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Background
The landscape of the UK and North West is changing. Since the election of the Coalition Government in May 2010, a number of strategic decisions
have been made which have affected the vitality of public sector institutions and public services more generally. Cuts in public expenditure have led
to reductions in services, economic rebalancing between places is not working as it should and inequalities are as pronounced as ever. Therefore we
require a rethink as to how we create an economy which provides for all and where public services are a vital basis of economic health, creating a
context from which general prosperity can be advanced.
This report consists of key messages that need to be developed and communicated by UNISON NW to public sector partners and central Government,
predicated around making a stronger economy and society which values public services as an input to, and an output of, prosperity. The main report
is available separately and provides the wider evidence base to the messages below.

Context
Growing economy but rebalancing is failing: economic recovery is misbalanced and is failing many communities across the North West – communities
which were disconnected from economic opportunity even during the ‘boom years’ prior to recession. This is reinforced by the impacts of welfare
reform. There is a danger that the complex patchwork of economic divides between places could become a permanent feature in the future. Structural
weaknesses in the North West include declining wages, lower value work, shortening paid working hours, and significant variances in economic
outcomes across the region.
Austerity is making things worse: Austerity will continue to have a significant negative impact on the economy. In an economy such as the North West
where public spending continues to be so critically constrained, the effects are particularly substantial. Low wages and poor terms and conditions are
prevalent in the region, as shown in data presented in the main report. The report also illustrates the impact of spending cuts on public services within
the region across a range of spheres including local government, health, and care. This is having major consequences on communities and vulnerable
people, damaging prosperity and affecting health outcomes.
The public sector is central to a good economy and society: Critically, there is a need to fully appreciate the role of public services and its direct and
indirect impacts on economy and society. There are many local economic benefits created by our public services, not just in terms of the good work
around the UK stimulating local procurement, employment opportunities and so forth, but looking at the ‘un-priced’ benefits to society, the environment
and health. These benefits illustrate why the Government should place greater value upon the public sector.

Key messages for a better and inclusive economy
Below we outline a range of key messages for UNISON NW. These are designed to influence both national government and local partners within the
region, with UNISON NW taking a lead role in promoting these messages. This includes a mix between wider strategic and practical messages. They
are outlined in greater detail in the main report.
Importantly the messages are predicated around fairness. This is a word which has been used often by the Coalition Government but which has had
a loose meaning that has been lost in rhetoric. Here it is about fairness for public sector workers, for communities and places across the region that
have been disproportionately adversely impacted by government policy.

1.

Appreciate the value of public services and local government

1.1

Discuss a new settlement on the role and value of local government


There are a number of core messages that need to be communicated and developed as part of a new discussion:
•
•
•

Local government is a central component in developing local solutions for the problems places face.
Local government is the key body which provides the development of local networks for partners to grow.
Local government is fundamental for democratic legitimacy - they are not just service providers.

There is an argument for a new settlement from Government, based on these principles, to create and maintain a new, and more appropriate,
balance of power, responsibility and resource between the central and local.
1.2

Develop a ‘Fair Deal’ for the North West


There is an urgent need for a fairer settlement for the North West, particularly in terms of local government finance. There needs to be an
alternative that shows an appreciation that some places need more support. This means a change in current funding formulas which are
based primarily on the size of the population of a place. This is very much a shift towards needs-based approaches being the primary rationale
for distribution of resources to public service organisations. This is a necessity. If targeted properly, this will achieve economic and social
growth, particularly in the North West - which has suffered disproportionately from public sector cuts.
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1.3

More devolution of resource and policy powers


1.4

This is not necessarily about localism but about having greater financial independence in local government – having the freedom to distribute
resource rather than being dictated to from the centre. This means providing more effective mechanisms for local government to access
finance such as using local government pension schemes for spend on housing through regional pooling, determining local rates of tax (for
instance councils having more flexibility and choice about council tax levels), and ensuring that other sources of finance are not so expensive;
and making sure that savings made from local initiatives (such as Community Budgets) are not funnelled back to Whitehall. This is particularly
important for those councils in places which have significantly less resource and greater social and economic needs. It is important that the
total resources available to an area reflect levels of need, not the ability to raise funds.
Bring public sector agencies to work together more closely



At a time where resources across public bodies are being consistently stretched, there needs to be consideration as to how different ways of
delivering public services can still deliver the outcomes that people need. As public agencies pool resources, share ideas and delivery, this
could result in more effective services. Community Budgets are an example of this. This is an initiative which brings local service providers
together from across several local authority areas to discuss how services can be better delivered and coordinated in their area. Overall,
such approaches should enable better communication between local organisations and give providers a better understanding of how their
service fits alongside other local services.

2.

