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BRECKLAND COUNCIL 
 
Report of the Deputy Chief Executive to the 
OVERVIEW & SCRUTINY COMMISSION – 4 SEPTEMBER 2008 
 
NORFOLK’S LOCAL AREA AGREEMENT – PROGRESS AND CHALLENGES 
 
 

 
PURPOSE  
 
The purpose of this report is to provide a risk based briefing to the Executive Board on the 
progress of Norfolk’s Local Area Agreement and the challenges that need to be addressed 
if it is to be implemented successfully. 
 
SUMMARY 
 
Norfolk’s Local Area Agreement is a plan of action based on 8 high level outcomes and a 
battery of 90 indicators that is intended to act as a vehicle for the delivery of the County’s 
Sustainable Community Strategy known as Norfolk Ambition. The document has been 
submitted for approval to the Government Office for the East of England, which is likely to 
be forthcoming before the end of June 2008. The process for agreeing the LAA has been 
exemplary – the views of many disparate organisations have been heard, reconciled and 
shaped in a truly collaborative and inclusive manner and resulted in substantial consensus. 
Nonetheless if the agreement is to succeed in producing better outcomes than would have 
been achieved in its absence Leaders and Chief Executives sitting on the Norfolk County 
Strategic Partnership Management Group, whose role is to oversee the implementation of 
Norfolk Ambition and the LAA, will need to ensure that key issues relating to the effective 
management and governance of the LAA are resolved – especially the extent to which 
district Local Strategic Partnerships might be used to drive the delivery of LAA outcomes 
and the provision and pooling of the additional resources that will be needed to deliver the 
agreement. The urgency with which these issues need to be tackled is, however, 
diminished by Local Government Review, which is likely to disrupt governance, 
management and funding arrangements, whatever future pattern of local government is 
imposed on the county. 
 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
None – this is a briefing paper. 
 

 

Background 

1. In recent years the relationship between central and local government has been 
shaped by a consensus that the public and voluntary sectors should work in 
partnership to deliver “joined up” and “cross-cutting” services. This is based on a 
belief that partnerships will deliver better outcomes for citizens than traditional ways 
of working notwithstanding the fact that there is no systematic evidence or even an 
agreed methodology for demonstrating that this way of working provides significant 
“additionality” (that is, materially better outcomes and outputs than would have been 
achieved in any event in the absence of partnership working). 

 
2. Against this background, since 2000, local authorities, working through “local 

strategic partnerships”, (“LSPs”) have been required to lead the preparation of 
“sustainable community strategies” (“SCS”) – formally known as “community 
strategies” for their areas. An important principle that underpins the agenda of LSPs 
and SCSs is that they should focus on outcomes and activities that could not be 
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achieved without partnership working. This emphasis on partnership working and 
improved outcomes for the people feeds into the new system of comprehensive area 
assessment (“CAA”) which is geared towards assessing how well public bodies work 
together to improve the lives of people living in a particular area.   

 
3.  In Norfolk there are 8 LSPs and 8 SCSs – 1 for the whole of the county and 1 for 

each district. The County SCS is styled “Norfolk Ambition” and describes a vision for 
Norfolk that partners aim to realise through the pursuit of 9 high level outcomes 
between now and 2023.  

 
4. The Local Area Agreement (“LAA”) is a rolling 3 year plan for the delivery of Norfolk 

Ambition and is attached as an Appendix to this report. Entitled “Norfolk Action”, the 
LAA has had to be negotiated with, and remains to be approved by, Government and 
reflects what the Norfolk County Strategic Partnership (“NCSP”) and Go-East have 
agreed are the priorities for the County. The LAA is focused on creating the right 
conditions for accommodating accelerating economic growth, especially around 
Norwich, Thetford, King’s Lynn and Great Yarmouth, with the object of helping to 
secure some 55,000 new jobs and 78,800 homes by 2021. Another objective is to 
tackle deprivation in urban areas such as Thetford and in rural areas such as the 
Fens and the Brecks. In addition the LAA aims to enhance outcomes and 
opportunities for children and young people by raising aspirations and levels of 
educational attainment – which will ultimately help to promote the economic well-
being of the county. Older people are another focus of the LAA in recognition of the 
fact that Norfolk’s population is ageing significantly more rapidly than that of England 
and Wales as a whole, which will impose substantial additional costs and other 
demands on health and social services in the early 21st Century.  In this context, the 
LAA specifies 8 cross-cutting outcomes around which action will be organised, 
namely:- 

 
i. A thriving economy 
ii. Improving skills and fulfilling aspirations 
iii. Improving housing 
iv. Environmental sustainability 
v. Stronger communities 
vi. Safer communities 
vii. Supporting independence 
viii. Improving health and well-being 

 
5. Each of these outcomes is underpinned by a range of indicators and associated 

targets. The Government is not making any “new money” available for the LAA, 
which must be funded from existing budgets. In the circumstances performance 
against 35 “designated indicators” will be particularly important because it will 
determine the quantum of “Performance Reward Grant” (“PRG”) that is awarded to 
Norfolk to help fund LAA activity. 

