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Background 
This is taken from scrutiny research paper on key strategic issues for scrutiny work programme 2018-22:
The economic climate and growing pressures on public services have had a marked impact on attitudes to service transformation. CIPFA reports that 63% of senior local government executives now strongly agree the front-line will suffer if authorities do not radically change how they structure and deliver their core functions. This is manifest in figures collated by the LGA, which shows local government is leading the public sector in implementing shared services. At least 98% of councils across the country currently share services with other councils, amounting to savings of £657m across 486 shared services to date (April 2018). As well as sharing with other local authorities, there are examples of councils sharing with other public sector agencies, private sector bodies and with community and voluntary sector organisations. These arrangements can bring financial benefits to councils through the reduction of duplication, and improve customer services.
Harrow Council already shares some services. HB Public Law was established in 2012 on the merging of Harrow and Barnet’s legal teams, which has allowed both councils to enjoy improved services at a reduced cost. It has since expanded and is now one of the leading public sector legal practices in the UK providing legal expertise to local authorities, schools, academies, housing organisations and others in the public and not-for-profit sectors. Harrow has also partnered with Buckingham County Council to deliver HR shared services. Conversely, Harrow has also been through a disaggregation of shared services, for example with public health (formerly shared with LB Barnet) and procurement (formerly shared with LB Brent).

When thinking about sharing services, the LGA recommends that councils consider what benefits sharing will bring to the service, and if sharing is the best way to achieve those benefits. In the current financial climate, the primary rationale for sharing in many cases is the opportunity to achieve economies of scale. There are differing views on whether such benefits are achievable. Some commentators disagree that sharing services to increase the volume of activity will bring economies of scale. They argue that a common result of higher-volume processing is an increase in the number of errors which then create additional work in resolving them. Other approaches to process improvement argue that economies can better be achieved by improving the flow of work rather than increasing the quantity of it. For example, eradicating unproductive activities in the processing of revenues and benefits claims will lead to shorter processing times and enable additional work to be taken on without additional cost. In a number of cases, the move to shared services has occurred in tandem with efforts to re-engineer business processes and transform service delivery.

While the move to shared services presents an opportunity to redesign services and implement new, more cost-effective ways of working, there may be some work that councils need to do ahead of the change, for example to align policies or work practices, or to move to common IT platforms. Councils also need to consider whether there are any existing contracts relating to a service that would prevent them from moving to a shared service arrangement until a specific date. 

Some of the most commonly cited barriers to sharing are cultural or behavioural. These can include political concerns over losing sovereignty and control over council services. Many of these cultural issues depend on the maturity of the partnership. They can be overcome where there is strong and effective leadership which builds political support across the organisations and attention to cultural change to bring staff on board.

In 2008 the Office of Government Commerce published lessons learned from more than 20 Gateway Reviews of shared services programmes and projects. These were: 1. Develop a sound business case to support the decision and keep this under regular review. 2. Develop a realistic benefits realisation plan with unequivocal buy-in from the stakeholders. 3. Ensure the organisation has the capacity, capability and resources to deliver the shared services solution. Timescales also need to be realistic. 4. Ensure stakeholder buy-in is obtained from the outset and sustained throughout the development and implementation of the shared services solution. 5. Develop service level agreements which are practical and realistic. 6. Develop sound migration and transition plans – including data migration and cleansing. 7. Anticipate and manage staff sensitivities through effective communication. 8. Develop a contingency plan as part of the wider risk management strategy.
Lessons from shared services in other local authorities include:

· political drive to implement shared arrangements is essential to overcome issues such as individual councils appearing to lose their political sovereignty. It is a definite advantage when both councils have the same political party in power.

· Have an ‘exit strategy’ as part of the formal agreement between partners. For example, although North and North East Lincolnshire have a shared procurement arrangement, each continues to employ half of the staff making it easy for them to revert to their previous separate teams if things did not work out.

· The process takes time. The development of shared services can take three years to work through the legal and financial implications of the establishment of a jointly owned shared service company. 
· Visit other sites to discuss their experience and to understand the problems other councils have had.

Each council will need to decide its own strategy, direction and destination for shared services and management. These will not be the same. To be a provider or commissioner of services, to adopt incremental or transformational change, to share a wide range of services or a few – all are valid approaches. Resources are available to local authorities who wish to pursue options for sharing services. The LGA have produced an interactive map detailing shared services examples from councils across England. It indicates who is sharing what and the savings and benefits achieved or expected. They have also launched a shared services match making service to provide assistance to support councils who wish to share services and / or management teams with other councils. They could help Harrow connect with other councils wishing to start a new shared service and / or assist in enlarging existing arrangements. The offer includes access to funding for a dedicated shared service expert and / or paid for external mediation advice and support.
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