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Sir Merrick Cockell (left) with Stephen Greenhalgh (centre) and Colin Barrow CBE (right) at the launch of the initial Tri-borough 

proposals, Kensington Town Hall, October 2010.

“I think this is a very important point and I hope that councils up and down the country 
will look at it. Three large councils are coming together and saving £33 million because 
they are sharing back-office services, executive teams and so on. Frankly, if they can do it, 
as large councils that have big responsibilities, many other councils should be doing it in 
London and elsewhere. Until we see that happening, I do not think it is realistic to say that 
it is necessary for councils to cut front-line services.”

Rt Hon David Cameron MP, Prime Minister, 4 May 2011
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INTRODUCTION

Since summer 2010, Westminster City Council, the Royal Borough of Kensington & Chelsea and the 
London Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham have been developing proposals for closer working. 

We are doing this because we believe that sharing services can improve the quality of life for 
residents, improve the service we offer to businesses and help meet the financial challenges that our 
councils face caused by the structural deficit in public finances. 

We first put forward our ideas for sharing services last October and then published formal proposals 
in a public report called “Bold Ideas for Challenging Times” in February. This led to formal decisions 
to proceed by each authority in June. Over the past year we’ve moved from concept through 
consultation, into planning and now, at the start of October 2011 into delivery with the first services 
starting work as Tri-borough initiatives, co-ordinated centrally, but delivering locally. 

We believe that sharing services across the three councils will generate ongoing savings of more than £33m 
a year from 2014/15 onwards, and we know that the project is already saving money for local taxpayers. 

These proposals protect vital front line services at a time of necessary financial adjustment. They will 
lead to a 50% reduction in the number of middle and senior managers. A 50% reduction in the overheads 
attached to frontline services to the public. And ensure that in 2014/15, the costs of overheads and 
middle and senior management will be a smaller proportion of total spend than in 2010/11.

Ultimately, local residents will judge these proposals by whether they represent value for money and 
whether service quality and the public’s influence on services are affected.

We believe that these proposals represent a better way of making necessary budget reductions than 
simply reducing service levels to meet the £100million savings target facing the three authorities over 
the next few years. We also believe that the “sovereignty guarantee” enshrined in the plans is a clear 
commitment to continuing localised control of services and protecting the democratic mandate of 
each authority granted by our citizens. 

Our initial success suggests that our approach offers a route map for authorities pursuing this path. 
We’d emphasise that it has not been easy and has required a mixture of strong political drive, excellent 
officer advice, high trust, comprehensive communications and forensic attention to the business case 
for sharing services. It also provides a platform for the further radical development of services. 

We show in this report that the public and staff understand the need to share services to deliver 
more efficient government. We also highlight in the appendix the latest research showing how the 
public expect local authorities to deliver better services with fewer resources. Unless we meet this 
challenge, trust in government will diminish. 

We offer this report as encouragement and advice for colleagues who want to deliver more effective 
and more efficient public service.
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THE TRI-BOROUGH STORY

The financial challenges facing the country are immense. People are worried about whether the 
state can afford to care for the vulnerable and want to see value from public service. As three 
leading councils our councillors and officers share a common resolve for bold and radical action to 
meet public and staff expectations of great local services. 

From White City through Notting Hill to Chelsea and the West End we are responsible for world 
famous places – Chelsea FC, the King’s Road and the mother of Parliaments. But we also have great 
deprivation, new communities and crowded housing conditions. So we have to help many thousands 
of people who want to succeed. We believe that our services can help them to do so. 

We are developing a new and different way of working – shared responsibility for three distinct 
areas, retaining democratic voice and local choice but cutting management in half. 

Our three councils intend to achieve two things. First, deliver a better quality of life to people 
through improved services. Second, to make the money from the taxpayer go further by pooling our 
expertise whilst retaining our shared reputation for low taxation. 

Our vision of the future is three sovereign authorities combining in specific areas to provide great 
local services through shared resolve tailored to the needs of our neighbourhoods. In the new era 
of localist government we intend to strengthen our individual reputations for quality, innovation and 
leadership and offer a successful new model of working to the rest of local government.  

