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An open letter to the
people of Suffolk

Have you heard about Suffolk County Council’s New Strategic
Direction (NSD)? If you have it may be through the national
media where coverage has been inaccurate and has therefore
painted a picture which does not reflect the reality behind what
the council is trying to achieve. 

So we appreciate the editor of this newspaper, Terry Hunt,
asking some questions with a promise to publish the reply in
full. It enables us to set the record straight on behalf of the
council. The Cabinet of Suffolk County Council, under the
leadership of Jeremy Pembroke, is delighted to have this
opportunity to set the record straight.

Let's start by dispelling the myths. The council is not selling
off all its services to the private sector; senior officers are not
planning to reduce the council to between 200-500 staff and
we are not designing a council that merely lets contracts. 

The problem we are facing is fairly simple: As a result of the
current cutbacks, all councils will have 28% less funding from
central government over the next four years. Approximately
70% of our funding comes from central government with the
result that we have to find £110m of cost cutting to be able to
balance the books. We have been told that these cost
reductions will be spread over four years and we need to find a
sustainable means of reducing our spend over this period. 

So what’s the solution? In theory we have three choices. The
first is to do nothing and carry on as though the money will
come in from central government as usual. Legally that
wouldn’t work since the council is required by law to set a
balanced budget – in other words, we’re not allowed to

overspend. Suffolk tax payers couldn't fund the budget gap
through council tax either because it would mean an average
increase of £108 per year for every household. 

Second, we could simply slash services by making an equal
reduction across everything. In other words we would just do
less of everything. But this would affect the areas we believe to
be priorities, such as promoting a strong Suffolk economy;
developing the skills base for Suffolk’s adults and young people
so that they can get good jobs; and protecting the vulnerable. 

The council believes there is a third route, one which will
allow it to meet the very stringent savings targets set by central
government whilst minimising the negative impact on the
Suffolk economy and communities. That route is called the New
Strategic Direction. We aim to change the traditional shape of a
county council. Currently it is a huge organisation (with all its
associated overheads, costs and bureaucracy) that decides
which services it should pay for to meet the needs of the
customer and then either delivers them itself, or gets others to
do so on its behalf. 

We want the council to be one that enables people to decide
what services they want and for others to deliver services in a
much less bureaucratic, and more cost-effective way, at
significantly less cost. But as leaders in Suffolk, we want to be
clear with the residents of Suffolk: this transformation will take
time to implement and we are already facing a £40m cut in next
year’s budget so some cuts to services will be necessary in
order to make the books balance. 

• continues next page
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You might have seen a series of questions that Suffolk County Council were asked in the East
Anglian Daily Times on 27 October 2010. This is the response from the Leader and Cabinet

Signed



“Everything is being sold off to the
private sector”. 
No. 
We want to provide new opportunities for Suffolk-based businesses and
not-for-profit enterprises to deliver services previously run by the council.
More Suffolk-based enterprises, employing local people and trading in
Suffolk will boost our economy. We will actively support council
employees to move into these enterprises. This approach will help us
achieve our priority of a diverse, strong local economy that can withstand
the recession. It’s also why we won’t be inviting a single national
consultancy or outsourcing company to take over all our services – that
wouldn't maximise opportunities for local economic growth.

“You are expecting people to volunteer
to deliver services for nothing”. 
No.
We believe it is important to build capacity and capability within the local
community and for people to make choices about the services which are
important to them. 

In most cases we are not talking about individual residents volunteering:
we are focusing on setting up new enterprises and supporting existing
not-for-profit organisations and Suffolk businesses to take advantage of
new opportunities to deliver services on the council's behalf. 

We will be making funding available to the third sector – charities and
voluntary bodies - for new work they will be taking on. The Chief Executive
of the Suffolk Association of Voluntary Organisations (SAVO), Jonathan
Moore said; "I am very pleased that Suffolk County Council has publicly
recognised the need to engage voluntary sector organisations in helping
them move forward with their ambitious plans. This is the start of a two
way dialogue with the council that is very important for Suffolk’s future."

