The time has come
~The public sector has to face up to the reality of post-2009~
The public sector has been ignoring an important fact for too long now and will soon be forced to face it head on. Like it or not, central government has spent all the money ‘saving’ the UK banking sector and now it’s time for the public sector and tax payers to pay for it. Politics and personal gripes aside, the elephant in the room is about to start trumpeting that the sector cannot achieve its lofty savings targets alone. The private sector, in the form of outsourcers, simply has to play a part in relieving the burden. 

Without the numbers on the table it’s easy to imagine that public sector overheads can be slashed and efficiencies created internally. The sector will get by - it always has. But the trouble with basing views of the future on past experience, is that nothing of this scale has ever been faced before. The government has spent £87bn so far bailing out the banks, the public sector has faced budget cuts in 2008-2009 and has also capped pay and started to streamline as a result. Yet the top line reductions levied so far are not yet sufficient, and creating new efficiencies in departments that have already been squeezed will be like getting blood from a stone. Price Waterhouse Coopers estimates that public spending will need to be reduced by 20 percent over the next three years while the CBI has put forward a £120bn reduction to achieve a budget balance by 2015-16. The Tories, waiting in the wings of government, have also confirmed their commitment to public spending cuts – how could they not? Like it or not, the spending cuts to come simply cannot be supported without the public sector looking to outsourcing and even offshoring as a solution. 
Those of you working in and with the public sector will doubtless be covering your ears as I utter what have become basically dirty words. The UK media and workers unions have been key players in perpetuating the negative view of outsourcing, both in the public and private sectors. Gordon Brown’s revival of ‘British jobs for British workers’ did little to help the industry. This said, the industry also has a lot to answer for - after all, the media has not made up the disasters of the past - and there have been disasters. Naming but a few names – EDS and the Child Support Agency, NHS National Programme for IT, the Rural Payments Agency IT system - billions have been miss-spent from the public purse because of badly implemented outsourcing projects. On this basis it’s no wonder the public sector’s shareholders – you and me - are so full of bile for outsourcing.
On the basis of such failures, why am I expounding the necessities of public sector outsourcing for 2010? Because I believe in it and I’ve seen how well it can work when implemented properly. Take Steria for example and its NHS Trust outsourcing partnerships – NHS Shared Services. Such is the public distaste for outsourcing that a separate brand name was needed to encompass the partnership. Either way, the partnership is moving in leaps and bounds with 15 trusts signed up and impressive savings beginning to flow through and satisfaction ratings climbing. And that is the crux of the issue, public sector heads are going to need to maintain or improve services whilst lowering overheads.

It is clearly going to be an up-hill struggle both in persuading the public that outsourcing is necessary and beneficial and in modifying the traditional focus of public sector outsourcing. The reason, amongst others, for most of the high profile disasters we have seen, has been too much focus on cost coupled with a lack of knowledge. As what can be described as the ‘public sector recession’ encroaches, the sector needs to learn from the past and alter its tactics for success in the future. 

The NOA recognises this need and has set up a dedicated steering group to address the issues. The Public Sector Transformation Steering Committee, and there is a clue in the name, is focused directly on helping the public sector positively transform the way it delivers services to the public through different sourcing models. Made up of professional’s working on the front line of sector IT, procurement and customer service, it aims to promote best practice by pooling front line experience, creating transformational guides, disseminating examples of success and generally helping to create the knowledge and environment to allow public sector transformation to happen.
The Committee has already met three times and hosted a larger best-practice-sharing event in October. It is currently identifying key themes for transformational success and will shortly be starting to release best practice advice across these most important themes. Some of the initial conditions for public sector transformational success include: 
· Having a clear vision of goals – do not outsource for the hell of it; understand where you want to be and why outsourcing can help

· Being realistic about what can be achieved – outsourcing won’t solve everything in one fell swoop. Savings from outsourcing can take time to feed through so look first at maintaining and improving service

· Make sure you understand the benefits and communicate them.  Small steps, benefits flowing often are better than Nirvana an eternity away.
· Not seeking to outsource a problem – problems cannot be outsourced easily, you will pay for that. The outsourcer can work with the outsourcee and advisors to solve the problem, THEN work out how to outsource it

· Communicating early with outsourcing bodies; advisors and prospective partners – advice and best practice is vital

· Seek to create a partnership – negotiation is not a competition but a co-design process; there must be incentives for both sides to participate
From our work with the public sector it is clear that what ‘best practice’ and ‘transformation’ actually looks like is still going through a process of determination. We hope the NOA can play a vital part in this formulating what this looks like. However, the fact is that best practice will always be evolving as the industry learns its lessons and matures along the way. This is not a reason to shy away from outsourcing though. The pressure is only going to increase and outsourcing WILL have a part to play in the public sector’s future. The choice for those on the front line is: do I get involved now, learn how to make the changes needed and chase success? Or, do I wait to be pushed into the inevitable confusion that inaction entails? Your choice…
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