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Efficiency targets ‘to be the toughest yet’

Michael Burton
Councils face dramatic management shake-ups if they are to meet tough new efficiency targets, caused by pressures on public finances, they were warned this week.

The advice came simultaneously from former efficiency ‘Tsar’, Sir Peter Gershon, and in a report from the Audit Commission.

In an exclusive interview, Sir Peter, head of the first major efficiency review in 2004, said: ‘There is still scope for significant efficiencies in the public sector. If we look at the gains, then they were about issues such as better procurement. But the gains from now on will be made through the re-engineering of business processes. And this is much harder.’

An Audit Commission report this week, Back to front, supported his comments by warning that further savings would require ‘a strategic and long-term, transformational, back-to-front approach, delivered in a tight economic climate.’ 
It added that to make the savings so far, ‘changes at senior level were necessary for some councils, to unblock obstacles to efficiency gains.’

In his wide-ranging interview, Sir Peter said: ‘We’re seeing efficiency come back into public debate in a way it was in 2004 because of the macro-economic environment.’ 

But he also added that efficiency ‘still doesn’t have sufficient momentum’.

Sir Peter, now chairman of business Premier Farnell, praised local government for meeting its efficiency targets, although he attributed this partly to the impact of the CPA. 

He expressed scepticism that its successor, CAA, would have the same effect, adding: ‘I hope the momentum will carry on, but I have some concerns as to whether the CAA will have an integrated approach.’

Last week, local government minister, John Healey, praised councils for saving £3.45bn over the past three years, although targets for the next three are a further £4.9bn, or 3% a year.

Audit Commission chairman, Michael O’Higgins, said this week: ‘Despite their achievements so far, the harsh reality is that there will have to be further belt-tightening.
