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CONVENTION OF THE HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS 
SHARED SERVICES, A CASE STUDY BY ORKNEY ISLANDS COUNCIL               
Introduction
Orkney’s Efficient Government initiative has been led by Orkney Islands Council and NHS Orkney, with other members of Orkney’s Community Planning Partnership playing a major role in particular areas under review.  Our proposals are based on a geographical model, which generates efficiencies through closer working by different agencies within Orkney.  
We have built on our shared experience of community planning to see what can be achieved when organisations engage in a free and frank debate.  We have looked for common ground where we can share expertise and combine forces to work more efficiently.  We want to see managers freed up to do their front-line jobs, with seamless back-up from a support team equally expert in their field.  Councillors, board members and officers have all made a determined effort to break down the barriers which have historically separated the services within and between our different organisations.  
As members of a small islands community, we are all accustomed to working closely together, and have inbuilt advantages — such as co-terminosity — which make local co-operation easy and natural.  This is a strength on which we have built in seeking an imaginative way to meet the challenges of the Efficient Government agenda.  

Joint Working/Support Services background 

Government, both at UK and Scottish levels has concerns regarding efficiency and productivity within the UK public sector. In certain areas of business practice the public sector is perceived to be lagging behind the best of the private sector. There is a case for modernisation in such areas as customer service, the effective use of IT and the joined up delivery of services, which few would dispute.

The majority of local authorities would argue that they are providing better value services than ever before, and with more accountability. However, local government must be able to demonstrate that it is achieving continuous improvement if it is to be able to continue to command a central role in the delivery of public services.  The debate must include acknowledgement of the benefits accruing to a community from local decision making and the local delivery of services. 

The Efficient Government Initiative was announced in June 2004, and was seen as Scotland’s response to Sir Peter Gershon’s review of public sector efficiency (Releasing resources to the front line, HMSO, 2004).   An Efficient Government Fund (EGF) worth £60 million over two years has been established to help deliver savings on an "invest to save" basis. The Efficient Government initiative explicitly requires "the complete co-operation of all public sector bodies", and bids to the EGF must involve two or more bodies from the public and/or voluntary and community sector.

What does this mean to us in Orkney?

The focus in Orkney is to build capacity within the organisations involved to meet increasing service pressures.  Designing support services which are flexible and effective in meeting the needs of service departments is fundamentally important.  The areas we reviewed included the key services of procurement, IT and human resources.  All parties agree that the availability or otherwise of resources from the Efficient Government Fund should not be the main driver of any potential changes. However, if the scheme can be used as a catalyst to progress changes which might well be strategically desirable, in that they have the potential to improve services and/or cut costs, then it should be so used.

Some of the areas selected for review had previously been considered as potential candidates for closer working, but competing priorities had limited the organisational capacity necessary to progress change.  Both OIC and NHS Orkney are small organisations and it is envisaged that the Efficient Government initiative—by providing added incentive and resources—will act as a catalyst to bring about a step-change in the delivery of support services in Orkney.  
A joint working prospectus has been drafted which outlines various forms of engagement at activity level, from relatively straightforward and non-binding patterns of joint working, through to joint provision with some jointly funded posts, and a longer-term form requiring merged organisations.  It is acknowledged that the appropriate level of joint working may vary from one support activity to another, and the reviews conducted during stage 1 were intended to determine the appropriate model for each of the support services under consideration.

Why did we take this approach?

Joint working has particular relevance to Orkney.  Orkney is small in terms of population and finance, but has a strong sense of identity and community cohesion, providing natural advantages for integrated working.   Short lines of communication mean change can be realized quickly.  Co-terminosity means there is often more synergy to be gained from a local solution than a national one.
Both the Council and NHS Orkney are under significant financial pressure. Staff costs account for by far the largest proportion of Council spending, and the Council’s comparatively low staffing levels are borne out by Joint Staffing Watch figures published by the Scottish Executive and COSLA.  It can therefore be argued that there is only modest scope for the Council to achieve spending reductions on its own without this impacting on service delivery—the scenario specifically warned against by Gershon.  Instead our project focuses more on using time-releasing savings to build capacity within the organisations.
In terms of Governance, the OIC and NHS Orkney already work in partnership within the community planning framework.  The Local Government in Scotland Act (2003) places a duty on local authorities and their partners to deliver Best Value and to engage in Community Planning. OIC and NHS Orkney are both founder members of the Orkney Community Planning Partnership.  They have a common interest in reducing overhead costs and improving efficiency, which will increase the resources available to their service users.  Both partners are committed to progressing the project under the community planning structures in place.  