However, we cannot afford to do all we’ve done in the past: in the
current climate some services may be considered "nice to have" rather
than essential. 

“Whatever people think, you’ll do it
anyway”.
No.  
The council and its officers work for the people of Suffolk who elect
councillors as their representatives. The councillors approve – or not –
every step of the way. Papers are published in advance of public
meetings so residents can read them and ensure their local councillors
know their views in advance – and there is a right to ask questions at
council meetings (see www.suffolk.gov.uk/CouncilAndDemocracy/
CommitteesAgendasReportsandMinutes)

"It’s all been decided behind closed
doors: We don’t know what’s going on". 
No.
Our approach to the New Strategic Direction has been to co-create it with
councillors and with the community. That's why there is no grand plan or
blueprint. That's why we haven't done all the work behind closed doors
and announced a finished business case. What we have done is to
develop principles which were agreed at the Full Council on 23
September. We have an outline draft plan, but the final product will
depend on your ideas, conversations with communities, and with Suffolk
local organisations that can see the opportunities in the future.

“So there won’t be changes for ages?” 
No.
We have to balance the books to deal with cuts which start in April of
next year so we are having to find savings now. Already we are reviewing
every area of the council to find opportunities for savings. If there is ‘fat’
we will remove it; if things could be done a better way, we’ll do it. But
doing that is not enough. We are being asked to find £110m over the next
four years which can’t be achieved through traditional methods without
irrevocably damaging the services we provide. So we are having to look
at some early opportunities for making changes.

As your councillors – your elected leaders - we recognise that your
concerns will be to protect the quality of life that you enjoy in Suffolk. We
want to ensure that Suffolk’s communities are protected during these
tough times. We face some very difficult decisions and, at every step of
the way, we will all do our very best to look after Suffolk’s interests.
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So let’s look at the
myths in more detail

http://www.suffolk.gov.uk/CouncilAndDemocracy/CommitteesAgendasReportsandMinutes
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Questions and answers
1. Impact on vulnerable people
Question: Has SCC thought through all the implications of its new
strategic direction, especially for the most vulnerable people?
• Children at risk and families in need
• Adults with disabilities, older people and carers
• Has it anticipated the impacts?
• What does SCC think these impacts will be?

Answer: We believe our route to dealing with the major cuts in
government funding will be the most effective way of protecting the most
vulnerable people. We could have simply cut the budgets of every service
meaning that everyone would suffer. Or we could find a way of cutting the
overheads of a centralised bureaucracy coupled with other ways of
delivering the council’s current services more cost-efficiently. Through
our New Strategic Direction we believe it will be possible to maximise the
value of our budgets and at the same time enable the people of Suffolk to
get the best possible services.

2. Local government’s moral and 
legal responsibilities

Question: Has SCC thought through its (1) moral and (2) legal
responsibilities to the most vulnerable people in the county?

Has it done this in the context also of other impacts over the next
two/three years – e.g. reduced personal income, loss of employment,
reduced welfare and housing benefits?

Does SCC think that people will realistically be able to make the
‘choices’ and ‘take control’ of their circumstances in the way it proposes?

Answer: Our legal responsibilities have not changed and we will not
change our moral responsibilities. 

When it comes to giving people choice and taking more control, we are
proposing to introduce personalised budgets for many types of service.
For example, we already do that for children with special needs, and their
families, by providing budgets and a choice of services from which they
can choose. Have a look at www.activities-unlimited.co.uk. The result has
been better service for customers, less costs for taxpayers and feedback
from customers has been very positive. 

We already use the same system for many adults with disabilities and
older people who want to stay in their own home. We will make sure as
many people as possible can receive their services in this way. Part of the
service is help for people to make those choices, which is often best
provided by people outside the council or employed by people
themselves. This isn’t something new. In 2007, the previous government
enabled councils to offer personal budgets to people for them to choose
what they need when it comes to type of care. It seems logical, after all,
who knows best about what people need – the people themselves or
someone from the council? 

