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1. Transformation of services to make better use of resources.
Gloucestershire County Council benchmarks well against other county councils for value for money and overall performance levels, in both Local Government Association (LGA) and Office of Local Government (OfLog) benchmarking models, as well as our own local benchmarking work.
The council has a continuous improvement approach, with a portfolio of transformation and change programmes across the organisation improving our value for money (VFM) outcomes. The most significant of these are detailed in our Council Strategy, Building Back Better for Gloucestershire. These include: 
· Significant improvement programmes for both Children’s and Adults Social Care services, tackling challenging market conditions (supplier market stability, reducing staff turnover and agency spend, placement sufficiency, location of support), rising costs and high levels of demand to maintain good outcomes for local people. 
· Highways improvement programme to maximise VFM through capital investment in our network to improve long term viability and tackle revenue spend on short term fixes, as well as improving customer reporting and engagement efficiency.
· One Gloucestershire Estate and Agile working programmes, working with partners to make the most of the changing way we use our properties and digital working methods to maximise use of space, income and investment in energy sustainability for future resilience.
· ICT transformation – improving our digital infrastructure to drive productivity, moving to M365 product suite to support agile working, continuous improvement of security, and the improvement of our data quality and accessibility for decision making.
Despite the short-term local government finance settlements of recent years, the council is taking a refreshed 4-year approach to its Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS), establishing a more ambitious set of investment and efficiency proposals to improve its value for money and financial sustainability (see section 3). This follows work with both the LGA Peer team and our external auditors in 2023, to review our approach. 
The council is pro-active in seeking opportunities for improvement, and takes swift action to address any weaknesses we identify in our performance or governance arrangements, including those identified in our Annual Auditor’s letter for 2022/23:  
· Having identified weaknesses in our ICT business continuity arrangements in 2022, we reconfigured our service, bringing key elements in-house and entering a strategic partnership with an external partner and have transformed our core ICT infrastructure, increasing our business resilience and continuity stance as a result;
· In order to bring down our DSG deficit, we have made in-year and ongoing investments in the capacity of SEND services and Educational Psychologists in order to support more children and young people to access mainstream education, ensure that Education, Health & Care Plans are timely and appropriate, and that children receive the support they need to remain in mainstream provision;
· We are strengthening contract management with the introduction of a new ERP system that will provide more extensive oversight of contract spend and enable decision makers to ensure we are consistently achieving value for money through our contracts.
In 2023 the council took part in the LGA Peer Challenge process to make the most of sector-lead productivity improvements. Our 2023 Position statement shows the self-assessed position on our effectiveness, which can be summarised as above average delivery overall, self-awareness of our strengths and weaknesses, but with areas for improvement – especially in our priority setting and resource allocation, use of data in decision making and the ability to deliver partnership-owned economic growth in a two-tier county.
The LGA Peer Challenge report has led to our Peer Challenge action plan, underpinned by productivity focussed measures such as the delivery of the partner-owned ‘Economic Strategy’ for Gloucestershire, an improved focus on resource prioritisation, and better use of data in decision making to achieve value for money in our outcomes.
Benchmarking for performance and VFM is part of the council’s approach.  Comparison of LGA, OfLog and our own internal reports generally show our performance to be around average or just above. We have ongoing challenges in Children’s services in our journey from ‘requires improvement’ to ‘good’ Ofsted ratings, and therefore the relative investment level of budgets in this area also rates as higher than average in our peer group. This is an area of focus in our current MTFS. Conversely, our efforts to tackle demand and productivity in Adults Social Care has led to this area being significantly below average for spend per head of population.
Overview | Value for Money Profiles (local.gov.uk)


