.
35. More information is needed on what this might mean for care services, which represent
one of the largest costs to Councils. The clear view articulated in the JSNA is that
prevention is the key to the future, that the increases in population and the substantial
increase in people over 80 in the next few years will place an unsustainable burden on
services if the same proportion of that larger population continue to require services at
the current rate.
36. What works in reducing demand for care services is complex. Service based approaches
such as a focus on re-ablement and assessment processes that focus on strengths and
capabilities rather than simply needs are all useful, but all the evidence points toward
keeping people active physically and socially through connection to others1.
37. As the JSNA states
“Being lonely has been found to have the same adverse impact on health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day.
Loneliness can affect people at all ages and in all circumstances, and whilst old age or rural isolation are
undoubtedly contributors, the cumulative risk, based on factors such as living alone, low income and
transport, is highest in the more deprived communities. Groups such as widowed, older homeowners living
alone and unmarried, middle-aged people (with long term conditions) and younger, ‘rootless’ renters have
a high risk of loneliness”

31.
31. 1 Somerset, Our County 2017 - Ageing Well
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There are excellent examples of working to minimise isolation in Somerset already: For
example in Frome isolated people who have
health problems are supported by
community groups and volunteers. The
number of emergency admissions to
hospital has fallen significantly. While across
the whole of Somerset emergency hospital
admissions rose by 29% during the three
years of the study, in Frome they fell by
17%.
38. All of these examples require coordinated and focussed activity through all
levels and across all elements of the public
service system to provide strategic direction
and localised action. Ending isolation
requires intimate knowledge of and active
presence in communities.
39. This is not about the provision of formal
services, it is about the community being
engaged with the community at the level, for example, of shopkeepers and postal
service workers, people keeping an eye out for those who are in danger of isolation and
having the ability to respond. Strengthening this way of working will be a key test of any
proposition for improvement.
Rural sparsity
36. Rurality is a key challenge for Somerset. We have a very diverse population and, in the
case of West Somerset, the most dispersed population in England. We are
geographically large relative to population and, when linked to the fact that many
residents live in rural locations, and are ageing, this leads to increased social isolation
and loneliness.
37. Because of this sparsity transport is a real challenge. The diversity of the population
makes it too challenging to deliver a meaningful and sustainable public transport
system. This compounds issues around isolation for the older members of society, but
also restricts students’ ability to travel to college, to a part-time job or to socialise with
friends. As funding has reduced, so has the network of public transport across the
county, which impacts on our retail centres, on residents’ access to health care and
other services. Transport is an issue which is unlikely ever to be addressed at a whole
county level, or by a major provider.
38. There is a need for community-based transport to become more prevalent in the future.
There are plenty of examples of such schemes again operating at a hyper-local level2
31.
2

See NALC Points of Light for examples of for in excess of 10 schemes run locally on a not for profit basis.
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39. The aging population and rural sparsity are but two examples of the need for joined-up
multi-layer working as this gives us the best platform from which to work to reduce
demand.

County wide issues requiring regional/ sub-regional action
Employment and skills
40. Average pay in Somerset is below the national average, at £26,532 compared with
£28,758 across the UK. Somerset has a higher concentration of employment in the
aerospace and food and drink sectors compared with the national level. Somerset has
more people qualified to a lower level (1 or 2) and few at level 3 and 4 compared to the
national average and this is reflected in our productivity which is correspondingly low.
41. The world of work is currently experiencing major disruption due to changes in
workplace technology especially Artificial intelligence and Robotic Process Automation.
This change can represent a real opportunity if places understand and can take
advantage of those changes, leading by example, promoting them to industry but also
understanding the potential impact on the workforce and taking steps to manage the
transition in the current situation and near future.
42. A lack of skills, particularly high-level and science, technology, engineering and
mathematics (STEM) skills, has been highlighted as a key barrier to productivity growth,
with some small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) unable to easily find and acquire
the necessary talent to drive growth.
43. There is a recognition that addressing this issue requires action on a large scale and
investment to transform the problem and unlock greater productivity. That is why it is
one of the proposed areas in the Heart of the South West statement of intent for a
devolution deal that would
● Join-up local accountable funding for education and skills
● give a flexible single funding pot for investment
● give a platform for discussion with Government on fiscal reforms that incentivise
investment
● deliver a single public estate aligning national and local resources.