  
6. The NCSP began to review Norfolk Ambition in 2007. This process was, however, 

overtaken by an unforeseen requirement imposed by Government to develop the 
LAA by June 2008, with the result that  the delivery plan for Norfolk’s sustainable 
community strategy ran ahead of the strategy itself!  This helps to explain why 
Norfolk Ambition and Norfolk Action specify slightly different priority outcomes. In 
broad terms, however, the two documents marry well together and some minor 
degree of inconsistency can be explained by their different time horizons – some 
elements of Norfolk Ambition will fall to be delivered well beyond the end of the 
current LAA. 

 
The next steps 

  
7. The LAA has been submitted to GOEast for approval, which is likely to be received in 

the next few weeks. The focus will then shift to implementation: more particularly, the 
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processes of action planning, delivery, performance monitoring and effective 
communications.  

 
8. The LAA comprises a total of 74 national and local indicators that have been agreed 

between GOEast and the NCSP, and a further 16 statutory indicators set by the 
Department for Children, Schools and Families. Baselines have not been established 
for many of these indicators and the methodology for measuring some of them has 
not yet been finalised. This makes target setting difficult. Moreover, because the LAA 
will be approved well after the end of local authorities’ planning cycle for 2008-2009 
the remainder of this financial year is likely to be devoted to action planning and the 
development of effective performance monitoring systems rather than delivery. 

 
9. Action planning poses significant challenges. Although indicators are grouped under 

outcomes the LAA process requires that there should be a lead individual, 
partnership and organisation for every indicator and that every indicator should have 
its own action plan. Each indicator lead is accountable to the NCSP Management 
Group for the delivery of the targets that have or will be set. Whilst these individuals 
will be supported by the lead partnership and a team of senior officers who make up 
the “Norfolk Action Team” (“NAT”) there is presently no clear understanding about 
how indicator leads will be empowered to discharge their responsibilities. Nor is there 
any agreed understanding of how the various actors in the process will work together 
effectively within the overall governance framework (that includes outcome leads and 
the NCSP) to deliver the targets that have been set. The NAT and indicator leads will 
therefore be tasked with resolving these issues over the next few months. 

 
10. Another matter that will need to be addressed quickly is the resourcing of the LAA. 

An action planning template has been devised for each indicator and indicator leads 
are responsible for mapping planned activities that are funded and those which 
require additional resources if they are to be delivered. This information will be 
synthesised by a Resources Advisory Group (“RAG”) and reported to the NCSP 
Management Group and NAT. Acting on this information all partners will need to 
consider whether, to what extent and on what conditions their budgets should be 
earmarked and pooled to support the delivery of LAA targets. There is, for example, 
an expectation that local authority partners will allocate area based grant to support 
the LAA. Second homes council tax has been identified as a potential funding pot. 
Money may also be made available by the Regional Improvement and Efficiency 
Programme. For the reasons set out earlier in this report PRG cannot be relied on 
and in any event the total amount of funding available under this head is likely to be 
significantly less than the Local Public Service Agreement Reward Grant that it 
replaces. 

 
Other risks and challenges 

 
 The role of district LSPs and SCSs 
 

11. District LSPs are pursuing most of the outcomes that are driving the LAA through 
their SCSs. They are also using (or could easily adopt) LAA indicators where these 
coincide with District SCS priorities. In practical terms this means that district LSPs 
and SCSs have considerable potential to act as delivery vehicles for the LAA without 
the need to create much of the management superstructure described in paragraph 9 
of this report. This would have several advantages. First, it would build on and 
maximise the benefits to be obtained from existing networks whereas under the 
proposed arrangements district LSPs are likely to be marginalised. Second, it would 
be more likely to promote real buy in to the LAA and the better integration of Norfolk 
Ambition with district SCSs. Third, greater buy in, integration and use of existing 
networks ought to reduce the management overhead attached to running the LAA. 
The improved working relations and effectiveness that would result should in turn 
promote greater access to, and a readier pooling of, financial and other resources.  It 
may be that the role of district LSPs should be revisited in the light of experience of 
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running the LAA under existing governance arrangements and the outcome of the 
next critical risk factor to be discussed, Local Government Review. 

