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The Impact of the Recession on Local Government in the South West
Councils in the South West are facing a significant challenge - increased demand for services, compounded by reducing levels of income. Business rates collection has decreased markedly in some areas. Income from car parking and planning fees is down. Falling interest rates and the collapse of the Icelandic banks has placed further pressure of local authority budgets. The services under the greatest pressure include Children’s and Adults Services, debt advice, housing and benefits.

How has South West Councils responded?
The economic downturn poses serious problems for individuals, families and communities. Many of these problems are common throughout the whole region, and can only be tackled by working together – across organisations and across areas. By bringing councils together to tackle the problems they face, SW Councils is playing a central role in steering the South West through the recession. 
Regional Funding Advice:

SW Councils Strategic Leaders Board signed off funding advice to Ministers in February. SW Councils and the RDA took an integrated approach to developing advice on £9bn of investments. The Regional Funding Advice:
· prioritises projects that were readily deliverable in the context of the recession;
· provides front funding and capacity support to unblock development; and 

· Delivers productivity led growth in priority places.
Regional Economic Council:

SW Councils is an active partner on the Regional Economic Council, chaired by the Chancellor and Business Secretary, and the SW Economic Task Group, chaired by the Minister for the South West. These groups help ensure that government is aware of what is happening in local areas, the concerns of businesses and residents and the work underway to address the downturn. 

SW Regional Improvement and Efficiency Partnership (SW RIEP):
In the context of the recession, efficiency programmes assume even greater importance for local councils, particularly when set against pre-recession pressures such as: increasing service demands; a particularly ageing population in South West England; waste costs and; a reducing rate of government support in real terms.
SW Councils incorporates the work of the Regional Improvement and Efficiency Partnership (RIEP) which helps councils collaborate and innovate in service delivery. In December 2008, a SW Councils survey of local authorities identified a number of issues of pressing concern brought on by the economic downturn and associated ‘credit crunch’. As a result it was agreed to re-profile the RIEP support in light of the economic downturn. 
Through the RIEP, South West Councils is supporting a number of initiatives to support local authorities deal with the impacts of the recession. Of particular note:

· Total Place

SW RIEP is supporting the roll out of a ‘Total Place’ style initiative, on a sub-regional basis, across the whole of the South West. The initiative, prompted by Sir Michael Bichard's work on the Operational Efficiency Programme, will help Local Strategic Partnerships to transform public services locally, deliver better value for money and improve the experience of local residents
· Sustainable Procurement

Sustainable procurement can play an important part in a ‘green recovery’. SW Councils recently conducted a Regional Review of Sustainable Procurement to stimulate discussion on the issues, and to propose some initial actions to kick-start a regional drive towards sustainable procurement. 

Through the RIEP, SW Councils are supporting a ‘SW Sustainable Procurement Network’ which will provide information, training and support to South West public sector bodies. By driving high level sign up to the principles of sustainable procurement, and sharing information and good practice through the South West Sustainable Procurement Network, the public sector has great potential to reduce whole life costs, future-proof supply chains, maximise social benefits and minimise damage to environment.
· Prompt Payment
Research indicates that 1 in 4 invoices to business are being paid late and that the average payment has increased by 3 days to a total of 23 days. In times of recession, late payment hits SMEs particularly hard, creating cash-flow difficulties, threatening viability and impacting adversely on business survival rates. SW Councils are encouraging all local authorities to sign up to the national prompt payment code which guarantees that suppliers will be paid on time, within clearly defined frameworks. A number of local authorities have already implemented measures to speed up payment.
· Local Economy Programme
The RIEP Local Economy Programme supports local authorities on economic development and regeneration activities. 
In April 2009, The Local Economy Programme launched an Economic Challenge Fund. The fund provided an opportunity for Local Authorities, in collaboration with partners, to bid for funding to deliver innovative projects to combat the immediate impacts of the downturn. 

In the current economic climate, there are concerns that unemployment and worklessness are set to rise significantly, posing a significant challenge to local authorities and their partners. £300,000 of RIEP funding has been set aside to support local authorities to respond effectively to worklessness, address the recommendations in the recently published Houghton Report and assist partners to develop robust bids to the Future Jobs Fund.
How have councils in the South West responded? 

· Support for Business 
The South West has the highest percentage of small businesses of any area of England so ensuring the right support arrangements are in place is vital. Councils in the South West already provide a wide range of services which will be of benefit to business through the economic downturn. These include:

· Small Business Rate Relief

· Rate Relief for Business in Rural Areas

· Charities and Discretionary relief (from rates on non-domestic property)

In response to the recession, councils are also now undertaking additional measures to support local businesses. These include:

· Paying suppliers ahead of schedule;

· Stepping up publicity on support and advice available to business;

· Encouraging take up of small business rate relief and introducing full rate relief in areas where there are no alternative employers; and

· Putting in place local procurement strategies.

· Support for households

Councils in the South West provide a wide range of services which will help support households through challenging financial times. These include:
· Home energy efficiency – grants for loft and wall insulation and advice

· Housing solutions – such as affordable housing, sheltered housing, housing benefits and support for the homeless

· Housing Advice Teams in councils will also now be assessing clients’ eligibility for the new Mortgage Rescue package aimed at the most vulnerable homeowners facing repossession and who are eligible for homelessness assistance. 
In addition to existing core council services a wide range of further measures are being taken to help businesses and people through the recession. These include:

· Encouraging housing benefit take up;

· Adopting a discretionary policy of no evictions for rent arrears;

· Extending time available to pay council tax and rent ;

· Introducing support measures for people facing eviction;

· Providing support for debt counselling – through the Citizens Advice Bureaux and others;

· Support to Credit Unions, which can provide finance and support to those who need it most.

A collection of case studies on how individual councils are responding is available at http://www.swcouncils.gov.uk/nqcontent.cfm?a_id=4729&tt=swra.  
What do councils in the SW say they need from government?

· Faster and less complex decision making processes in Departments such as Transport and Schools to enable investment to be fast tracked. 

· Risks on capital projects to be shared fairly between government and councils (otherwise projects could dry up).  
· Treasury rules to be loosened to allow essential pre-planning of projects and the costs of programme management to be capitalised.
· More support for front-funding infrastructure. The South West has innovated in setting up a Regional Infrastructure Fund to forward fund essential infrastructure which unlocks development projects, with the costs recouped later. The fund is playing a crucial role in bringing forward development at Exeter, for example, by funding road improvements and a station. This fund if much bigger could act as a catalyst to make sure that when the upturn comes major development projects can proceed quickly. However, the latest raids on the SW RDA budget mean the size of the fund has instead been reduced – and the recent reduction in Growth Point funding is threatening development in the region.
· Clarity on central government schemes to tackle the recession – of which there are a large number - and a reduction in central government bureaucracy and restrictive eligibility criteria.

· Greater devolution of funding to enable councils and Local Strategic Partnerships to undertake quick, focused and cost effective interventions at local level.