Efficient Government project 

The Council and NHS Orkney submitted a joint stage 1 bid to the Efficient Government Fund in January 2005.  The bid requested funding to commission consultancy services to conduct fast-track joint reviews of the services under consideration (IT, procurement, property management and maintenance, vehicle management and maintenance, patient/service user transport, personnel/staff training).  The output would be a set of recommendations for the most efficient structure and modus operandi for each of these services.  Orkney’s stage 1 bid was accepted on 13th May 2005, one of the first 7 bids to secure funding to progress to stage 2. 

The aim of the project is to improve the management and delivery of support services in both the OIC and NHS Orkney, by means of closer working and/or integration of selected support services.  

Objectives of the project are:

1. To effect significant time-releasing savings, and cash-releasing savings where achievable, in accordance with the objectives of the Efficient Government Initiative.

2. To enable each support service to achieve critical mass so that it operates more efficiently and to find opportunities for change in a managed fashion which respects the differing organisational cultures in each partner organisation.

3. To improve productivity, by means of optimising deployment of staff time, improving services, reducing duplication of effort, or contracting out spare capacity.  

4. To make support services more flexible and effective in meeting the support needs of service departments, building upon experience and eliminating possible organisational risk

5. To improve career prospects for staff, and thereby improve recruitment and retention, an increasingly critical issue in Orkney.

6. To demonstrate the case for retention of control over public services within the Islands, and to retain local jobs and services, which might otherwise be relocated south, in order to reduce the risk of the Efficient Government Initiative exacerbating Orkney’s existing depopulation.

7. To examine the opportunities to extend joint working, where appropriate, to all other public sector partners within Orkney.

A number of support services were subject to review as a result of stage 1 funding.  The options likely to deliver the best return on investment in terms of efficiency have been included in the Stage 2 Bid, which requests help with the start-up costs of introducing organisational changes that should deliver long-term sustainable cash-, and particularly, time-releasing efficiency savings.

In terms of governance and management, the project was directed by an Efficient Government Steering Group, with board and officer level representation from Orkney Islands Council, NHS Orkney and Orkney Enterprise.  The Policy and Implementation Group (Orkney Community Planning Partnership’s main steering group) has subsequently agreed to monitor and oversee the project longer term.  Review Teams were drawn from key operational staff within each support activity and review reports were written by managers or external consultants, depending on the circumstances of each team.  
As well as the Policy and Implementation Group, Orkney Community Planning Partnership groups also agreed to endorse the project.  Organisations represented directly on these groups include: Careers Scotland, Communities Scotland, Highlands & Islands Fire Brigade, Historic Scotland, JobcentrePlus, NHS Orkney, Northern Constabulary, Orkney College, Orkney Enterprise Ltd, Orkney Housing Association Ltd, Orkney Islands Council, Procurator Fiscal, Scottish Water, SEERAD, SEPA, SNH, VisitOrkney, and Voluntary Action Orkney.

Review work has been undertaken in all of the proposed support services, and the resulting reports have been analysed to identify elements which would be eligible for inclusion in the Stage 2 bid.  The criteria for inclusion are:

· projects must be multi-agency and deliver efficiency gains to two or more partners, i.e. OIC, NHS Orkney, and other agencies as applicable;

· there is evidence that projects could deliver demonstrable savings, in the form of either cash or staff time;

· there is a requirement for spend-to-save investment which cannot be raised from any other source.