Tri-borough is about improving lives and saving money. A shared youth service providing new 
opportunities for teenagers. A single adult service providing seamless care with our GPs and the NHS. 
It’s about keeping all our libraries open, making over one million books available to people across the 
three boroughs, and saving £1million in the process by cutting library management costs. In all, 
Tri-borough services will help a million people and save £33 million in total over the next four years. 

Citizens, not the town hall are at the centre of this new approach. We will commission services and 
devolve power to people and services to community groups. We’ll also share our learning across the 
three authorities which will benefit staff and citizens and use that knowledge to help councillors 
shape the future of their neighbourhoods. And we will use the power of government to either help, 
or get out the way of business to create jobs, connecting communities to enterprise.

We are hungry to take on new responsibilities. We want to get more people into work; deter 
crime and join up health and welfare. We believe that we can use our combined approach to deliver 
more jobs and investment. 

We want to exemplify a re-birth of local democracy, using our combined strength to work at 
neighbourhood, borough and capital levels to inspire residents and build stronger communities.  
And doing this will reduce the cost of services, by around £120 for every household.
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ORIGINS OF THE IDEA AND 
DEVELOPING THE PLAN

The Tri-borough project was born out of a conversation in June 2010 between the three Leaders of 
the councils and Chief Executives – Derek Myers at RBKC, Mike More at WCC and Geoff Alltimes  
at LBH&F. 

We had met to discuss matters of mutual interest, including following up earlier discussions between 
the three authorities about sharing some education services. Two authorities were sharing a couple 
of senior officers but, beyond this didn’t really have a record of working together and indeed were 
friendly rivals. However, this initial meeting quickly reached a view that if we were to sustain our 
shared reputations for representing some of the best in local government, we had to find a way of 
maintaining our performance in a world of big budget reductions. None of us believed that we could 
meet this challenge without considering bold change, and as a note of the initial meeting recorded: 
“The change we envisage is major combining of our services. The councils would remain as three 

The three leaders with Eric Pickles, Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, at the Tri-borough launch  
on 9th February 2011.
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“sovereign” councils. The councils would remain as the accountable bodies with whom our 
customers deal”.

We agreed to move quickly and were motivated by the view that, while it would be easy to do nothing 
and oversee the decline in public services, this would be an abdication of our responsibility to those 
we serve and to some of the ablest teams in local government. However, we were conscious of the 
limited options available to us to make savings that protect and not erode front-line services. To meet 
this challenge, we have grounded the project on the three ‘R’s of common sense local government:

 1.  Release assets so that we can drive down council debt and support capital programmes – 
Tri-borough projects enable us to reduce the municipal footprint further and faster.

 2. Restructure by combining services so that we can cut overheads – a core Tri-borough mission.

 3.  Reform the delivery of local public services, continuing to shape debate outside the scope  
of Tri-borough. 

Further discussions followed and we drew up our initial proposals. These were announced to much 
public interest on 22nd October 2010 and endorsed by the Secretary of State, Eric Pickles MP, who 
welcomed the approach as “exactly the sort of innovation that will help councils to protect hardworking 
families and the most vulnerable. By sharing back office services, they’ll be able to protect the 
frontline - and even improve the choice and services that’s on offer to local residents”. The initial plan 
was specifically designed to “protect high quality front-line public services, while preserving the 
democratic sovereignty of local authorities.” It set out goals and said that the aim was “to reduce 
duplication and drive out needless cost”. It said that every service was ruled in at this stage of the 
discussion apart from core democratic functions. Work on combining Children’s Services was cited 
as already progressing and it was agreed to build the business case to share our Adults’ Services 
departments. The three Leaders said: “We will only go forward where there is a clear democratic, 
social and economic case to do so”. A series of working groups to develop and study options for 
three main areas: environmental services, family services and corporate services were established 
and the Chief Executives were asked to report back in February 2011 with recommendations for 
action. The councils also pledged to consult staff and partners.