Infrastructure and connectivity
44. In July 2013, the Department for Transport released new road traffic projections to the
year 2040 based on its National Transport Model (NTM). Using projections on
population, economic growth, fuel prices, technological advances and current long-term
transport strategies, all road traffic volumes in England are projected to rise by more
than 20% in the next decade and over 40% by 2040.
45. Local circumstances could be heavily affected by this trend and the detrimental impact
on potential economic growth, as well as climate change, is substantial.
46. As in other parts of this Somerset picture what is clear is the need for area wide action
to enable behaviour change locally. In particular the need for an increase in broadband
data speeds will be necessary for people to work remotely or from home to diminish the
need for travel.
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47. This is another item on the HotSW devolution statement of intent where it sets out a
desire for:
●
●
●
●

Exploration of additional powers to support our growing population and economy
Locally pooled funding and greater financial independence and certainty
Greater local control over infrastructure and resilience budgets and decision-making
Extension of the Strategic National Corridor to include Plymouth.

Housing
48. Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA) key findings are;







Excluding West Somerset, the analysis suggests a need for 2,355 dwellings per
annum, this includes a need for 955 Affordable homes per annum
The focus of need is for 2 & 3 bedroom market housing and 1 or 2 bedroom
dwellings in the social/affordable rental sector
There is demand for medium sized properties from newly forming households and
those seeking to 'downsize'
There may be a need for 395 specialist units of accommodation for older people
(sheltered or extra-care housing) per annum, and
An additional 186 registered care bedspaces per annum
The SHMA also considers the potential impact on housing need of the Hinkley C
construction project

49. One of the most important challenges faced by Somerset is meeting the increasing
demand for housing for both private and social housing.
50. Housing in Somerset is complicated by a number of factors, including the rural nature of
the county and the impact of Hinkley C. Rurality makes Somerset a desirable location
for inward migration, fuelling local property prices. Lack of affordable housing
contributes to the challenge of retaining younger people, and their skills, within
Somerset. The sheer volume of workers at Hinkley C is pushing up rental values and the
number of unlicensed House in Multiple Occupation. EDF has provided £7.5m of
funding for additional housing capacity in SwaT, Sedgemoor and North Somerset, but
this does not extend to Mendip and South Somerset. We are seeing a growing
affordability gap in housing across Somerset; on average, households could need at least
7.6 times their earnings to be able to afford to purchase a home.
Social Mobility
51. Social mobility, particularly in coastal/rural areas is a particular challenge in Somerset.
For example, the West Somerset area has the lowest social mobility in the country in the
Government’s social mobility index, ranking 324th out of 324 local authority areas
(albeit this may change as a result of the creation of the new Somerset West and
Taunton Council, the issues in this part of the district will not ‘disappear’). This means
that a disadvantaged young person growing up in West Somerset has the least chance of
anywhere in the country of improving their prospects. Only 26% of school leavers go to
university, the national average being 46%, and less than half of the top performing
areas. Average household earnings are also the lowest in the country, at £16,000, and
less than half that of the top performing areas. 41% of jobs are paid below the the
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Applicable Wage Foundation’s living wage, reflecting that three low paying sectors
(restaurants and hotels, retail and wholesale, health and social care) make up 52% of all
jobs in the areas, compared to England’s average of 36%. Here, as in many rural areas,
access to public transport is patchy and travel to work can take four times longer than
in urban settings.

Conclusion; the challenge of the Place
52. There are a number of key themes which any connected action must be focused on at a
macro and micro scale, they are;
●
●
●
●
●

Managing/reducing demand
Giving people the opportunity to decide their own futures
Responding to the ongoing challenge of reducing / insufficient funding levels
Delivering inclusive benefit
Delivering increased productivity in the economy and from that, greater quality of
life
● Working in partnership and focussing on outcomes for our residents and
communities.
53. Despite our strengths Somerset has challenges to overcome;
●
●
●
●

Economic productivity that remains below the national and regional average.
Poorer levels of public sector funding compared to other areas.
Meeting the needs of a growing and ageing Somerset population.
Inequalities in:
 Educational outcomes.
 Economic opportunity.
 Access to services.
 Life chances and aspirations.
 The need for more housing and infrastructure.
 Many people and communities remain digitally excluded
 Many people suffer from poor physical or mental health and wellbeing.
54. What the examples above show is the need for connected action vertically through the
layers of local government and horizontally across the public sector. There are
substantial areas of expenditure where localised action is the only way to reduce
demand on the bigger system and equally, areas where problems in localities will only
be relieved by action at scale. The opportunity is to join up those parts of the system
through greater dialogue, transparency and an understanding acceptance of everyone’s
part in making this work.