1. Opportunities to take advantage of advances in technology and make better use of data to inform decision making and service design.
GCC has made significant investment in the improvement of its digital and ICT infrastructure, particularly since the shift to agile working in the last 5 years. Under investment in the previous decade had led to a backlog of necessary work to enable this expansion of the network and capability, and the core infrastructure work is beginning to show results.
Beyond the infrastructure changes, the rollout of M365 tools and Sharepoint are releasing the potential of our workforce and system capacity. Collaboration has been made more effective and the ability to share and participate from different locations has improved staff productivity (reducing travel and commuting time, as well as costs), while supporting flexible working and wellbeing.
In the coming weeks, GCC will publish a new Digital Strategy which has been developed to outline the next step-change in our work to improve stability, security and ultimately productivity from our core systems. 
During 2023, several of the inspection and peer challenge events that the council participated in held up the improvement in data quality, availability and analysis as a necessary step to future proofing our services.
In line with this, the council also has a data improvement project, focussed on data quality, data manipulation (use of Azure etc.) and the use of data visualization tools such as Power BI to improve the use of intelligence and insight in the design of services. This has been delayed by the need to improve our infrastructure and skillset, but in 2024 a new Data and Intelligence Strategy will outline our vision, and the necessary programme of cultural and skills development following on from it. This includes working on joined up data with key partners such as the Integrated Commissioning Partnership (NHS), District authorities, police etc. This work is seen as a significant enabler to releasing efficiencies and improved productivity moving forward.
	

1. How the council considers ways to reduce wasteful spend within systems.
The council has a significant proven history of delivering savings and efficiencies and has a strong track record of setting sustainable budgets. Our MTFP has always had a considerable savings and efficiency element, even when the overall budget position is one of growth and investment. The recent Peer Challenge particularly praised the council for its financial stability in recent years and its cross-council approach to budget setting.
However, there has also been recognition that with the local authority financial settlement being a short-term annual process, the council has begun to reflect this in its MTFS viewpoint. Feedback from the LGA Peer Team encouraged GCC to take an improved 4-year assurance view of financial pressures, especially given the current rate of cost and demand increases on our services, and the growth in the number of  authorities releasing S114 notices. 
This year we have begun planning a more thorough 2025-2029 view of the financial outlook. This will involve engagement across every service and directorate, with a focus on enabling further productivity improvement by reducing spend whilst achieving the same levels of outcome for the people of Gloucestershire. Benchmarking data and a service review process will be used, and lead to a new annual process of service reviews and applying support in the right places to reduce waste and release potential efficiencies.
Consultancy and agency spend has been an issue particularly for social services, as we struggle to maintain our internally trained professionals who can ultimately earn significantly more in an increasingly agile workforce marketplace. We constantly review our commissioning processes for this part of our spend and have developed multiple programmes to ‘grow our own’ talent in various skilled areas (E.G. Social Work Academy).
Income, fees and charges are also a key part of the ongoing productivity work. We have recently engaged specialist support to help us achieve better value from our traded services and income related services. 
Shared resources with other partners are regularly reviewed and formed much of our efficiency work in the previous decade. We have joint services for internal audit and waste management, and shared posts with the Integrated Care Board (ICB). There are shared offices with the ICB and Gloucestershire Fire and Rescue Service, as well as several shared library spaces with District and community partners, and Community Fire Station spaces shared with Gloucestershire Police. Opportunities to rationalise space in order to lease to partners with whom we work closely are regularly and routinely sought.
Our Equality, Diversity and Inclusion improvement work has been well established and is being delivered from BAU resources.


1. Barriers preventing activity that Government can help to reduce or remove.

· Multi-Year Settlements, to include council tax referendum limits, to enable local authorities to plan for the longer term. 
· Compelling DWP to share their data to enable more automated processing in areas such as blue badges, benefit claimants etc.
· Allowing greater freedom to spend ringfenced grants to allow more local decision making.
· Stopping the ‘begging bowl’ culture of bidding for funding. 
· Removing the requirement for Mayors to access the highest devolution benefits. 
· Addressing SEND issues – increase funding to meet eligibility criteria or reduce eligibility criteria to match available funding. 
· Reforming home-to-school transport entitlement to make it more proportionate and affordable.
· Clarification of Social Care Reforms, including charging and ensure adequate funding is provided.
· Information as soon as possible on the potential income, and obligations, for LAs from Extended Producer Responsibility (Packaging) reforms.
· Considering consistency and priority of various national data returns – for example Revenue Allocation / Outturn, and Adult Social Care Finance Return. This may also include metrics used for specific grants. Financial and Performance monitoring and benchmarking could be streamlined and more focused.
· Also considering requirements around apportionment of corporate costs within Revenue Allocation / Outturn returns. There could be opportunities to better compare corporate and support service VFM.
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