
D:\moderngov\data\published\Intranet\C00000143\M00003048\AI00016685\$vqmtgn50.doc10/10/2012 

BRECKLAND COUNCIL 
 
Report of: Terry Huggins, Chief Executive 
 
To:   Overview and Scrutiny Commission 
 
Author: Ben Wood, Business Development Manager 
 
Subject: Shaping Breckland 
 
Purpose: To update Members on the Shaping Breckland work that has 

taken place and outline the next steps in this initiative 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Work on “Shaping Breckland” began in early Spring 2012. The main drivers behind this 

initiative were as follows: 
 

- An acknowledgement that ‘efficiencies’ alone will not be enough to meet the 
forthcoming budget challenges faced by Breckland 

- The need to put in place a strategic framework for identifying and realising savings 
across the council over the short-medium term 

- The need to have that framework developed, owned and led by Members 
 
1.2 These drivers are essentially the ‘success criteria’ for this work and the basis by which 

it will be judged at its conclusion. 
 
1.3 Breckland Council faces a budget gap of around £3.5m by 2015/16. It is in this context 

that the Shaping Breckland work began. 
 
2. SHAPING BRECKLAND PART ONE – INITIAL WORKSHOPS 
 
2.1 On April 16th & 17th two workshops were organised at the Dereham Memorial Hall. All 

Members were invited to attend. The purpose of the workshops was to engage 
Members in abstract thinking about the public sector as a whole and how we would 
organise services if we had a blank sheet of paper. The questions and issues 
considered included:  

 
1. If Breckland Council didn’t exist, what would be the impact?  
2. Does that impact need to be addressed? What are the alternative ways of doing 

so? (eg. Self-regulation of consumers, greater role for voluntary sector etc). 
3. What is Breckland’s role in supporting these stakeholders in getting to this 

position? 
 
2.2 Over 30 Councillors attended the workshops on each of the days and a good level of 

debate was had concerning the future of Breckland. Day one was spent considering 

Recommendation(s): 
 
§ Members note the report and comment as appropriate 
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alternative ways of meeting local needs in the wake of ‘rolling back the state’. Day 
two was spent refining the role that Breckland District Council should have within that 
context. Both sessions were facilitated by Andrew Muter, Chief Executive of Newark 
and Sherwood District Council, at no cost. 

 
2.3 During day two Members were asked to vote on their preferences concerning the 

future role of Breckland, based on emerging themes from discussion: 
 

Role Votes 

Encourage self managed communities 23 
Understand and manage public expectations 29 
Provide a basic level of services 35 
Guide and enable citizens 22 
Pay for anything above a basic service 31 
Protect the most vulnerable 27 
A strategic role 36 

 

2.4 The three key themes that emerged as favourites became the platform for more 
recent work. More details on each can be found below: 

 
2.5 The Council to provide a “basic” level of service: This was essentially recognition that 

the council has a legal duty to provide basic services. Members were flexible as to 
the many different means of service delivery (commissioned, in-house, etc) on the 
basis of selecting the most appropriate solution in each circumstance – the key issue 
was that there needed to be a basic offer for all residents. ‘Vulnerable people’ were 
also identified as a group that we should ensure our services are accessible for. 
There was not enough time to define who would be in this group and what the 
eligibility criteria should be.  

 

2.6 The Council to charge for anything above a basic service: There seemed to be a 
consensus in the room that where people have the means to provide for themselves, 
they should be encouraged to do so. There were a number of dimensions to extra or 
additional services which could be charged for: 

 

- Service standards against the ‘basic’ level – assumption that better levels of 
service can be offered above the basic and that The Council can provide these 
easily 

- Additional services we do not yet have the capacity to provide – option is to buy 
in that additional capacity (on a permanent or temporary basis) or leave it to the 
market  

- Does the Council make a profit from these additional services or not? An 
emerging view was that for increasing service standards this should be done on a 
cost neutral basis but for additional services we currently don’t provide this could 
be done in a competitive market. 

- Are the additional services paid for on an individual basis or collective/ 
community basis? There was no consensus on this as it largely depends on what 
service is being offered 

- There is an assumption under this that some of our current service areas need to 
automatically move out of the basic offer (eg. asset and economic development). 
These ‘services’ would become trading units or trading arms of the council that 
would compete in the market or seek to be cost neutral. 

