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Councillor Abi Brown   0:00
Thank you very much for joining us today.
As we dive into insights from members who've been through the lgr process now, of course, the backdrop to all this is the English devolution White paper, which set out the government's expectations for local government reorganization, and today's event provides an opportunity for elected members from Councils that.
Have been invited to submit proposals for Lgr to hear learning and reflections from senior colleagues with recent experience of the process.
This will be relevant both for those on the devolution priority programme and up for councils participating in later phases.
The session will focus on the role of the elected member navigating LGR, including setting the strategic direction and leading their local place. Through the process, you'll hear experiences of preparing lgr business cases and insights on what worked well, things that could have been done differently and things they.
Now know they wish they D known then. So today we'll be hearing from Councillor David Fothergill, who is deputy chair of the Local Government Association and chair of the Lga's Community well-being board.
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Cllr David Fothergill   0:51
Good.
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Councillor Abi Brown   1:01
And a councillor on Somerset Council.
As I've already mentioned, we do unfortunately have apologies from Councillor Jonathan Brook, who is the leader of the Council of Westmoreland and Furness, but will be hoping to fit Jonathan in later on. As mentioned, there will be plenty of opportunity for question and answers. We've got a 20.
Five minute session at the end.
We don't have to fill it.
We all hope people to finish before 11:00, but please do put any questions into the Q&A tab as you progress through the session.
And if there are any questions that we don't get to or that we're unable to answer, we'll endeavour to add them to the frequently asked questions.
On the Lgr and Devo hub on our website.
And a reminder that where speakers have given us permission to share their slides, so we publish on the LGA website after the session along with the recording.
So thank you again for joining us and I'm going to hand over to David. David, over to you.
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Cllr David Fothergill   1:53
Thank you very much indeed, Abby.
Well, this is a bit strange.
Normally I'm sitting the other side of the table and chairing these events.
So yeah, it's it's it's more nerve racking. I be in this side of the table.
So what I'm going to do is I've got a number of slides which I'm going to run through.
Hopefully they'll cover a lot of the the questions that we we're going to get asked, but if there is any, there's a raise.
Please do just pop them into the Q&A and we'll try to get to them a bit later, right?
Technology come in.
Let me see if I can share my screen.
Hopefully that's now Sharon, is that?
Let me just do that again.
So I get the sound.
Abby, is that share in for you?
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Councillor Abi Brown   2:35
It is. That's all up, David.
Thank you.
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Cllr David Fothergill   2:37
OK.
Fantastic. OK.
So my name is David Fothergill.
I've been a councillor since 2009, went through various roles before I became leader of Somerset County Council in 2017, two 1020 and through 2022.
I.
I guess I was the main advocate of moving to a unitary authority.
I was the promoter of the one Somerset business case.
And I suppose I'm the person that that has the most insights into the process that we had to go through.
So just a little bit of background for you.
Hopefully my slide will move on.
Oh, there we are, OK.
So in May 2018, recognizing the election was in 2017, we launched a local government review, something called the Focus Report. This is really important. Now, I know that a lot of you because of the English devolution act won't need to go through this because.
You're you're more or less been told to do it, but our focus report was the future of local government in Somerset and I'll speak a little bit about that in a moment because it gave the background to the business case.
And the alternative is this case, which was promoted called stronger Somerset in August 2020.
Invitations were submitted, invited to be submitted by Simon Clark, and then in 2021, our business case was chosen with the statutory change orders going through in March. Not much time before the election in May 2022.
So that was the process that we went through and gives you a bit of bit of the time scale.
I just do do want to just say a little bit about the focus report.
So this really predated all the work on the business case. It was where we came together with our district colleagues.
We sat down.
We actually did a lot of work on what the issues were and what the challenges were that we're facing, Simon said.
We found some really.
Important data about children.
Services, adult social care, housing, all those things.
And the conclusion was of that focus report future of local government in Somerset was that change needed to happen.
That no change was not an option.
The only real question is what changes need to be made and how.
And that really is the starting point.
So although we, although we perhaps went in our different directions as councils, we actually all had that starting point and whatever happened.
We all came back to that of change needs to happen and I think if you can get that level of understanding at the beginning, then that really does help in future conversations.
So the focus report fairly incidental looking back, but absolutely critical at the time on the journey towards becoming a single unitary authority.
So this is the business case.
It is available through a link on the webinar.
I'm reassured that it is there and if not then you can go on to Google and just search it because it's there and totally available.
It took us actually nearly four months to write.
You shouldn't underestimate the amount of work that has to go into writing a business case to become a new authority.
It runs to 170 pages.
There are two main sections which I'll talk about in a moment.