The preferred options for each of the support services under consideration are as follows:
Procurement
Procurement practice in both OIC and NHSO was reviewed, and compared with best practice elsewhere.  NHSO has considerable experience of centralised procurement, stock control and framework contracts, while OIC has experience in negotiating utilities and ICT procurement.  The review reported substantial potential savings in procurement of commodities, both on price and on efficiencies in transaction costs through electronic ordering and invoicing.  It is proposed to establish a joint procurement office with a joint Head of Procurement, plus administrative and IT support, to handle procurement jointly across both partners.  The review looked into framework contracts and concluded that participation by OIC could yield substantial savings on commodities such as stationery.  Modernisation of procurement by such means as statement billing and e-procurement were considered, and how this might best be expedited.  A key local consideration would be the effect of change on local suppliers, and how they could be assisted to take advantage of modernisation to mutual advantage.  This proposal is in line with the recommendations of the McClelland review of Scottish public sector procurement, and the partner agencies have begun to draft a joint framework for procurement, which will be informed by the Procurement Policy Handbook recommended by McClelland.
Human resources and staff training

Both NHS Orkney and Orkney Islands Council have small Personnel/HR teams covering all aspects of the work from recruitment through industrial relations to health and safety.  This review found scope to develop shared services within Orkney across much of the Personnel/HR function.  It initially focuses on the potential to develop joint training, since this is considered by both NHS Orkney and OIC to be a strategic imperative and will demonstrate for the medium term, the ability for both to work in partnership in a key area of service delivery.  In the longer run, scope exists for a significant cost saving through a joint service which could be integrated as far as the separate organisations allow. The introduction of a joint training manager is key to this because, with present staffing and budget constraints, both Heads are involved in day to day training issues in the absence of an effective specialist training manager and an appointment will free both up to work on the wider strategic HR role where the scope for integration exists.

Information technology

A comprehensive review of ICT operations across OIC and NHSO was undertaken by SoCITM Consulting (the consulting arm of the Society of Information Technology Managers).  The review made 33 recommendations, the potential benefits of which were categorised according to the Scottish Executive ratings A-F.  Several of the recommendations were cost free or cost neutral, and will be included in regular service development plans.  Eight of the recommendations were identified as potentially eligible for Efficient Government funding since their identified benefits included cost reduction and improved efficiency, but they required initial investment which was otherwise unobtainable by either party.   Some further work narrowed this list down to three top priorities which were considered to have the greatest potential for improved efficiency through joint working:  disaster recovery/business continuity, remote working and "centres of excellence".   While models are available for the planning and implementation of these types of project elsewhere, the partnership feels that, rather than rely on these, it would be prudent to conduct further research into the costs and benefits that would accrue under the unique and specific conditions pertaining in Orkney.  Consequently, this bid is seeking assistance to fund a second round of more detailed work to quantify the costs and benefits of these priority areas, in the knowledge that there are genuine efficiencies to be gained and — in the case of remote working — significant potential economic benefits to some of Orkney’s most remote communities.

Property management and maintenance

A review of property maintenance arrangements across OIC, NHS Orkney and Orkney Housing Association Ltd (OHAL) found potential for joint working under various different models, depending on the particular service under consideration; for example, joint provision of out-of-hours emergency maintenance —currently undertaken jointly by OIC and OHAL — could be extended to include NHSO.  Joint planning and delivery could be appropriate for cyclical services such as exterior decoration and window cleaning, and complete merger for general cleaning services.  Common to all the options was the need for a shared co-ordinator, and it is proposed to create a post of Joint Working Property Maintenance Co-ordinator to identify specific areas of common work in property maintenance across all three providers and seek to reduce/remove practices that constitute duplication.  The Coordinator would also seek to quantify the potential for cash releasing savings through rationalisation (e.g. a single emergency repairs helpdesk), and consequent time-releasing savings for the three providers.  