3. Linking things together
Question: Has SCC a clear plan for linking together the changes proposed
and their timescales?

• Order of changes to specific services
• Reduced budget spend on these services
• Reduced SCC workforce for these services
• Development of potential new providers and transfer of services
When will we see evidence of such a plan?

Answer: We are at the beginning of the road not the end; we are
planning and considering options and alternatives. We must develop our
proposals carefully to support the people of Suffolk while having to cope
with a budget gap of £110m which equates to a 28% reduction in our
money coming from government. The first draft plan will be seen in early
December at the Full Council meeting when the elected representatives
of the people of this county will be considering the proposals. 

None of this is ideological. Every proposal is based on merit. And
nothing happens overnight. After all, if someone proposes to start up a
new social enterprise* to deliver a service, that takes time. In examining
all the options we will consider every service for divestment, but we will
only divest those services for which it makes sense to do so. 

We will be taking a phased approach starting from April 2011 so that
we can learn about divestment and manage risk sensibly. The next steps
are to cost the potential divestment options, explore how they would work
practically and examine the staffing, legal and tax implications. This is all
work in progress. No decisions have been made yet.

In tandem with this plan to ‘divest’ services, we will also be planning
further efficiencies and some reductions to services in order to close the
£40m gap in next year’s budget. The proposals will be scrutinised by
councillors in early December and will be published in late November.

*A social enterprise is a business with primarily social objectives whose surpluses are
principally reinvested for that purpose in the business or in the community, rather than
being driven by the need to maximise profit for shareholders and owners.

4. Leadership capacity
Question: Does SCC have the general leadership knowledge, experience
and capacity for the scale and pace of changes proposed – and their
implications, including unanticipated events?

Is there leadership knowledge, experience and capacity in SCC to work
through all the detail of the changes in a partnership way with council
staff, service users, voluntary organisations and potential service
providers? How will the council build support for what is proposed?

Answer: Eight councils in Suffolk, including Suffolk County Council, invested
in leadership skills development for staff in order to develop new skills
and facilitate cheaper and innovative management of this council. We are
also tapping into local capabilities from the University Campus Suffolk’s
Leadership Academy and the School of Social Enterprise. This county is rich
in skilled leaders and innovators plus those with a huge range of valuable
experience. We will listen and talk to all who can contribute to the sum
total of useful knowledge. And let’s not forget other councils are going through
the same issue of having to cut costs so we are in touch with councillor
colleagues across local government to listen and learn from them too.

It is precisely because of the scale and pace of these changes that we
need senior officers of the highest calibre to guide the changes through.
We, as the Leader and Cabinet, determine the strategic direction of the
council and the priorities for Suffolk: it is the Chief Executive and her
senior managers who are responsible for delivering them.
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5. Suffolk’s local economy
Question: What quantity of services does SCC anticipate being provided
by organisations which are not currently part of the Suffolk local
economy? What might be the loss to the Suffolk local economy? Will SCC
prevent any net loss?

Answer: We believe that our plans will have a huge and beneficial impact
on the local economy. Instead of a single bureaucracy we anticipate the
creation of opportunities for new social enterprises, additional services
from the voluntary sector, existing Suffolk businesses and new businesses
starting up. This has significant potential to boost the economy. Additionally,
staff who currently work for the council will have the potential to move to
the new organisations or they may wish to start new enterprises. 

What we are NOT doing is looking for a single, national, major consultancy-
type company to come in and deliver a clutch of services perhaps
importing staff from elsewhere and taking the profits out of the county. 

6. SCC and the NHS
Question: Given the scale of parallel changes to the NHS in Suffolk which
may impact on the same people, is there a joint plan about what will be
the combined impacts on vulnerable people? What might be the
unintended consequences of unilateral action by either SCC or the NHS?
How will this be prevented?

