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DCLG Consultation on Local Government Transparency Code 

BSA Response  

 
Introduction 
 

1. The Business Services Association is a policy and research organisation. It brings together 
those who are interested in delivering efficient, flexible and cost-effective service and 
infrastructure projects across the private and public sectors. 

 
2. The business services sector comprises five strands:  ICT, business process outsourcing (BPO), 

facilities management (FM), construction-related services and managed public services.   
 

3. This is a very geographically diversified industry – accounting as it does for at least 8.5 per 
cent of employment in every English region, and 10 per cent or more in the North West and 
North East1.  Furthermore, across the UK, 70 per cent of business services are provided 
business-to-business, helping a wide range of businesses across all sectors and regions to 
innovate and grow and therefore contributing to jobs and prosperity.   

 
4. Given the extent to which the industry works in partnership with local government across the 

UK, we are pleased to respond to this consultation on updating the Local Government 
Transparency Code 2015. 

 
5. The Code already requires publication of information about procurement and contracts, but 

there is significant room for learning from best practice in this area.  This response focuses 
on this part of the consultation, and does not address those questions aimed specifically at 
local authorities. 

 
The Importance of Transparency in the new Devolved Landscape 
 

6. The BSA believes that being led by the needs and wishes of local communities should be at 
the heart of the new local government landscape.  This involves openness and engagement 
with a wide range of stakeholders, and transparency is key to achieving this goal.   

 
The Changing Landscape 
 

7. Devolution of decision-making has the potential to unlock economic growth and innovation 
in the delivery of public services, including through greater service integration - cutting down 
on wasteful service duplication and enabling a greater focus on user need.  Local economies, 
and the needs and wishes of communities for services, vary.  Enabling decisions to be taken 
closer to these communities therefore allows economic and social policy to adapt to these 
variations.   
 

  

                                                           
1 The UK market for Business Services, BSA and Oxford Economics, January 2015 
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8. Devolution is also of course taking place in parallel with unprecedented changes in other 

areas – changes in local economies and in the way in which towns and cities can interact; 
changes in citizen expectations; innovation in service delivery and in the use of data, which 
is both helping shape those citizen expectations and also providing the means to help meet 
them; and of course austerity in public spending. 
 

9. Key to councils’ success in the environment in which they now find themselves will be their 
ability to focus not on their traditional role as service providers, nor simply on their role as 
service enablers, but on their role as community leaders.   

 
Putting Communities First 
 

10. The ultimate policy goals should be economic development and better outcomes, value and 
social value in service delivery.  In advancing these goals councils need to be led – genuinely 
- by the needs and wishes of the communities concerned.  Co-production of services with 
service users and residents is an important part of the council’s role as community leader and 
enables limited resources to be used in a way which involves residents fully and therefore 
which produces the best outcomes.  It involves an equal partnership between professionals 
and the public.   

 
The Role of External Stakeholders 
 

11. External stakeholders, including from the private and VCSE sectors, can play an increasingly 
important part in assessing user need and engaging with customers.  They can also bring 
much-needed innovation to the table.  Surveys have long shown that benefiting from 
innovative ideas is one of the main reasons why council leaders turn to partners from the 
private and VCSE sectors.  That matters more than ever at a time when it simply will not be 
possible to carry on as before; when devolved commissioning means ideas need sharing, 
replicating and scaling up across the UK; and when new possibilities are opening up in terms 
of service delivery, in particularly through the integration of services and an increasing use 
of data on residents’ needs and wishes to assess what those services should be. 

 
The Central Importance of Transparency 
 

12. Crucially, achieving each of these goals depends ultimately on the transparent availability of 
data.   
 
This serves three main purposes: 

 
i. Transparency aids decision-making – both by elected representatives and through 

the full involvement of local communities.  When information is equally accessible to 
all, this makes it much easier for residents to help shape public services at an earlier 
stage.    A partnership approach to commissioning requires full use being made of the 
evidence base from the start, including utilising the ever wider range of data sets 
available from within an authority and comparable data elsewhere so good practice 
can be shared.  Councils also need to be open about the realistic options within the 
resources available. 

 
  



 

3 
 

 
ii. Transparency is the foundation on which local accountability is based - enabling 

elected representatives and the communities they serve to hold local administrations 
to account.  The National Audit Office has listed ‘robust performance and cost data’ 
as one of four essential features that any system of accountability needs2.  Therefore, 
however local and combined authority accountability mechanisms are strengthened, 
their work will depend on accurate information being available in a format which 
enables decisions to be scrutinised and outcomes benchmarked against outcomes 
elsewhere.  The availability of such data provides opportunities for analysis of public 
spending and the management of public assets.  

 
iii. Transparency encourages ideas from outside - stimulating innovation, and allowing 

a wide range of stakeholders, including from the private and VCSE sectors, to suggest 
new ways to achieve value and social value and to meet the needs and wishes of 
communities.  The private sector is expert at using data as a rich source of 
information for future service configuration.  It can offer analytics and insight in 
particular in assessing user need and engaging with customers, facilitating co-
production and helping people engage in the commissioning of services – allowing 
them to ‘market shape’.  For example, there is much further room for progress on 
the wholesale transformation of service delivery through the use of digital 
technology.    The actions required for this to happen – for example using data as a 
rich source of information for future service configuration – are ones in which the 
private sector can excel.  There are good examples of the public and private sector 
working together to deliver joined-up, insight-driven services with better outcome 
for users, but devolution provides opportunity for this work to be scaled up across 
service streams.  This requires actions including clear data standards for the public 
sector; regular collection and publication of spend and performance data; and 
providers themselves going beyond minimum data requirements.    

