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The Audit Commission’s study on local government strategic service-delivery partnerships, For better or for worse, which was published in January, is a welcome contribution to the learning process for both local government and the business sector.  

All too often, there is little examination of the successes and challenges of these partnerships, especially by those embarking on this route to service procurement and those bidding to the delivery partner. 

There is too little learning from the experience of other sectors – for example, business alliances.

There has to be an opportunity to explore the transferable lessons and experiences from and between all forms of public service partnerships and collaborative arrangements. 

Strategic service delivery-partnerships are one form – usually a procured contracted partnership – of partnership that the public sector is engaged with. They can both offer solutions for other forms of partnership, and learn from these. 

Successful strategic service-delivery partnerships require strong ownership of the proposition from the political and managerial leadership of the authority – and that the partnership is integral to the authority’s overall objectives for its locality, with clarity of the contribution to the service transformation or improvement programme; to the authority’s financial strategy; and to the wider local community well-being goals. 

Success is usually based on recognition that the partnership is unlikely to be a panacea. Success is also dependent on ensuring there are long-term wins across the lifetime of the partnership. And like many relationships, there has to be some new sparkle from time to time, and not just in the first few months.

An authority considering a strategic service-delivery partnership should make effective strategic commissioning decisions based on research of other authorities’ experiences; analysis of the market; dialogue with potential suppliers; consultation with service-users; engagement of employees and trade unions; and the involvement of other local strategic partners. 

There must be a rigorous business case analysis and political debate prior to the ‘make or buy’ decision. 
Deciding not to pursue a strategic service-delivery partnership is as bold a move as deciding to do so. Such an arrangement should only be pursued when it will add public value for the community.

The local authority should decide on a sensible package of services to be included in the procurement. There was a period when authorities appeared to be out-bidding each other to have ever-wider and larger partnership deals without regard to the supply market capacity or their own service needs. 

During the procurement process it is advisable to undertake regular ‘gateway’ reviews involving stakeholders, including user and employee representatives. 

There should also be regular business case reviews and, if necessary, revisions and further reviews of business cases. If the specification changes, the original business case may no longer be appropriate. Selection of the preferred bidder should be based on the values and track record of the provider, including its understanding of the political environment and commitment to transparency. 
There will be a range of business models, procurement approaches and delivery vehicles including joint equity ventures; private–public–third sector partnerships; employee-owned delivery companies; social enterprises; and transformation partnership arrangements, which draw on business sector expertise in the form of long-term consultancy while the services remain managed by the local authority; and new forms of public sector trading companies. 

As local government focuses on ‘leadership of place’, the new generation of strategic service-delivery partnerships could be commissioned and procured by a local strategic partnership or any one of the members of the LSP on behalf of the other members.  

There are many options. Every local authority has to decide what is right for its communities. 
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