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Seven-year itch from the CPA

Michael Burton
The CPA had a huge impact on council service delivery, not to mention political and managerial careers. Michael Burton looks at today’s report from the Audit Commission analysing the success of the seven-year regime which has now ended.

Like it or loathe it, the CPA has made its mark on local government services, created and destroyed careers, and had an impact on performance arguably far greater than its architects originally envisaged when they looked for a successor to best value.

And, unlike its bureaucratic predecessor, with its 4,500 annual reviews, which was soon ignored by councillors and seen by them as a process to be handled by officers, the CPA rapidly made local politicians sit up and take notice. 

Faced with the prospect of being publicly dubbed ‘poor’, ‘weak’ or even ‘fair’ in national league tables, they soon took an interest in the new regime. And, in turn, with corporate and strategic management coming under the spotlight in a way best value never achieved, chief executives also found themselves in the firing line.

The CPA also enabled local government to stare Whitehall in the face, and challenge departments to undergo a similar inspection regime, so far applied in a milder fashion through the capability reviews. 

In addition, improved CPA scores have given local government greater clout when arguing for devolved powers, as Nick Raynsford notes in Viewpoint this week (page 13).

There have been other, less predicted consequences. The CPA has led to escalating senior salaries, as the law of supply and demand creates a shortage of chief executives with the necessary four-star, change-agent experience.

For those whom the last seven years have been a blur, the Audit Commission has produced a study into the seven-year span of the CPA, Final score – the impact of the CPA 2002-08*. 

The CPA was launched in a December 2001 White Paper, and implemented in English single-tier and counties in April 2002 and rolled out across the 238 districts in 2003/04. In 2005, the commission toughened its criteria in a new, ‘harder test’ regime. 

Its creators saw scrutiny of the corporate centre’s leadership and vision as key to driving improvement. The league table aspect also created a simple benchmark. 

As the study says: ‘One of the CPA’s strengths was that it simplified the complex. For the first time it made credible, explicit comparisons of performance between whole councils.’ 

Indeed, before too long, chief executive careers became dependent on the ratings. And, of course, the local media liked it. In Wales, where performance tables have been abolished, local media, says the study, ‘expend considerable energy in constructing comparisons of English and Welsh local authorities’.

However, proposals for a ‘coasting’ category were deemed too provocative and politically-charged, and instead, became ‘fair’ which sounded more neutral. 

During the life of the CPA, annual scores showed continued improvement, with an increase in the top performers and a drop in the number of weak or poor councils from 34 in 2002 to none in 2008. 

Only 10% of councils which were not in the lowest CPA category in 2002 received a lower CPA category in 2008. By 2008, there were 62 excellent/four-star councils compared with 22 in 2002, and 26 fair/two-star ones in 2008 compared with 40 in 2002. Most service areas saw improvement.

The exception was children’s services, where more councils ended up with below-minimum requirements in 2008 than in 2005, and last December, eight councils were judged to be ‘inadequate’ in child protection. 

These, in turn, pulled four councils down to one-star, an increase from only two in 2007. From 2005 – when children and young people service assessment was brought in – to 2008, only 20% of councils improved services in this area.

Diversity was also slower, although the proportion of BME staff improved in 81% of councils over the period. But in 2008, only 129 out of 388 councils had equal or greater proportions of BME staff compared with the local community.

Better progress was made in equalities. Over the 2002/2008 period, 82% of councils improved the proportion of top earning women. In 2002, an average of 26% of the top earning 5% of council managers were female. In 2008, this was up to 36%.

A total of 13 councils achieved the highest rating in every year of the CPA, with a range across the country, including Blackburn with Darwen, Sunderland, Hartlepool and Wigan.The study concludes that CPA’s focus on a strong corporate centre has helped break down silos. A study of the 13 poor councils in 2002 found leadership weaknesses were often down to poor political decision-making.

The commission’s report also recognises that CPA had its detractors. Critics said it was heavy in inspection time, that some data, such as user satisfaction surveys was out of date, and   that overall, ratings were unfairly dragged down by problems in children’s services, such as in 2008. 

There was also a sense that the CPA was failing to keep up with the partnership agenda – which is why CAA came along. 

But that is another story… 

* Final Score – the impact of the CPA of local government 2002-08, Audit Commission, March 2008
