COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ALLIANCE SCOTLAND

Single Outcome Agreements
Note of discussion at members’ meeting, 8 February 2008

Jon Harris, COSLA, gave a presentation
Single Outcome Agreements (SOAs) had first been suggested as a means of allocating central government funding to local authorities by COSLA in 2002. The current Scottish Government had agreed to adopt the system as part of the Concordat between COSLA and the Scottish Government. This Concordat (http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/923/0054147.pdf) is about commitments to deliver at both local and national levels, and to negotiate over policies. It involves a partnership of trust, which leaves local partners free to decide their local priorities and streamlines reporting arrangements. Local authorities and partnerships would in effect make an offer of what they would try to achieve locally, and the Scottish Government would need to respond by committing to funding for local bodies and possibly national policy changes. 
The national outcomes defined in the Concordat will be supplemented by locally agreed outcomes. There must be an evidence base for these. All agreed outcomes should be incorporated into the Community Plan and the plans of individual partner organisations. They do not replace all existing performance management frameworks, in fact these will need to be used to help ensure delivery of the outcomes. A nationally agreed process to look at outcomes that were not achieved and agree on the reasons and implications had still to be developed.  

The Concordat also includes 49 ‘high-level’ indicators. These may need to be reviewed. Some are not currently measurable and some have little relevance to local government (e.g. fish stocks).  
The key purpose of an SOA is to define the outcomes that partners seek in a relatively small number of high priority areas in which they wish to make improvements. Services that will continue as before should not necessarily require to be specified in the SOA in order to receive continuing support. 
Although in 2008/09 only local authorities are required to prepare SOAs, a large minority of areas will involve all their Community Planning partners and in the following year all will be required to do so. Currently they cover all services for which local authorities have a responsibility, whoever actually delivers them. Agreements must specify arrangements for joint scrutiny of the process. Ministers wish partnerships to be accountable to local communities for their agreements. None of these processes were entirely fixed – it would be a learning experience for all involved.  

All local authorities must submit their draft SOA by 1 April, and it was expected that all would be finally agreed by the end of June. 
In discussion with CDAS members, points raised included: 

Q. How would the new system be used to decide on the allocation of grants to local authorities?
A. The old system of calculation would be replaced. For 2008/09 authorities would receive a negotiated figure based on their previous funding, together with money from the programmes that were previously ‘ring fenced’. Work was underway on the future method for distributing public funds. 
Ministers want the national outcomes and indicators framework to apply to all services – for example work was underway to bring existing NHS indicators into line with it. Some people believe that there will be a move towards allocating joint budgets to partnerships, but this would not happen initially. 

Q. What is the role of community empowerment and engagement in this? The voluntary and community sector feared a shift of funding to ‘mainstream’ services and a real loss in the capacity to support community engagement. 

A. Local government wanted accountability to be built in to the system and was committed to ensuring that this is done. How can you identify priority issues if you aren’t able to talk to your community?

Q. Yes, but as well as support for engagement, what about resources for growing and strengthening community organisations? Many have raised this concern with Ministers. 
A. COSLA is interested in developing the capacity of communities to hold others to account. The lack of ringfenced funding was scary both for local authorities, who become more accountable for their decisions, and for others involved, who might fear greater uncertainty over funding. But, for example, some councils were already shifting substantial resources away from the administration and reporting that they had previously been required to do, and into other priorities. 
Others commented that there was a potential for the current policies and work on community engagement and community capacity building to be linked to a new shared commitment to community empowerment.

The links to other policies, such as the current review of regulation, audit, inspection and complaints in Scotland's public services were discussed. A move away from a narrow professional focus on each service separately might help to shift attention to the need for community capacity building. 
The role of indicators in the SOAs was discussed. Points made:
· National indicators appeared rather ‘compartmentalised’, but if an activity helps towards a number of them this should be a positive thing

· Locally developed indicators might do more to specify the role of communities and community development.
Q. Are we really going to be able to agree where the responsibility lies when outcomes are not being met?

A. There has to be a local dialogue on this, not just an argument with the Scottish Government. 

Q. There has been historic underinvestment in community capacity building, and a long-standing fear that it will be the first thing to go if the budgets for it are not ringfenced. We must keep track of how it is being resourced under the new system. 

A. COSLA is not against ringfencing when new ideas are being tested. But maybe this has been done too often in the field of community capacity building/ engagement? Shouldn’t it be delivered in more mainstream ways as part of the core business of the organisations involved?
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