In actual fact, we only printed a very few small copies, all of which are now worth a fortune, I'm sure, and but the rest were all available online.
The majority of people accessed online business case both before the decision was made and after the decision was made, and when the statutory change orders were laid.
So if we if we just talk a little bit about the business case, the two main sections are.
Are as follows.
So the case for change. Now obviously if you're if you're going through local government reorganization result of the English Devolution Act.
Less, perhaps important, but we had to really define what our case for change was, and that was where the focus report because so important the future of local government, we made it absolutely clear that there was critical areas where we as local government in this part of the.
World had to make a change and that was that was very much part of that.
And if you read the business case, you will see things coming through from the focus report that we were all signed up to.
Perhaps it's the second part of the business case which was, which is perhaps more helpful for you.
Moving forward and that's how we could deliver this one Somerset vision that we had in this business case. I do have to keep stressing that it was a County Council promoted business case.
The district councils had an alternative business case called stronger Somerset.
Very similar in style, very similar in the way that it was written, but clearly I can only talk on the one that I know so well.
Realising 1 Somerset, I think you have to get very clearly in your mind that what you're what you need to to move through is transition.
So this is transition to become a new authority. It's not transformation.
Transformation comes later, so I'll the cost savings. All the costs incurred.
Are about the transition costs, not the transformation costs.
So beyond that, how do you then merge social care and housing?
How do you then merge public health and and environmental health?
How do you how do you merge public health and leisure, for example?
Those are transformation consequences of transformation savings.
Not part of the transition, which is what the business case is based on.
And absolutely it can't just be about saving money.
So we were very clear because we had the focus report behind us that this was not just about saving money, this was about how we could deliver in a new way with a new vision for people in Somerset.
So absolutely critical if you read the 170 pages, you'll get much more of a flavour for it.
But those really are just the background to it.
Now I want to talk about some key partners here.
There are. There are some.
Absolutely key partners that you have to work with and be in contact with almost daily, weekly.
So let's start at the top all local councils.
So you're not in this on your own?
You might be a District Council now.
You might be a borough council now.
You might be a County Council now, but in actual fact that it is really important that you involve all the other Councils. This is going to get difficult.
We all know it's difficult.
We all know the different people have different views. I'm going to come to that in my next slide. Just talk.
About that and the consequences and the impact of it. But it is absolutely vital that you deal professionally and you work with your colleagues in the other Councils, because actually you might be running this when it goes through. You might just be the person that's going to have.
To lead this transition and this transformation beyond the business case.
So it's really important that everybody really works together.
And it's important as well that cabinet and cabinet members and also members of the opposition.
Are absolutely involved in this now.
Not everybody's going to agree.
In fact, lots of people are going to disagree.
But that's beside the point. We all need to understand what's being written.
We understand why it's been written and we need to understand why.
That's the recommendations of the business case.
So really important that these people and your colleagues and the Council are fully involved.
And I guess I'll to talk a bit later about how we did that, how we reported almost on a on a monthly basis to everybody. The other one is well, don't forget Council officers and staff when you're going through local government reorganisation at whatever stage people are going.
To get really nervous, you know, people's jobs and their livelihoods and their and their wherever life and everything else, even their status in life, is going to be really challenged by some of the things that we're talking about.
So don't forget Council officers.
Don't forget the Council staff.
Don't forget to have questions and answer session for so they can ask any questions.
Don't forget to make yourself available as politicians, as chief executives, as senior leaders within the Council.
Make sure that everybody understands your business case might not be chosen, but if it is, they need to know why it is that you've gone this this route.
What your recommendations and what the consequences are so absolutely important.
Now City, Town and parish councils, I could ask the question.
Actually, we only have one city in in Somerset which is the smallest city in England. Which is the beautiful city of wells?
You're more than welcome to come and visit it anytime. So we do have to talk about our city, town and parish councils.
Lots of towns. We have lots of market towns in Somerset, our largest population area is Taunton with about 85,000, so we're not.
Big cardbations, but we have lots of small market towns.
And we have 300 parish councils, so it is absolutely critical that we talk to those city town parish councils about what the future holds when we move through the business case and it take into account their views of what they would like to see built into the.
Business case they are key partners to you not only as you write the business case as you go through the business case and as you deliver it.
So do spend time talking to them and meet, meet, meet, talk, talk to all those.
All those people and lots of organizations, we had some set association for local councils, but I know there's there's National Association of local Councils. All those organisations will really help you to to refine and hone your business case, which means that it'll be more successful in its deli.
Don't forget your businesses. Big input from businesses about what they want to see coming out of a local government reorganization, what it looks like.
Voluntary sector. You know, I can't stress it.
A voluntary sector pick up so.