 
Local Government Review  

 
12. During the development of the LAA all partners and GOEast have eschewed any 

discussion of the possible impact of LGR, which viewed objectively probably throws 
real doubt on the wisdom of developing a LAA at this juncture. This is because any 
proposal for the future governance of Norfolk that is not based on a single county 
unitary solution will inevitably give rise to both a need and desire on the part of 
successor authorities to renegotiate many of the indicators and targets that have or 
will be set. Indeed it may be that some top level outcomes would be recast in 
significantly different terms - if, for example, a Norwich Unitary Council were to be 
created a LAA for the city would probably have a very different emphasis to that 
which has been agreed for the whole county. Furthermore, the creation of two or 
more unitary councils would almost certainly give rise to a need to develop a multi-
area agreement (“MAA”) to deal satisfactorily with cross-county issues. In addition, a 
new governance structure for the county might be expected to significantly alter 
governance, management and funding arrangements for the LAA. There is thus a 
real risk that work undertaken in year 1 will have to be repeated unless careful 
attention is given to the probable direction and implications of LGR once the 
Boundary Commission (as it has recently been renamed) publishes its preferred 
option on 7 July 2008.   

 
Embedding the LAA 

 
13. Norfolk Ambition and the LAA are (necessarily) enmeshed in substantial bureaucracy 

and in consequence appear to be remote to most staff and elected members or just 
do not register with them at all as they go about their everyday work for the authority. 
If the LAA is to succeed this situation needs to change. A key challenge will, 
therefore, be to establish and communicate the links between Norfolk Ambition and 
the LAA and the business plans of district LSPs and constituent organisations. This 
needs to be translated into a real understanding of what is proposed at middle 
management level so that there is proper awareness of how LAA objectives can be 
built into service and project plans that involve everyone in the organisation; 
“communication” is not enough; change will only come about if it is embedded in 
action that forms part of day to day activity. This process would have been assisted 
by using district LSPs as a delivery vehicle for the LAA. There now needs to be a 
discussion of alternative ways of working, but it may be that this is best deferred until 
the Boundary Commission publish their preferred option for Norfolk.  

 
Adoption of the LAA by Breckland District Council 

 
14. Buy in to the LAA by Norfolk authorities is secured through commitments made by 

Leaders and Chief Executives at meetings of the NCSP Management Group. Neither 
the Council nor the Breckland LSP are formally required to adopt the LAA. Once it 
has been approved by GOEast there might be merit in the Cabinet formally 
endorsing its objectives, although this might give rise to expectations in respect of 
funding and the shaping of priorities that are best addressed when issues relating to 
the governance and management of the LAA have been resolved and the direction 
that will be taken by LGR has become clear. 

 
Conclusion 

 
15. The critical perspective of the LAA that has been adopted in this report should not be 

taken to imply any criticism of the process for developing the agreement or its final 
content. To the contrary, the working arrangements for agreeing the LAA ought to be 
acknowledged as exemplary – the views of many disparate organisations have been 
heard, reconciled and shaped in a truly collaborative and inclusive manner that 
achieved substantial consensus, notwithstanding the short period of time that was 
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allowed for this work, uncertainty over certain aspects of the process and the strain 
imposed by LGR. It is, however, probably fair to observe that putting the document 
together was the “easy part” of the LAA process; from the point of view of all 
participants the underlying purpose of the exercise and the real challenge is delivery 
of the agreement in a way that changes outcomes for local people. Since many of the 
outcomes would have been pursued by existing partnerships and organisations in the 
absence of the LAA its value will ultimately be judged in terms of whether it is 
possible to demonstrate better outcomes and outputs are delivered than would have 
been achieved in any event. Such additionality is unlikely to be attained or maximised 
unless the risks highlighted in this report are addressed effectively.  

 
16. For the present it is probably impracticable and unnecessary to take a firm view on 

issues relating to the funding of the LAA and its governance and management 
(particularly the role of district LSPs and SCSs). Representations have been made 
on the potential of district LSPs to contribute to the success of the LAA but for the 
time-being there appears to be little enthusiasm to depart from the creation of a more 
centralised bureaucracy, which will be largely staffed and managed by the County 
Council. Representations on funding would, moreover, be premature pending a 
review of the resource implications of the LAA by the RAG. A further disincentive to 
sustained lobbying on governance and resource issues is the fact that existing and 
proposed arrangements will inevitably be overtaken and need to be reviewed in the 
light of LGR. In any event, those aspects of the LAA which are of most concern to 
Breckland have been mainstreamed within the district SCS, so that action on a range 
of key issues will be pursued on behalf of local people whilst the issues highlighted in 
this report are settled.  

 
Financial implications 

 
17. None at this time. 

 
Legal implications 

 
18. None 

 
Risk 

 
19. Risk has been addressed exhaustively in the main body of the report. 

 
Equalities 

 
20. The LAA will be subject to a detailed equalities impact assessment  

 
 