Financial challenges
55. The FOLGIS report outlined the specific challenges facing the individual councils over the
lifetime of the respective medium-term financial plans.
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56. The report also identified the expected savings that could accrue from the
implementation of the various options. The table set out on page 51 of the FOLGIS
report sets out the potential savings and costs of implementation of the various
programmes.
57. However, in the opinion of the Team three key aspects are missing from the report that
would need to be developed in order for any decisions to be based on robust financial
predictions.
58. The first is the predicted payback periods and when they would start to return benefits
to the Councils. The options from a purely financial perspective are evenly matched,
however options 2 and 4 would start to pay back more quickly than structural solutions.
Number

Option

Savings (up to)

Implementation

Payback start

Payback duration

1

As is

Defecit

As individual

Now

As per individual
MTFS

2&4

Get fit and share then
new ways of working

£32m +

£80m

1 year

In 2 years

3 years

In 4 years

3a

One Unitary

£47m

£82m

3-4 years

In 3 years

3b

2 Unitary

£80m

£111m

3-4 years

In 3 years

3c or d

3 Unitary

£80m

£111m

3-4 years

In 3 years

£16m

59. The second is a longer-term view of the demand pressures faced by the respective
organisations as a result of population growth and the changing age profile across the
area. The key issue is not the relative amounts promised by the pursuit of the different
options but their sufficiency beyond the life time of current Medium Term Financial
Strategies.
60. This issue is reflected nationally: The 2016 EY report ‘Independent Analysis of
Governance Scenarios and Public Service Reform in County Areas’, commissioned by the
County Councils Network concluded that
● “If two-tier county areas choose to follow the structure of the most financially
effective scenario and reorganise themselves into single tier unitary authorities
they could achieve total savings of up to £2.9bn [nationally]. Whilst considerable
these savings would only partially narrow the gap between cost pressures and
available funds over the next decade and so more will need to be done. The
challenge therefore is not to simply evaluate each scenario in terms of its
ability to generate savings, but rather to identify the scenarios that relate best
to the public service reform agenda, and hence create the most appropriate
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platform for sustainability, transformation and continuous improvement into
the future.”
61. The third is a greater understanding of the financial interdependence of the
organisations. This can be achieved by moving beyond a simple focus on individual
organisations service budgets toward a consideration of the costs associated with user
journeys across the system and a deeper understanding of where cost lies currently and
the change required for the future.
62. Different elements of expenditure are born by different organisations as users journey
across the system. As an example the following diagram shows the journey of a child
through the care system, the colour shading shows where the expenditure is most
concentrated. The first diagram shows the ‘as is’ and the second diagram the ‘to be’
position if the system as a whole is to become more efficient and reduce in line with
budget pressures.

63. The work of Councils such as Greater Manchester has been to focus on investment in
interventions across the whole system rather than a discrete focus on individual
budgets. The emphasis is on what works based on evidence. Taking this approach
enables greater collaboration as each agency can see its own contribution to the whole
system and decisions can be made about where investment is needed to reduce costs
overall, and avoid cost ‘shunting’ between different organisations.
64. This example shows the reality of the way in which the actions of one organisation in the
system has consequences for others. For Somerset this means that whilst some
organisations financial positions may appear relatively comfortable, difficulties
experienced by one organisation will have a knock-on effect on others.
65. Further work is needed therefore to calculate demand trends across the whole system,
especially in relation to key citizen journeys to understand what the pressures are,
where costs lie and what investment is required in order to realise the financial and
service benefits.

9

Benefits realisation, culture and structural change
66. Local Government in England lacks any robust longitudinal study of the impacts of
structural reorganisations on the predicted versus realised benefits.
67. However certain things are apparent currently:
● That the change of tone but not necessarily of policy in Ministry of Housing Communities &
Local Government (MHCLG) approach to local government reorganisation has spawned a
number of bids, some of which are contradictory and competitive across specific areas and
that the volume of these, together with separate or related devolution bids has caused a
decision making queue in central government which has caused considerable frustration
across the spectrum. The wait to receive the blessing of the Secretary of State in terms of
s/he being ‘minded’ to back certain proposals is measured in years not months, unless in
response to a crisis (as in Northamptonshire).
● Once approval is gained then the creation of a shadow authority and the recruitment of
senior postholders and the election of members to get to a functioning organisation on
vesting day can take another year.

