

Surrey Supporting People Programme

Achieving Value For Money 
Introduction

The ODPM, now the Communities and Local Government Department (CLG) issued initial guidance in July 2004 to Administering Authorities on how to achieve value for money in the service review programme.

“Supporting People teams are required to assess the value for money and eligibility of every service that is funded by the programme.  This is a key element of the service review process and is a consideration of not only the costs but also the quality, strategic relevance and outcomes delivered by the service.  The Commissioning Body is also required to agree a standard process for assessing the above and to make this publicly available.”

Context

The Supporting People budget nationally and locally is under strain.  In Surrey, the budget has been reduced from £20 million a year in April 2003, to £18.5 million a year from April 2006 – to March 2008. Throughout this period, of course, inflationary pressures have continued, and so the cut to the Supporting People Grant in real terms is substantial.  At the time of writing, discussions about the Supporting People settlement from April 2008 under the Comprehensive Spending Review are on-going.  It is known that it is going to be a tough settlement and there is a strong possibility of further cuts.  There will be enormous pressure on local authorities and providers alike to find efficiency savings and to achieve even greater value for money, in order to protect services for vulnerable people.

Evolving A Policy

Benchmarking

The 2004 directions were accompanied by some initial guidance and a primary requirement was that a process of benchmarking should be undertaken. The difficulty for both the CLG and local authorities, like Surrey, is that unlike price, which can be objectively measured, value for money is a more subjective concept as it embodies the more imprecise concepts of quality, effectiveness and relevance to each authority’s own strategic plan. Early on, some authorities set out specific parameters or cost ceilings and required every service to operate within these limits. The approach of the Surrey SP partnership  has not been to work within rigid limits but to take a wider view of value for money, balancing cost against what the service is achieving for the vulnerable people of Surrey. Each service has been assessed in its own right and there has been dialogue with service providers enabling them to present their view of how value for money has been achieved set against the emerging benchmark figures. 

Throughout the service review programme the Surrey SP team has recognised that to some extent, each service has some unique features and measuring one service against another in terms of VFM is not a straightforward task. Benchmarking is a starting point for making comparisons and this has been undertaken in a number of ways. The two main comparators are weekly unit cost (the cost of providing a service to one person for a week), and unit hourly cost (the cost of delivering one hour of service). Benchmarks have been made on a national, regional and intra-Surrey basis and we have now constructed a database of the cost of every Surrey service. Comparisons can also be made against the cost of other social care services and supported living costs within Surrey, where a relatively competitive free market exists. Comparisons have also been made within the different services of one single provider. Another indicator of VFM benchmarking is the feedback from the growing number of tendering exercises that have been undertaken, where providers delivering comparable levels of quality and performance have offered varying costs. Through this process both in Surrey and in other regional local authorities, a maximum “going rate” is emerging.

Quality and Performance

The link with quality and performance and value for money is becoming more explicit as the programme progresses set against a background of shrinking SP Grant allocations to local authorities. Some authorities have a direct link with contract value and management of the contract. This has become particularly true in competitive tendering exercises where providers who claim the ability to deliver quality must demonstrate a track record of meeting Key and Supplementary Performance Indicator targets and a satisfactory record of returning performance indicator data to the local authority. In Surrey the link is not yet explicit but future reviews will focus on these areas and the more costly services will need to show clear evidence of their ability to manage the contract and meet targets.

Negotiation and Capping

The review programme in Surrey has identified a wide range of costs in Surrey for apparently similar services. The team has examined each service and justified the costs against quality and performance. In many instances there has been negotiation to achieve greater and fairer value for money. The process is not static and overall, costs have fallen as clearer trends and benchmarks have emerged.

 For the first time this year, Surrey restricted inflationary increase to the more cost effective services by limiting the increase to those services operating at less than £23 per hour. This is the most generous cap on costs in the SE region, where the cap varies between £17 and £21 per hour. While there has as yet been no requirement for the more expensive services to reduce their costs to £23 per hour, future reviews will focus on the justification for higher costs and these providers will be expected to achieve exceptional outcomes to match high costs. Alternatively, strong consideration will be given to re-tendering these services.

In Summary

· Achieving value for money is a continuous process and will continue to be an important consideration in future service reviews.

· Services will continue to be judged on weekly unit cost, unit hourly cost and level of management overheads

· Reference will be made to intra-Surrey and regional benchmarks.

· There will be clearer links between outcomes, contract management and value for money.

· There is a current ceiling of £23 per hour for inflationary uplifts. This may be reduced in future depending upon grant allocation and evolving benchmarks.

· It is unlikely a tender for new services at a cost higher than £20 per hour will succeed.