Non-emergency patient/service user transport
This specialist area of provision was split off from the main review of transport services and undertaken by a multi-agency team.  The review was concerned with developing the current special needs transport system in Orkney, across the Scottish Ambulance Service, NHS Orkney, Orkney Disability Forum and Orkney Islands Council.  The proposed model aims to meet the increased need for special needs transport, through a reduction in the duplication, and corresponding increase in capacity of these services, by coordinating existing resources. This could be achieved with a structure which was similar to the current one, with all of the partners retaining full responsibility for their service user transport and booking systems, and full control over their own vehicles and staff.  The major difference would be that Dial-a-Bus would assume the role of central transport coordinator, to coordinate the joint provision across the partner agencies. Such a development would be efficient and cost effective, while retaining the provision of ‘mobile care settings’ able to meet the varied and often complex needs of patients and service users.  

Transport services (vehicle management and maintenance)
This service was reviewed jointly across both OIC and NHS Orkney to assess the potential for efficiency savings through joint working.  There are substantial differences in the scale of current service provision.  OIC maintains a workshop for the maintenance of its fleet of 515 vehicles and mobile plant.  NHS Orkney has a fleet of only 27 small vehicles, which are maintained by local garages.  The OIC workshop was found to be under-resourced but efficient, and vehicle maintenance costs were highly competitive by industry standards.  The review investigated whether there was scope for the OIC workshop to maintain the NHSO fleet, but concluded that there was no capacity at present to take on any more work, and no potential benefit to NHS Orkney in terms of cost.   Consequently, this review will not form part of Orkney’s EG submission, although it is nonetheless considered to have been a worthwhile exercise and has yielded some very useful information which will help to inform the planning of future investment in the service by other means.  

Catering

Catering provision was reviewed across OIC and NHS Orkney.  The review focused initially on procurement of catering supplies, and generated some useful supporting data for the proposals above on Procurement.  In addition, the review assessed the potential for further work on the infrastructure and provision of catering services more generally across Orkney.  Scope for efficiency savings was identified in the provision of meals in clients’ homes — these are currently cooked individually by Home Care staff and there is no provision of pre-cooked meals (e.g. meals on wheels), and rationalisation of production — significant opportunities exist for the rationalisation of services provided by OIC’s Community Social Services and Education departments at locations in close proximity.  In addition, the Balfour Hospital kitchens are scheduled for replacement in the near future.  A pre-requisite of either option was considered to be joint management of catering across Orkney, but this would be less easily realised than the joint posts proposed in other areas.  Given the complexity of the existing service provision, it was concluded that a more extensive review would be required, preferably conducted by staff already familiar with the services, on secondment from both authorities, before the costs and benefits of the various options could be fully quantified.  

Why will the project work?

Community planning places great value on building connections locally and developing vibrant local services, managed and delivered by individuals with a personal stake in the local community.  OIC and NHS Orkney already have several joint posts operating successfully, including two key posts in support services (Communications Officer and Emergency Planning Officer).  In addition, a number of posts are employed by the Council but partly funded by NHS Orkney through resource transfer.  The two organisations are accustomed to working closely together and their small size means that staff get to know each other well and have a good working relationship.

Both partners are ideally placed to expand their cooperative endeavours, and to bring in other partners, as the opportunity arises, from within the community planning partnership.  It is envisaged that support services could be provided with and/or for other agencies, should they wish, once the project is up and running.   A recent study in conjunction with Orkney Enterprise has identified further opportunities for convergent work. 
The main benefits anticipated from the project are stated above.  For Orkney, there is particular benefit in any solution which retains jobs locally, in order to avoid exacerbating the depopulation which threatens the survival of the community as a whole.  The Orkney Community Planning Partnership is concerned about the deeply damaging effect upon the economic and social fabric of Orkney of further centralisation of local services.  Local experience of rationalisation of services within national agencies is that jobs have tended to move south.  The need to ensure Orkney’s survival has already brought the benefit of closer co-operation between the lead agencies in this project.  

This type of extended joint working is an ambitious and challenging project. While tailored to the particular circumstances and ambitions of an Islands community, it is a model which could be relevant to other isolated rural communities.  To that extent, it is ground breaking, as it seeks to move towards an altogether new form of public sector provision.  We will continue to liaise closely with our colleagues in Shetland on the parallel work on governance they are undertaking, examining how public services could be better managed through one, newly created public body.