Answer: We are already working together with the NHS in Suffolk on a
variety of services and responsibilities. We already have a direct
responsibility for collaborating on social care and we are working
together to align our adult services. Dr Peter Bradley, the Director of
Public Health says: 

"Suffolk continues to be a healthy county because local individuals,
communities and businesses prioritise health and wellbeing and are at the
leading edge of work to keep people fit and well. The NHS and Suffolk
County Council are working together closely with Healthy Ambitions Suffolk
and others to support local initiatives and make it easier for people to
improve their health. We particularly need to concentrate on our poorer
communities who will need more support in making this work."

7. External advice and feedback
Question: What advice is SCC taking from others nationally or regionally
about the changes proposed? What has been the feedback received so far?
What is the risk that SCC will prove unable to do successfully what is has
said? What would be the reputation damage to Suffolk – as well as SCC?

Answer: We are not asking a big consultancy (or a small one) to re-design
our services. We are working with local communities and organisations to
help us design how, and what, services will be delivered in the future.
There is a lot of experience and a broad range of skill locally which we
are calling on to help us design the future. But we will need certain
amounts of very specialised advice. For example, understanding tax rules
relating to different styles of enterprise and responsibilities relating to
transferring staff to another organisation. 

At every step we are examining the potential risks and pitfalls which is
why we are taking this one step at a time. And proposals have to be put
before the Full Council – 75 councillors representing the people of
Suffolk. It is they who will scrutinise them to ensure that officers of the
council have examined all elements to minimise risk and maximise
success. It should not be forgotten that we have four years of massive
budget cuts to cope with. We believe our route will provide a sustainable
solution to the very real problems we face.

8. Pro-active and wide ranging 
engagement

Question: On 23 September SCC agreed formally that there ‘should be
pro-active and wide-ranging engagement across Suffolk to establish
whether the key new strategic direction proposals find favour with the
communities we all represent before moving forward to implementation;
and the findings from this engagement be reported back to Full Council at
its meeting on 2 December’. What pro-active and wide-ranging
engagement has there been so far with:
• Service users – children, parents, adults with disabilities, older 

people, carers? 
• Voluntary organisations - large and small; county-wide and local? 
• Local communities? 
• Suffolk people generally? 
• Public media? 
• Staff of SCC? 
How widely are opportunities for this engagement being advertised? 
How will the results be analysed?

Answer: We are having ongoing discussions throughout Suffolk with
individuals, organisations, communities and community representatives.
In this first phase we will be sharing more information about what the
New Strategic Direction means and asking people what concerns them
about our proposals and also what ideas and opportunities they see.

To support these conversations we have produced a publication called
‘New Strategic Direction Explained’. In it we give more information about
why we need to do things differently and how the council will operate in
the future.

We want the views of as many people as possible so will be working
with our partners to reach out to local people by participating in local
events and meetings. This includes working with Suffolk Association of
Local Councils to reach Town and Parish Councils and the Suffolk
Association of Voluntary Organisations to ensure local voluntary and
community groups have an opportunity to have a say.

We will be using these organisations and others to share the New
Strategic Direction Explained document widely and to make the offer to
attend other meetings of local groups and organisations. 

The feedback captured during these meetings and events will be collated
and used to report back to a Full Council meeting on the 2 December. 

In addition we have provided a facility on our website which invites
individuals and organisations to share their views www.suffolk.gov.uk/nsd

Information and surveys will also be circulated to public places across
Suffolk and councillors and staff will be encouraged to have
conversations out in their community. In addition to the online survey we
have provided a facility for staff and elected members to feedback
people’s views as part of the consultation process.

We are also looking at specific activity to reach those audiences which
often find it most difficult to participate. For example we are looking at
how to capture the views of young people through focus groups and will
be sending out information to all school governors to make sure we gain
the views of families. We will also be working with organisations such as
Ipswich and Suffolk Council for Racial Equality to make sure that seldom
heard groups have an opportunity to have their say.
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