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Improvement and Innovation Board – report from Cllr Peter Fleming
INNOVATION

LGA Chosen to Manage Audit Commission Contracts  
1. I am pleased to inform colleagues that the LGA has been appointed to create a new independent company to act as a transitional body when the Audit Commission closes.  It will be responsible for managing the Commission's £85 million audit contracts, for nearly 11,000 public sector organisations, as well as the Value for Money profiles when it shuts at the end of March 2015. The transitional body will also have responsibility for working with the Department for Work and Pensions to enable the continued delivery of the Housing Benefit Count.
2. We are pleased that Government has recognised the unique strengths of the LGA which make it ideally suited to set up the transitional body and will ensure that high-quality audit continues to be delivered with stable fees. It is our aim that councils that wish to do so will have the opportunity to access external audit from a national body when the current contracts come to an end. We believe this will continue to provide the public sector nationally with the best prices for external audit. I will keep you updated on further developments.   
IMPROVEMENT 
Sector-Led Improvement: Evaluation  
3. It is over three years since the LGA published 'Taking the lead' in February 2011, setting the foundations for the current sector-led improvement approach. A lot has happened since then, with sector-led improvement now firmly established. At our most recent meeting on the 18 March, Board colleagues and I reviewed the key findings of an evaluation of the LGA’s sector-led approach; looking in-depth at what the LGA has delivered over the last 3 years, together with the outcome of the evaluation. 
4. The initial findings from the evaluation paint an extremely positive picture about the effectiveness of sector-led improvement and the support the LGA is providing and I was very pleased to brief Brandon Lewis MP about this when I met him on 2 April for one of our regular “catch ups” about sector led improvement. This is a significant achievement for the sector against the backdrop of increasing financial constraints and in the light of some scepticism from national stakeholders. These findings will be considered by the LGA Leadership Board and Executive on 10 April, and we will be thinking carefully about how we can maximize the impact and benefit of the findings, to strengthen the arguments for stronger local accountability and the role of sector-led improvement.
Local Elections: LGA Change of Control Offer 
5. As part of our offer on change of political control, we have published our latest guide to help leading members prepare for the possibility of becoming a no overall control council after this May's local elections. The guide brings together key lessons from councils that have experienced ‘no overall control’ to give leading members and their chief executives the best opportunity to prepare for such a scenario. My article in the current edition of First draws attention to the  publication which can also be downloaded from here: http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/publications/-/journal_content/56/10180/6045035/PUBLICATION 
Shared Services Map
6. The LGA has re-launched the national shared services compendium and map, which provides councils with an interactive way to learn from others who have already shared services, rather than reinventing the wheel in what can be complex arrangements to set up. The updated map – which can be accessed at www.local.gov.uk/shared-services-map - shows that at least 337 councils across the country are engaged in 383 shared service arrangements resulting in £357 million of efficiency savings.  At least 95 per cent of all English councils are sharing services with other councils.

Planning Advisory Service: Improvement Store
7. I spoke at a recent Planning Advisory Service (PAS) event for planning peers about improvement and local government. The peers were there to learn and share different ways of improving their planning services and to develop the peer offer. PAS have also launched a new ‘improvement store’ section of their website, providing a useful library of stories of improvement in council planning services. The page currently features case studies from Wolverhampton and Cornwall councils. To view these examples of good practice, visit: http://www.pas.gov.uk/improvement-store.
The Planning Quality Framework
8. The Planning Advisory Service (PAS) is also working with the sector to develop a Planning Quality Framework, a collection of tools and techniques that help councils understand how the Development Management part of their service is performing. This information can be used to benchmark performance against others and/or to plan service improvements. It is an alternative to the current way of assessing authorities based on their performance against a 13 week target. Its focus is on the things that matter to customers. It uses real-time data about planning applications and survey information provided by people that use the planning process. It allows councils to build a more rounded picture of performance and quality. It is quick and simple, and because it plots things over time is something that councils participate in every three months. To find out more, please visit the PAS website at: http://www.pas.gov.uk/web/pas-test-site/events-and-support2/-/journal_content/56/332612/5730199/ARTICLE#sthash.VIuqjU2L.dpuf
PRODUCTIVITY 

Public Service Network        
9. The deadline for all councils to be compliant with Public Service Network (PSN) standards was the 31 March. I am pleased to say that most councils are now compliant and the remaining have an agreed plan in place to achieve compliance. The risk of anyone being cut off from the Public Service Network has now receded. However, the issues highlighted throughout the last year’s compliance process need to be addressed to ensure this does not become an annual event, by improving: governance arrangements; communications and engagement; building the business case for PSN; risk modelling and processes to resolve issues / revise guidance on compliance standards. The LGA has therefore written to the leading official at Cabinet Office requesting a meeting with local government representatives to discuss how we use this learning to redesign the compliance process and accompanying communications for the coming year so we do not go through this again.
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