Cross-cutting issues for the highlands and islands

There are a number of issues arising from Orkney’s joint working project which may be common to support services in other Highland and Islands areas.  Increasing centralisation has had negative effects on rural communities, leading to a loss of local information and knowledge, and consequent decline in the quality and coherence of public services.  Yet these issues must be balanced against the diseconomies of small scale service provision.  If the quality of rural services is to be at least as good as those in urban areas, the Highlands and Islands must find new ways of working, with more joined up thinking and action on the ground to implement that thinking.  With unavoidable financial and demographic constraints at the forefront of all minds, the following general points have arisen in the course of our work:
Barriers

· Different agencies have different ways of working.  There are difficulties in getting statutory agencies to work in real partnership. 
· Partnerships can fall down because of protected budgets and power relationships related to professional practice and hierarchies.  Integrated support services is a concept which seems pragmatic but is difficult to achieve when organisations think in silos and confusion arises when different professions have different priorities.  

· Adequate time is needed to build relationships, and adequate investment is needed to resource change management.
· There are problems surrounding ICT, including the wider roll-out of broadband.  The risk of marginalising those service users without electronic resources must also be considered.
· Recruitment is difficult in rural areas as people are reluctant to relocate when it may be problematic to find other work when the contract ends, this is particularly true in relation to short-term contracts.  This is exacerbated by the fact commuting to another area is unrealistic given the geographical situation.  
· Access to labour markets is problematic in rural areas due to physical infrastructure issues such as transport and general access.

· Bureaucracy is time-intensive and often necessitates a high level of understanding.  The level of research, monitoring and reporting required is often not commensurate with the outcomes of some initiatives.
· Centralised procurement can have an effect on the local economy which must be taken into consideration.  There is a tension between the need to sustain local supplies and the need to secure best value for the public pound.
Opportunities

· In some respects, technological developments have meant that ‘place’ is becoming of secondary importance.
· There are tools in place: the Openscotland Information Age Framework (OSIAF) sets out interoperability standards to be used in the Scottish public sector, and the Customer First Programme aims to support easier to access, better integrated local services, with better use of public resources, and willingness to innovate and learn from others.

· UHI has remote learning centres, which can be utilised for upskilling the workforce, and promoting centres of excellence.

· Many people move in and around rural communities, often professionals delivering specialist services like the district nurse – these are valuable people who could perform other functions. There is much potential for remote consultations and training in the health sector.

· We can make the most of existing networks, e.g. Community Planning Partnerships, working together and building on achievements.
· Joining forces, sharing resources and co-locating can bridge boundaries in support services.  Community buildings are under-used: a school has a kitchen, an office and gym, so entrepreneurial thinking and sharing of premises could pay dividends.

· The benefits to communities are often not costed into business cases, making proposals look more expensive on paper.  Added value to the community, individual, or environment should be factored in where possible.
It is essential to raise awareness of issues such as rural poverty and place them higher on the agenda.  It needs to be accepted that it is more expensive to deliver services in rural areas than in densely populated areas.  Service delivery needs to be more people-centred, as opposed to a one size fits all approach.  Best practice needs to be shared to avoid re-invention of the wheel, and it is also important to better understand the consequences of national policy at a local level when it doesn’t work, to promote rural proofing.
Conclusion

This paper attempts to summarise a year of concentrated thought and research devoted to the question of how public services in Orkney should best be supported.  The proposals we present here have emerged with remarkably little opposition.  They have a logic which appeals to all the partner agencies involved, and should pave the way for the further development of joint working.  By pooling our resources, we will be able to “do more for the same” — an imperative in the current climate where demand for public services is galloping ahead of resources.

Public agencies in Orkney have been energized by the prospect of accelerating joint working by means of the Efficient Government initiative.  With the support of the Efficient Government Fund, we would be able to progress ideas immediately which might otherwise take years to resource.  We hope this project and any identifiable synergies will be of interest to agencies and organisations across the Highlands and Islands, so together we can further develop our experiences of joined-up working.
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