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The objective of this very brief paper is to sketch out how local spending reviews can be turned from chore to opportunity.  The data already published shows clearly two things.  First that raw data is meaningless, second that we need context to create meaning.  

What is that this data actually contains? Potentially it shows how much of total spending is being invested by authorities in the communities that they represent.  It can show what contribution is being made to the regeneration and sustainability of communities.   In addition it could be used to demonstrate how social and environmental policy is being delivered and how effectively the strategic aims of the organisation are being met.

Sadly all of this potential is wasted if spending data is not first compiled within the context of strategic objectives. Second the data needs to be used within a procurement mechanism that maximises this prioritisation.  Finally the impacts on communities of this activity need to be recorded by use of meaningful measures across economic, social, and environmental sustainability.

How could this be achieved?

In effect spending reviews are records of procurement activity.  In order to deliver the real value the reviews need three elements added to them.

First we need to relate spending to policy.  Why are we spending this money to achieve what aims?  All procurement is now meant to be sustainable so how do these spending records demonstrate this? All authorities have corporate, community, and procurement strategies, but in our experience these do not relate to each other.  Neither routinely does the actual process of procurement reflect the objectives of these strategies.  In fact a spending review should relate closely.  For example what % of spend contributed to the delivery of the community strategy?  This is perfectly possible but not until we have the integrated approach described below.

Second we need to release not raw data but processed data that is meaningful for communities.  The simplest way to do this is by adding key elements to the data.  For example if we wanted to use economic impact we can add the postcode of where the supplier is based.  This then enables us to capture immediately an indicative economic impact for the community with no further data (other than the constants derived by using the variation of the LM3 model developed in the North East across all 25 councils).  Further work has been commissioned by emda and is currently underway to identify other measures that can indicate accurately similar impacts for social and very importantly environmental impacts.  These generic measures are currently being tested with the tier one supply chain.   A prerequisite of these KPI’s is that they must be meaningful and usable within current procurement regulations, quantifiable, and auditable.

Third we need to embed these KPI’s within the procurement process so that as priorities are decided at a strategic level and then expressed in meaningful KPI’s they are then included as standard within the procurement process.  We then need to capture the impact of these within the delivery of the goods or service.   By making this a standard and automated part of monitoring we can then complete the circle and demonstrate with authority what the impact of spending is on communities. This information is what then gives real meaning to the spending review.

The above is a sketch of what could be done.  In fact much of this is already in place.  All that is really needed is a joining together of these elements into a coherent whole.  If this was done what might be the benefits?

· For communities for the first time it would enable individuals, groups, and businesses to see how spending was directed and what the impacts of that spending was directly on their community.  This would also mean that the communities would be able to express a view on the prioritisation of objectives and their delivery.  

· For the organisation it would enable them to show how the strategic objectives of the community and their organisation were being delivered, not only in terms of headline figures but actual impacts.  In addition the adoption of an outcome based approach would also provide direct evidence of performance for CAA and other national requirements.  It is in fact likely to demonstrate that far higher returns are already being delivered but they go unreported because of a lack of the mechanism described.

· For national policy delivery standard spending data could be directly accumulated in a meaningful way.  This would enable a much better methodology for joining policy both across national ministries such as Berr, and Defra , but also and critically bridging the gap between national, region, and local service delivery and policy.

This note is just that but it is not imagination.  25 local authorities in the North East have already used LM3 to assess spending impact.   The work of Emda in establishing meaningful sustainable procurement KPI’s and South Tyne in matching procurement types to social clauses are just a few examples of how the necessary methodologies are being put in place.  Other work demonstrating how large public and private organisations can deliver and measure environmental and social benefits are also underway.

Community Spending reviews should be seen as the opportunity to bring all of this together, left as it is it will be just another missed opportunity.
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