Much of the slack that we as local authorities can't do, they pick up so much slack going through the the business case and into the future. Really important. We talk about them, but how we structure, how we we developed local Community networks, which are sort of area board.
Involving the voluntary sector, how do they work?
How would they like them to work?
Really importantly, talk to. You cannot talk to your partners enough.
Mhclg.
My very first meeting.
With a guy with with a young minister, a very young minister, who I thought was going to go a long way, actually a guy called Rishi Sunak back in 2017, I'm not sure what happened to him, but you've got to keep talking to your ministers. You've got.
To keep talking to Mhclg officers staff make sure they're involved.
Understand what they're expecting of you and what the time scales are.
So lots of talking, lots of involvement.
If you're a leader, you're going to spend your time on the road.
I absolutely guarantee it.
I just want to talk a bit about the difficult side. OK, so.
This is this is not easy for anybody.
And we all had difficult time with it.
So particularly I mean, I'm sure my districts would show similar things, but I had a spoof website set up against me. Within that website there was a picture of me having a gun aimed at my head.
There was plans to, you know, there was talk about what, what consequences were of abolishing the current structure.
Just remember, you've got to come out the other side and everybody has to come out the other side.
So it was a really difficult period. I actually have one of my MPs against me.
That was very vocal and could say lots of things in Parliament which had parliamentary privilege, which you just can't counter.
So people will take a position with wherever you've come from. People always have a different view. And of course the public do and you know it. It gets very difficult.
So I do.
I do want to stress that you looking after yourself personally through this journey is absolutely so important. So do.
Please take time out.
Remember, you remember what's important to you.
Remember your values.
And do keep that that belief in yourself, because actually there's going to be lots of people that that are going to be very critical of you.
And remember, you will come out the other side.
So we did come out the inside.
We did actually agree with our with our district colleagues that we would introduce weekly meetings with our Chief executive. So the five chief executives met.
We did agree that we would continue to meet as leaders and that we would discuss strategic matters because that's really important.
Whichever business case was chosen, we did sign up to collaborative working.
We tried to get away from confrontation even though we didn't agree with one another.
It was really important that we were collaborative and we we understand the direction that we were both travelling.
We looked at the formation of a joint committee.
We set up an implementation executive and we also looked at joint scrutiny and and put in a joint scrutiny for when the statute changes orders were were made.
So it's really important that you might not agree with with your colleagues, but it's important that you both.
Both parties or three parts or four parts or however many.
This case is coming forward.
Actually, keep talking to one another because this is not this is not in isolation.
So we managed to achieve all that. There was a map of how we did it.
Everybody needs a good map.
We can see how it all works, Chief executive reported into the Joint Committee reported into the Council's etc.
So Yep, don't forget that you do need to work with with your colleagues to make make it all happen.
Very quickly, we set up a new website.
But really important that you try to move away from your district branding your.
Borough branding or your county branding is is going to be a new Council and it's really important that people begin to talk about the new Council.
Important because.
You don't want any of that legacy stuff coming with you.
Really, you need people to move on so that they they see that they're they're in a new place.
And everybody can buy into it.
We're not actually cutting anybody out from the future, so we set up a new website.
I talked about how we we kept Members involved.
This was something that we published on a weekly basis.
It was the status of the of the program, the local government reorganisation program.
It gave the program update. You can see there electoral arrangement options paper for mhclg submitted and you know you can see what.
The the current activities are.
Activities over the next six weeks, some of the milestones are the on track of the off track.
So this was something was published every week and was available to members and was actually produced and discussed at meetings as well-being cabinet or scrutiny or whatever.
So really important that everybody has access to information of the journey that you're on, what stage you're at, what's coming next should be no surprises to people.
They may not like it.
They people may not like the direction, but it's absolutely right that you share this information with anybody. There should not be any surprises in this in this process.
My word, pretty things. Briefings, briefings.
Now this is a briefing I did upon export.
You can tell it actually Exmoor because they've got the, you know, the stags head there, you know at the end of the village hall.
You've got to, as a political leader, as a council leader, you have to be prepared to go to endless briefings, to talk to people about what it means.
Be prepared to talk with your colleagues who are talking all the different business case and the different things be involved.
Just get there.
All the time, wherever it is, even if it's ex, more in the middle of a January evening, you have to be there to talk to people.
You cannot underestimate the amount of consultation and communication that needs to go on.
We produced a number of leaflets as well.
This was one in particular that it illustrates 2 business cases that were produced.
The one Somerset, the stronger Somerset, the one Somerset was the single council option. The stronger sunset was the dual Council option.
IE2 splitting the county in half.
Before somebody asked me, Somerset is 565,000 residents.