 
Transparency is therefore an important driver of change in all these ways.  

 
  

                                                           
2 Accountability to Parliament for taxpayers’ money, February 2016:  https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2016/02/Accountability-for-Taxpayers-money.pdf  
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Specific Questions 

 
Q1: Do you agree that authorities should record details of their land and property assets in a 
consistent way on ePIMS?  
Q2: What do you consider are the benefits/disbenefits of authorities recording details of their 
land and property assets in a consistent way on ePIMS?  
 
The BSA supports these proposals. 
 
There is significant potential for a more strategic consideration to be given of how public land can 
best be used, as the success of the One Public Estate pilots shows.  Land and property can indeed be 
used as enablers for local growth, including housing growth, better services and to create efficiency 
savings that can be reinvested including through co-location of services.  External stakeholders can 
feed in ideas and strategic advice if given the information necessary to do so.  Overlaying council 
land data against development plans, for example, would encourage investment based on the 
council’s strategic priorities.  It is helpful for this to be based around a single and standardised source 
of data. 
 
These proposals are in line with wider devolution objectives of breaking down silos between different 
parts of the public sector at local and national level and considering the needs of a ‘place’ as a whole 
and all the resources available to meet its needs. 
 
 
Q5: Do you agree that authorities should record the additional data proposed above, in a 
consistent way on ePIMS?  
Q6: What do you consider are the benefits/disbenefits of authorities recording the additional 
data proposed above, in a consistent way on ePIMS?  
 
These questions relate to requirements to publish, on ePIMS, any current or future plans to release 
surplus land for housing development, and related issues such as the number of homes that could be 
accommodated. 
 
The BSA supports these proposals. 
 
The benefits in publishing this data are both in terms of openness and also in enabling external 
stakeholders to put forward ideas not only for new housing but for how such housing can serve the 
wider objectives of the authority concerned, including local growth, social value and inclusion – such 
as integrating housing management services with training, employment support and health 
promotion.  However the degree of net benefit will depend in part on whether this information is 
readily available and the additional cost to the authorities concerned. 
 
 
Q9: Do you agree that authorities should publish procurement data in a fixed format to a central 
source?  
Q10: What do you consider are the benefits/disbenefits of publishing procurement data in a fixed 
format to a central source?  
 
The BSA strongly supports these proposals.  Increasing the consistency and transparency of local 
government procurement data, including contracts data, would not only increase the likelihood of 
detecting fraud, bribery and corruption as the consultation states, but would also assist with wider 
accountability and help in the development of best practice in commissioning and procurement.    
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Such moves become increasingly important as the devolution agenda develops.  Authorities will 
increasingly make decisions on whether to collaborate on or combine commissioning functions, and 
the availability of standardised data on procurement as well as outcomes will help that decision-
making process and enable decision-makers to learn from what has worked national level and 
elsewhere. 
 
 
Q13: Do you agree that authorities should publish information about the decision making process 
of retaining, or taking, a service ‘in house’?  
Q14: What do you consider are the benefits/disbenefits of publishing information about the 
decision making process of retaining, or taking, a service ‘in house’?  
Q15: Should the requirement apply to all services, or should it apply to specific key services - 
such as waste services, leisure services and human resources where a decision has been made to 
provide the service in-house?  
Q16: If the requirement were to apply to all services, what should the threshold be for the value 
of these services? 
Q17: What aspects of this requirement will give rise to burdens for local authorities and how can 
these be minimised while still increasing transparency?  
 
The BSA strongly supports these proposals. 
 
Decisions on whether to award services in house or to external organisations should be based on who 
can best meet the needs and wishes of the local community concerned in delivering innovation, 
quality and value and social value.  It is impossible to make such a decision if there is no clear and 
robust data comparing available options on an equal basis. 
 
Councils are already obliged to provide details of contracts with external providers.  These proposals 
complete the picture.  As the consultation states, ensuring that councils demonstrate a clear and 
transparent approach to service and cost evaluation using robust data, quality comparators, and a 
clear options assessment ensures there is a level playing field in the interests of democratic 
accountability and local communities.  It supports councils in explaining to residents why services are 
being provided in-house or by external providers. 
 
We therefore fully support proposals to ensure councils publish information on how they have ‘tested’ 
their in-house provision against the market, to make sure value and innovation are being delivered.  
There is a range of ways in which this can be done, ranging from full procurement through soft market 
testing or other mechanisms to assess best value, and authorities need to set out which route they 
have taken.  In setting out its requirements on transparency it would be helpful for DCLG to set out 
and define these options so councils can state clearly which one they have adopted.   
 