Protect and develop the public sector workforce

2.1

Promote the sustainability of the workforce


2.2

Despite uncertainties around the workforce, there are practical measures that public bodies can take. There are examples of ‘skills-based’
and ‘competency-based’ redeployment systems in operation which can be used as a bulwark against the threat of large scale redundancies.
Such redeployment systems need to be promoted across the whole public sector. This can be used to develop a blueprint of change in the
relationship between a public employer, and its employees. It shows a commitment to the development of the workforce.
A commitment to up-skill employees



2.3

Pathways need to be identified for employees who are at risk of redundancy, and this means developing policies within the public sector for
up-skilling existing staff. Skills programmes are needed to narrow the gap between skills needed for job opportunities and skill sets of people
in redeployment pools. A combination of carefully thought through redeployment programmes, understanding the skill sets of employees, and
then providing the training to up-skill, is important to maintaining morale, confidence, and ensuring that the skills are in place to continue to
deliver quality services.
Implement ‘Employment Charters’ across the region
Component 1: The Living Wage




Promoting a Living Wage for public sector employees: There are already examples of this within the North West, which could be promoted
further.
Encouraging a Living Wage through the supply chain: Using procurement and commissioning processes could potentially be the most
effective way of securing a more wholesale adoption of Living Wage.
Component 2: Cutting zero hours contracts



Taking zero hours contracts out of commissioning is critical. Social care is particularly affected by zero hours contracts. The situation, a
symptom of current commissioning arrangements, requires urgent attention and there are steps that can be taken to make a difference,
such as moving away from a process of contract by contract conditions to begin to shape local markets, and ensuring that provider activity is
concentrated within a single patch which provides more guaranteed hours within an area. It also includes developing the workforce through
improving the required standards of training, to fund this so it is not left to workers to pay for their own essential training.



There also needs to be a continuation of wider campaigns aimed at all employers to reduce the usage of zero hours contracts. This could
include:
•
•
•

Guides to employers about zero hours contracts;
Lobbying to increase resource for acting on abuse of zero hours contracts;
Working with other trade unions, public sector bodies and private sector representatives to inform and influence businesses across
the region.

After austerity: an economic plan for the North West

2.4

North West Councils to adopt the UNISON Ethical Care Charter and Kingsmill Review recommendations


2.5

The Kingsmill Review and UNISON Ethical Care Charter highlight a range of important actions required to ensure the care sector’s workforce
is professionalised and that quality care is available to all. North West local authorities need to be encouraged to adopt the recommendations
of the Kingsmill Review and the UNISON Ethical Care Charter. The Charter has already been signed up to by a range of councils across the
country, including Wirral.
Promote in-sourcing across all public organisations



More local authorities are beginning to bring some services back in-house, and are often evidencing financial and efficiency savings as a result.



In-sourcing helps in providing greater flexibility, increased efficiency, and reducing costs and time associated with contract monitoring. It
can protect local government jobs and make council services more efficient in the long run, providing the quality services that communities
and residents demand, whilst providing the accountability and democratic value that local government is there to deliver.

3.

Maximise the potential of the regional economy

3.1

Extend the economic footprint of public services


Communicate to central government and local public bodies that public spending is important for the local economy: the earnings of the local
public sector workforce, together with re-spend by suppliers and their employees, is particularly important for local economies. The evidence for
this - outlined in the report - is important to communicate, highlighting the wider economic contribution of the public sector and how spending
cuts are diminishing its central role in contributing to economic prosperity. Good quality employment in the local health service, council or
university provides vital job opportunities, especially for women, in local labour markets. Public sector employment is very important in our
communities. In health care for example, over 8% of the North West workforce are employed in the sector, rising to over 13% in some areas.



Promote progressive procurement: Public sector bodies need to procure in ways in which maximum benefit can be extracted from the process
for local people, the local economy and communities. There are a number of considerations to developing more progressive procurement
practice, outlined in the report. Commissioning decisions should ensure that public money is not paid to providers that do not pay the living
wage or use zero hours contracts. Commissioning strategies can also encourage collective bargaining arrangements in provider organisations.
A more progressive outlook will ensure that during times of economic and social stress and austerity, public money can be used to help
address key issues such as unemployment and deprivation.

3.2

Develop a more effective economic strategy for the future
A more effective economic plan would help the North West. This could include:


A more focused industrial and investment strategy that needs to be developed in order to maximise the economic potential of the North West,
so it can fully input into the UK’s economic development.



The development of a regional investment bank with allocation of funds directed to increasing economic capacity. This would be wedded to
an effective industrial strategy, investing in opportunities for development, stimulating local supply chains and used in the development of
infrastructure projects.



Replacing the Work Programme with local models responding to local circumstances. The Work Programme is not connecting people,
especially those furthest from the labour market, to employment opportunities, or to support within their communities.



A plan to build appropriate levels of housing: the lack of new home development is holding back the economy. There needs to be a coordinated
programme of house building, to create more jobs and connect people to economic opportunity. The North West in particular has higher
volumes of Brownfield land (previously developed land). In order to release sites, the public sector could work with housing associations and
other partners to support land remediation for market and social housing development.



Investing in transport: there are also several transport challenges across the region, such as road/rail congestion and managing travel demand,
together with connecting rural areas and other isolated places with economic opportunity and public services. There is a need for a transport
plan that promotes equality of opportunity.