 

2.7 The Council to have a strategic role: There was a consensus that The Council should 
have a strategic role as Leader in Breckland, along with enabling individuals and 
communities to self-manage in a non-prescriptive way. In terms of the basic and 
additional services this could manifest itself in signposting to other options and 
services that The Council does not provide. Supporting communities that ‘fail’ was a 
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concern but there did not seem to be a clear view about whether The Council would 
step in.  

 
3. SHAPING BRECKLAND PART TWO – ZERO BASED SERVICES 
 
3.1 The notion of providing a basic level of service was the logical starting point for next 

steps. The Business Development unit subsequently started to develop a “legal 
minimum” position for the council through identifying what our statutory requirements 
are and where we are delivering above and beyond that. 

 
3.2 The results of that work were captured in a 45 page A3 document covering all the 

council’s revenue expenditure, with details about the legal minimum and costings for 
additional elements. A copy of that document is available upon request. A summary 
document is attached at Appendix A. 

 
3.3 That analysis indicated, broadly speaking, the cost of delivering the legal minimum 

level of service is around £9.315m per annum (spread across 75 different functions). 
Within those 75 functions, 31 are delivered above and beyond the minimum required 
level. There are also an 45 additional functions on top of the 75. The total expenditure 
of these extras is £3.078m, giving overall revenue expenditure for Breckland Council of 
£12.393m in 12/13.  

 
3.4 Although not a legally valid document, and often with financial estimates instead of 

actuals, that work formed the basis for a third workshop with all Members on 5 July. 
The workshop took the form of a “speed dating” session with all managers, where 
Members were encouraged to find out as much information as possible before being 
asked to vote on their preferences for the additional functions that they would like to 
keep. By default, those functions which received the lowest number of votes are those 
which Breckland Council could possibly withdraw. 29 Members attended that session. 

 
3.5 Voting was controlled by simulating the level of spend the council can realistically 

afford, based upon assumptions made in the medium term financial strategy. Of the 
options available (totalling £3.078m), each Member was limited to making choices 
totalling around £1m maximum. There was some ambiguity around the choices 
presented, hence a follow up survey was sent to all attendees for Members to re-cast 
their votes. 

 
3.6 On 23 July the results of the workshops were presented to the Executive. A summary 

of that work can be found at Appendix B. 
 
4. SHAPING BRECKLAND PART THREE – PUBLIC WORKSHOPS 
 
4.1 Having established a position which identifies the following: 
 

- Things Breckland definitely want to keep (eg. enforcement of planning breaches) 
- Things Breckland want to keep but might not be able to afford (eg. provide 

contact centres across the district) 
- Things Breckland are comfortable with not keeping (eg. Breckland Voice) 

 
 The Business Development Team were in a strong position to begin putting together a 

strategic framework and overall plan for driving savings in the short-medium. 
 
4.2 Overview and Scrutiny Members will note that the options are a mixture of back office 

functions and front facing services. For the latter, the impact of withdrawing services 
would be significant on residents and therefore all such decisions are exclusively 
matters of policy and subject to Council debate.  
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4.3 As early as the Summer, the Executive had expressed a desire to consult with 
Members of the public on all such controversial matters before debating at Council. 
With that in mind, a series of events across the five market towns were planned for 
September and October, branded “Could We Should We”. 

 
4.4 These have essentially taken the form of simple Q&A sessions with Executive 

Members, with an open invite to Members of the public. They started in Thetford on 
17th September, followed by Dereham (20th), Attelborough (24th), Swaffham (26th) and 
concluding in Watton on 2 October. Residents were asked to fill in voting forms with a 
number of savings and income options. A copy of that form can be found at Appendix 
C. Around 300 residents attended in total. The objectives of the events area as follows: 

 
- Demonstrate Member ownership for the ‘tough issues’ in the district 
- Provide an opportunity for residents to ask questions and engage with their 

councillors 
- Test the appetite residents have for stopping services 
- Test the appetite residents have for us charging for more services 
- Provide tangible information on that appetite to inform future decision making as 

part of the Shaping Breckland work 
 
4.5 Alongside these events, the same options for voting have been available on-line on the 

Breckland District Council website. That closes on 5th October. Around 600 responses 
have been received. 