This process should not simply be based on lowest cost.  However robust data on cost and assumptions 
of the operational costs of the service is clearly required in order to assess wider value.  This should 
include all relevant costs, including the full cost of pensions for example, as an external provider 
would do.   
 
There are also measurement tools being developed on wider value and social value.  Moves towards 
a standard metric for measuring wider value, based on robust data, with a range of options for testing 
whether maximum value is being obtained, would enable residents to compare performance between 
authorities.  
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These are important parts of the drive for more decisions to be taken locally.  They should apply to 
the wide range of services.  This does not of course require that all such services are provided 
externally, but rather that councils are transparent on the reasons for taking the decisions they have. 
 
We also support a requirement that the local authority should set out for how long the current in-
house service is expected to be in place and should reassess the costs and benefits of in-house services 
against provision by external service providers (not only the private sector, as stated, but also the 
VCSE sector) after an appropriate time period.  A figure of seven years is given.  This should be the 
same number of years as would have been the length of contract agreed with an external provider.  
Seven years is often at the upper end of this range, and we consider five years would be more 
appropriate.  Authorities need to state clearly what the period is; what are the local conditions which 
led to this period being chosen; and what arrangements are in place to test value when the period 
comes to an end.  This would enable external stakeholders, from the private and VCSE sectors, to 
plan ahead and develop new and innovative solutions on service delivery including through integrated 
services. 
 
We support the value threshold in the consultation [£500,000]. 
 
These measures should also apply in the case of arms-length companies, companies under the control 
or significant influence of an individual or collection of local authorities or public bodies, or 
alternative trading arrangements.  
 
 
Q20: Do you agree that authorities should publish further details of their parking finances and 

enforcement?  

Q21: What do you consider are the benefits/disbenefits of publishing the parking data as set out 
above?  
 
We support these proposals, in the interests of transparency, subject to the cost to local authorities. 
 
  
Q24: Do you agree that authorities should ensure that their transparency data is clearly 
signposted and easy to navigate?  
Q25: What do you consider are the benefits/disbenefits of prescribing a fixed format for local 
authorities to present their transparency data?  
Q28: Do you consider that the publication of certain local authority data in a standardised format 
to a central source will facilitate analysis, comparison and benchmarking of that data?  
 
As the National Audit Office reported in its recent study on devolution deals3: 
 

“there are significant accountability implications arising from the agreement of devolution 
deals that central government and local areas will need to develop and clarify…. Devolution 
deals will rely more on local accountability, and the specific powers devolved or delegated 
to local institutions, including mayors, combined authorities and other local bodies, will vary 
across different parts of the country….  

 
  

                                                           
3 English Devolution Deals, April 2016:  https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/English-
devolution-deals.pdf 
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As devolution deals are new and experimental, good management and accountability both 
depend on appropriate and proportionate measures to understand their impact. It is 
important to establish an evidence base, so that value for money can be assessed, as many 
of the assumptions about devolution deals are untested…. In terms of measuring how well 
the devolved functions perform, the Cities and Local Growth Unit told us that they will agree 
monitoring and evaluation plans with all areas that have agreed deals” 

 
Publishing as much data as possible in a fixed format, clearly signposted and easy to navigate is an 
important part of constructing such an evidence base.  It helps communities and policymakers take 
decisions and then enables elected representatives to be held to account for the decisions they take.   
 
Publishing data in a standardised format to a central source facilitates this further, enables 
benchmarking, and stimulates innovation and new ideas being brought to the table. 
 
We therefore support such moves in the interest of transparency. 
 
 
Q31: How should compliance with the Code be measured and enforced? 
 
Compliance mechanisms should be based on the principle that the Code is regarded as a central 
element of decision-making and accountability. 
 
 
Q32: Do you agree that the Transparency Code should recommend that authorities publish 
information about their dealings with small and medium-sized enterprises?  
Q33: What do you consider are the benefits/disbenefits of authorities publishing details about 
their dealings with small and medium-sized enterprises?  
Q34: Do you think that publishing this data should be a requirement rather than a 
recommendation? 
 
The BSA support measures to ensure local authorities publish, on an annual basis, what percentage 
of their procurement spend goes to small and medium-sized enterprises, both directly and indirectly 
through supply chains. 
  
We also support the recommendation that local authorities publish data on the time taken for local 
authorities to pay undisputed invoices from small and medium-sized enterprises.  However the 
consultation paper does not made it clear why it believes only these sizes of company are impacted 
negatively when undisputed invoices are paid late.  There is a danger that a focus solely on one 
particular type of business may lead to invoices to other categories being paid later still.   
 
At a time when larger businesses are rightly being themselves encouraged to pay invoices on time, 
invoices to these businesses also need to be paid on time - in the interests of the employees who 
depend on them for employment; their supply chains; smaller companies working in partnership with 
them; and the cashflow needed for future investment.   
 
This provision should be extended to all sizes of business.    