68. Anecdotal evidence from studies such as that carried out by Shared Intelligence in 2017
interviewed Chief Executives after reorganisations stated that
● “Several of the 19 interviewees also reported some councils “struggled to move on” once
the new organisation was created and “lacked impetus and/or ambition to fully exploit the
powers they secured”

69. Further anecdotal evidence from the SOLACE review of the round of local government
reorganisation reported that
● “For a two year period the whole focus was on the final structure and this resulted in little
real partnership working between counties and districts and indeed between districts”

● “As always with restructuring Members and officers became very self-centred and real
customer focus was lost. Many of us felt that the LGR process up to final decision resulted in
a two year vacuum for the development of local government services”

70. Against this backdrop, any assessment of the impact of structural change needs to take
the current state of relationships into consideration. A set of stakeholder interviews,
conducted at the same time as the development of the FOLGIS report found that
● “The absence of a shared sense of purpose makes the task of reorganising local government
more difficult and increases the risks”
● “Respondents reported a strong desire for effective partnership working. This is
not yet matched by the practice, which is patchy despite many good examples.
The councils themselves set a poor example with the relationships between
them”

71. The respondents, considering the response to austerity to date contrasted two
approaches, clearly preferring the latter
● “Statutory partners prioritise, raise assessment criteria, and push the burden onto
others, including into the community. This organisation by organisation approach
is unsustainable”
● “Change ways of working, innovate, and begin thinking systemically. This has led to new
forms of collaborative working, and new models of services – often preventative, place
based, cross-sector, multi-agency, data driven, and person-centred. The model remains
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emergent, nascent, and fragile – but with it lies the hope of a better future for the people of
Somerset”

72. The equivalent of local government reorganisation in the commercial world is mergers
and acquisitions (M&A) and there is a wealth of literature that contains lessons for the
public sector on the best ways to bring organisations together productively.
73. A clear conclusion is that benefits ‘on paper’ may fail to be realised without adequate
care for the manner of the merger. Forced mergers, sometimes referred to as ‘hostile
takeovers’ are becoming more rare because of the difficulties of manifesting benefits. In
order to retain the best from the original organisations it is important for people to feel
that they are not being ‘taken over’, that one organisation is now ‘dominant’ or in the
‘ascendancy’. This can be the case even where the initial relationship between the
organisations is seen as highly desirable.3
74. The case for a collaborative and initially non-structural solution is in part based on
●

●

The need to realise benefits quickly and the potential delay, distraction and
disruption that structural change would cause, with potentially 4 years to get to
tangible benefits, whereas work could start now on collaborative solutions and
begin to deliver benefits quickly.
That the relationships between the organisations means that any structural
solution is likely to be experienced as hostile and the system could lose dedicated
and competent people

Conclusions: The compelling case for deeper collaboration
75. Making the change fit the place: Somerset is a dispersed and rural county and the
challenges it faces require close co-operation between the tiers of local government.
The examples above show the need for connected action vertically through the layers of
local government and horizontally across the public sector. There are substantial areas
of expenditure where localised action is the only way to reduce demand on the bigger
system and equally, areas where problems in localities will only be relieved by action at
scale. The opportunity is to join up those parts of the system through greater dialogue,
transparency and an understanding acceptance of everyone’s part in making this work.
It is clear from the background evidence, initiatives and strategies that there is a
underlying theme of needing to quantify the demand for services and, determining the
means by which preventative interventions can be developed across the public sector
improving efficiency, and realise savings. The imperative is collaboration across the
whole system, to secure the contribution of formal statutory partners but also to tap in
to the capacity of third sector and community capacity. The programme plan indicates
the approach which could be adopted in order to develop these the activities and
themes for collaborative working.
76. The financial challenge needs to be further understood in order to take or recommend
any firm decisions. The clear goal is to ensure a platform for financial sustainability not
just to find the cheapest form of administration, otherwise there is the potential for
short term savings to undermine longer and more enduring solutions. Leading edge
31.
3

See in particular One Reason Mergers Fail: The Two Cultures Aren’t Compatible. Gelfand et al, Harvard
Business Review October 2018
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practice shows the need to move beyond reducing budgets with a limited view of the
consequences to understanding where cost lies in the journey of citizens across systems,
and ensuring that interventions are aimed at preventing high cost demand and
improving the experience of people in our communities.
77. Work to deliver savings and improvements needs to start now, to take advantage of the
relative, though short term, financial stability across the 5 Councils. Benefits can be
derived from collaborative work in the short term whereas the typical ‘time to benefit’
of structural options is in excess of four years during which many people are distracted
by uncertainty about their place in the new arrangements causing them to take their
“eye off the ball” of public service in the intervening period.
78. There is an appetite for close co-operation and examples of excellence in collaboration
to deliver better outcomes in Somerset. If this can be tapped into we will generate a
healthier, better and more sustainable set of arrangements across the County. There is,
however, a need for deeper trust and cooperation which, whilst growing, is not yet
sufficient. The challenge is to create a favourable atmosphere in which to introduce the
necessary improvements so that people experience change as constructive
Somerset Internal Consultancy Team
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