So there's one option to reduce to to split it into two, which is from Somerset and those one which was the one that I promoted for the single one Somerset. We produced this. This was something we gave to people.
Clearly we had a message to deliver, but we felt it was really important that people could make their own decision moving through it.
Clearly, the important thing is, as you as you as you go through the business case, Facebook, Twitter, other social media, absolutely vital that people to access that are people that don't normally access. You know communication can now get it through social media. And one of the things that.
We did produce, which I will show you.
It lasts for about just over a minute and 1/2.
And hopefully my my screen works on this.
But we did produce a number of videos which we we then put onto social media and we we put into various meetings so people could understand exactly what it was that we were describing, trying to get people on board with, with the vision of where we're taking so.
Let's take a look at the this.
Hopefully this is going to work.
You, the people of Somerset, deserve the very best from your local services. We can all agree on that.
Today, most local services are divided up between the County Council and four district councils.
But which Council runs which services?
What number do I call?
Which website do I look at?
This is confusing and wasteful.
We need one Somerset.
A new Council to replace the five old disjointed councils that stands up for communities.
One seamless point of contact for everyone who uses local services like roads, schools, planning, housing, social care, environmental issues and all the rest.
One place that listens to all of Somerset's residents and speaks to them in talks with government partners and investors by cutting red tape and waste millions of pounds could be freed up and spent on better services.
One Somerset would see power and decisions moved away.
From remote districts and County Council offices and into your communities through a web of more than 15 local community networks, this is not a new idea.
Other counties and cities across England are doing it already.
Look no further than our neighbors. North Somerset, Bath and NE, Somerset, Wiltshire, Dorset and Cornwall.
They have all moved to one council to provide better services, better value and better local decision making.
For their residents, Somerset must not be left behind to tackle the challenges that lie ahead.
It is time we moved too.
We've put together a business case that shows how Somerset can do better.
Ready to drive one Somerset to a bright new future? Ending confusion over who does what, making more decisions locally.
Creating jobs and apprenticeships, helping our ageing population, tackling climate.
Change better services for you.
That is the one Somerset vision.
That is what one Council can do for Somerset.
So as I say we we produced a number of those videos.
That's probably the longest one, which explained beginning to end.
What a new Council would be.
But there were others that we produced specific subjects.
It's interesting, looking back, isn't it the people riding on the bus have actually got their face masks on.
It's that was a time in our lives, wasn't it? That we look back on and forget about sometimes.
So I will just now before I hand it back to Abby for general questions.
I just want to talk about some key lessons I've tried here to.
To to give you as many insights as I possibly can. The first one is maintain your relationships. You know you are not going to agree with everything that your colleagues in your own Council in your other Councils, in the area are going to say. But the end of.
The day you're going to have to work together, you you will have to come through.
You will come through local government reorganization and it's far better to come through if you can maintain your relationships and I know it sounds easy.
And when you've had websites set up against you and all that personal stuff, very difficult, but critical critical.
Remember as well that you may actually have to implement that business case because there will be an election. And what happened with with in Somerset and this is for another webinar, another day about how, how it's it's implemented.
Of course we I lost control of the Council, but my business case has been approved and others who had opposed it through their districts responsibilities then had to implement it.
Remember you could be implementing a business case that actually you're not writing today.
So stay on to the business cases.
Understand what they're all saying and do maintain those relationships.
The important role of cabinet scrutiny? Member briefings.
I've talked about this briefings, briefings, briefings, meetings, meetings, meetings. It's all going to help everybody to develop a common understanding.
Don't neglect any stakeholder group, particularly the towns, the parishes and the city councils. Critical voluntary sector businesses.
Don't neglect any of those stakeholder groups.
Just know who they are.
Know where they are.
Know who the the opinion formers are and keep talking to them because they will be there.
Be really important for you as you go forward.
Maintain control of the finances, OK?
It's quite easy to take your eye off the ball.
We all know what I'm saying here is take your ball.
Easy to think we can take some short term decisions here.
Which long term somebody else may have to sort out control your finances, making sure that you hand something over which is, you know, in solid shape.
Don't be attempted to give away assets.
There are examples of recent lgrs where assets have been given away. It makes the.
Legacy Council feel that they're doing the right thing, but make sure that when you get that new Council, whatever it looks like, you've got sufficient capacity in your income and your expenditure to be able to meet those commitments.
You do need to be get out there into your communities.
People need to to understand you need to do lots of press, lots of social media.
And most importantly, you've got to look after yourself.
You need to come through this.
You need to come through it and feel that actually you've achieved something really worthwhile.
Don't listen to all the really harsh personal stuff.
Which can be very difficult and I know that personally, so do please look after yourself.
Make sure that you you keep your life in balance and make sure that you keep seeing the other side.
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