 
4.6 An important point to note regarding the Could We Should We events is that they have 

been entirely Member led, with sparse officer support. 
 
4.7 At the time of writing, the results of the voting exercise were not available. Executive 

Board will be considering a full breakdown of the results on 15th October. 
 
5. SHAPING BRECKLAND – NEXT STEPS  
 
5.1 The Business Development Team will be tasked with progressing any service areas or 

‘extras’ that we wish to stop. Appendix C illustrates the options available and, subject 
to Executive, Cabinet and Full Council views, these may be progressed in due course. 

 
5.2 In terms of back office functions – and those ‘extras’ which we are currently delivering 

above and beyond the legal minimum, these were not put into the public domain for 
debate. Essentially these are invisible to residents and the assumption is they will be 
of far less relevance to services they can recognise and understand. However, the 
Business Development Team will be taking forward a number of different activities with 
this in mind. 

 
5.3 The largest piece of work to be progressed will be a comprehensive review of all 

support services. That includes: 
 

- central administration 
- financial services 
- legal services 
- HR 
- customer contact centre 

 
That will link to a number of other reviews also taking place, including a review of 
Communications (with a view to moving to a digital platform), Performance and 
Business Development. That will begin imminently 
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5.4 Other potential areas for review, but to be considered after the first phase of work 
following on from the Could We Should We results, include 

 
- Review of committee structures and governance (to be linked to Boundary 

Commission review) and associated democratic support 
- Move to a paperless organisation (no printing for Members or officers) 
- Review of all discretionary grant funding 
- Prepare a business case for charging for clinical and hazardous waste collections 

(and increasing charges for bulky goods collections) 
- Prepare a business case  

 
6. SHAPING BRECKLAND – WILL IT BE ENOUGH? 
 
6.1 As per section (1), Breckland faces an expenditure gap of £3.5m if it were to continue 

spending at its current rate by 2015/16. 
 
6.2 There is already an efficiency programme in place which is aiming to deliver £1.1m in 

efficiency savings. The options put to Members of the public have potential savings of 
£869,000. Income options have a maximum value of £397,000. The total value of the 
options before the public therefore, combined with the current efficiency programme, 
potentially reduce net expenditure by £2,366,000. Whilst a significant sum, this is still 
over £1m short of the gap. 

 
6.3 Moreover, the full value of the savings and income options put to Members of the 

public are unlikely to be approved by Cabinet and Full Council in their entirety. The 
purpose of the Could We Should We events was for Members to listen to people’s 
views to help make informed decisions across the many different options available. 

 
6.4 Therefore, in the best case scenario the gap facing Breckland will be £1,134,000 and 

in the worst case will be £2,400,000. 
  
6.5 It will be the task of the Business Development Manager to close that gap as fully as 

possible, beginning with the work outlined in (5.3) and (5.4). 
 
7. IMPLICATIONS 
 
7.1 Risk 
 

No recommendations made and therefore no risks directly associated with this paper. 
Any subsequent decisions regarding the ceasing of discretionary activity will need to 
be fully risk assessed. 

 
7.2 Financial 
 

At this stage there is no financial commitment. Any subsequent decisions regarding 
the ceasing of discretionary activity will need a full assessment of potential savings 
and be subject to Full Council debate 

 
7.3 Legal 
 

No recommendations made and therefore no legal issues directly associated with this 
paper. Any subsequent decisions regarding the ceasing of discretionary activity may 
have legal implications and this relevant advice would need to be obtained. 
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7.4 Equality and Diversity 
 

As above. Any decisions to cease discretionary activity may have affect individuals or 
groups within our communities and this would need to assessed. 

 
8. Alignment to Council Priorities 
 

• Entrepreneurial Council 
 
9. Wards/Communities Affected 
 
 None – Internal 
 
Lead Contact Officer 
Name/Post:   Ben Wood, Business Development Manager 
Telephone Number:  07827 842957 
Email:     ben.wood@breckland-sholland.gov.uk 
 
 
Appendices attached to this report: 
 
Appendix A –  
Appendix B –  
 