Over the winter these discussions continued and emerged as a report by the three Chief Executives 
for the three authorities in February 2011 entitled “Bold Ideas for Challenging Times”. This set out 
the plan to share services, combine back office and management costs to save £35 million a year. 
This would involve:
 • Combining children’s and education services with a single director. 

 •  Combined adult social care with a single director in charge of commissioning services. The 
proposals identified Central London Community Healthcare NHS Trust as a route to working 
closely with GPs in providing integrated community health and adult social care services 
across the three areas. 

 • Combining corporate overheads, including IT and HR. 

 • Combined facilities management and dangerous structures services. 

 •  A ‘Sovereignty Guarantee’ agreed by the three councils would safeguard local autonomy, 
responsiveness and identity. Each of the councils will retain their own councillors and decision 
making processes. Services key to local areas, such as housing management, licensing and 
planning will be not be combined.
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 •  Reducing chief executive posts from three to two, recognising that Westminster needed to 
retain its own chief Executive given its capital city responsibilities 

 •  Other combined environmental services, initially across two boroughs in some cases,  
including leisure, highways, transport and parking correspondence. The three Cabinets are 
recommended to look at moving towards a single management team for the environment 
family of services in the future 

 •  Services under consideration for future integration include customer services, waste 
management, street cleaning, contingency planning, CCTV, environmental health and  
parks management.

The report asked each authority to consider the plans and put them to their Cabinets by June 2011 
together with detailed implementation proposals. The three councils committed to full consultation 
and involvement with residents, staff, unions and community leaders. 

400 staff and managers from the three councils attended a consultation and briefing session in July 2010.
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THE PLAN FOR  
SHARING SERVICES 

Between February and May 2011 public consultation and debate allowed a robust dialogue to take 
place on the plans, and through our scrutiny committees and finance teams, a forensic examination of 
the business cases took place, which influenced the formation of the final proposals. 

In June 2011 the three Cabinets, meeting separately, agreed to implement proposals to improve services 
and save £33million by 2015. This would see the three councils share two thirds of the authorities’ 
business, and involve 1,500 staff and budgets of around £300million. Decisions from each Cabinet were 
unanimous with concerns expressed around the impact on jobs, some services and local sovereignty 
from a variety of sources, including trades unions, the minority political party and some community leaders. 

The report provided detailed business cases for the integration of Children’s Services, Environment 
Services and Adult Social Care Departments and elements of Corporate Services and boroughs’ 
Libraries Services. It validated the business cases showing how the authorities could drastically reduce 
borough overhead costs, for example by over 35% in relation to management overheads for Adult 
Social Care, Children’s Services and Environment Services. Savings estimates were endorsed by 
borough Finance Directors as robust. It is worth noting that virtually all the work to develop Tri-
borough proposals to date has been undertaken in-house without costly external capacity support, 
and co-ordinated by an officer on secondment from the CLG. 

The report emphasised that boroughs would retain sovereignty over services. Tri-borough Executive 
Directors would work with boroughs individually to set out strategy and priorities. They would look 
to take advantage of opportunities to jointly procure and deliver services in order to drive down 
costs and improve service standards. However, Members will always be able to specify delivery on a 
single borough basis.  

Elected councillors recognised other benefits from joint working. They will be better able to compare 
and contrast performance on behalf of their boroughs, challenge officers on asserted best practice, 
strengthen political leadership, and ensuring that services can be continuously improved. 

Westminster’s scrutiny committees, for instance, involved its members from an early stage and held 
special sessions to scrutinise the Tri-borough proposals before they went to Cabinet. This gave 
elected councillors the opportunity to provide important input into the proposals, shaping them into 
what Councillor Andrew Havery, Chairman of the Finance Scrutiny Committee at Westminster 
Council, described as “exactly the sort of innovation that will enable councils to make sure both local 
people and frontline services are protected.”

The proposals would also ensure the councils would be able to retain specialist expertise to support 
residents with complex needs, such as those with autism. They would also join up services across 
boundaries by, for example, creating a cross-borough library card and sharing access to leisure 
services. In addition to this, in 2012 the authorities are preparing to let one of the biggest facilities 
management contracts in London, likely to deliver £2million savings a year from 2014.



London Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham   |  The Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea   |  Westminster City Council12

An interim Bi-borough approach will be taken to combining Environment Services between 
Hammersmith & Fulham and the Royal Borough of Kensington & Chelsea. This will involve a phased 
introduction of a new senior management structure by April 2012. Westminster will look to combine 
a range of environmental services from 2014.

Tri-borough Savings Summary  

Savings by programme  

The formal decisions taken by the individual Cabinets over June 2011 included decisions to: 

 • Appoint a single Designate Director of Children’s Services across the three authorities.

 • Integrate Children’s Services based on the agreed business case, across the three authorities

 • Appoint a joint Director of Adult Social Care for the three authorities

 • Establish a Bi-borough (H&F and RBKC) Environment Service

 • Create a joint Adult Social Care Commissioning Department, including support functions. 

Service Area Savings £m by 2015/16
Children's Programme 11.8
Adults’ Programme 11.0
Libraries Programme 1.1
Environment Programme 3.3
Corporate Programme 6.0
Other 0.2
Total 33.4

Corporate Programme

Children’s Programme
35%

Other
1%

18%

Environment Programme
10%

Libraries Programme
3%

Adults’ Programme
35%
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 •  Negotiate with Central London Community Healthcare to establish integrated health and 
social care services both for assessment and long-term support. This will include a legal 
agreement with Central London Community Healthcare ensuring clear service standards  
and accountability

 •  Establish a single Operational Director across three boroughs reporting to the Chief 
Executive of Central London Community Healthcare and the Tri-borough Executive Director 
of Adult Social Care

 • Create an integrated library service across the three boroughs

 •  Establish and implement a procedure for appointment to the senior management structures  
to be effective from November 2011

 •  To appoint to the proposed revised Chief Officer positions at the Royal Borough of 
Kensington and Chelsea and the London Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham 

 • To agree the business case for integrating corporate services.

The earliest services to be shared are the Children’s, Adults’ and Libraries services. 
But corporate services are also a critical part of the programme. However, it soon 
became apparent that different contractual relationships and systems contradicted 
the established wisdom that back office savings and sharing services is easy. This is 
because it is an area where transitional costs can be high and reliance on these 
systems – such as finance – mean that back office is the most complex and oddly 
risky area of business. However, we are making strong progress in meeting these 
challenges. We are set to make £1.2million of savings through potential outsourcing of 
HR services and Hammersmith & Fulham and The Royal Borough of Kensington & 
Chelsea are set to combine their HR teams from April 2012. In addition, through 
combining the way that IT services are delivered we are set to save a further £2million.

Andrew Christie the new Tri Borough Director of Children’s Services set out 
some of the early lessons and benefits of shared services in an interview with 
The Guardian in September 2011. He said:

“I genuinely believe this is a way of delivering significant savings in management 
and back-office costs... which helps minimise the impact on the kinds of savings 
we have to make on frontline services,”

“So far we have risen to the challenge and so I have to say that all three councils have 
been very keen to protect frontline services and have been pretty successful in 
doing that thus far. I’m sure they will want to continue to make that a priority.”

“A lot of money was spent under the previous government without due regard to impact and outcome. 
And what we are having to do is get much smarter about what we are going to do with our money.

“If you look at the outcomes we are achieving in all three boroughs, they are still improving and they 
will be maintained at that level, or we will make further progress. You will have to come back and 
challenge me if I fail in that, maybe in a couple of years’ time. That is not wishful thinking. I am 
confident we are able to do that.”

Andrew Christie, 
Tri-borough Director of 
Children’s Services

David Ruse,  
Tri-borough Director of 
Libraries Services
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PROACTIVE CONSULTATION 
AND COMMUNICATION

Critical to the success of the Tri-borough programme has been effective internal and external 
communications; so residents can understand the potential benefits; staff can be kept involved and 
community leaders informed about the progress of the project. 

The core of the communications programme has been regular, pro-active communications, in the 
media, online and mailed to residents, staff and community leaders. But it has also been based in fact. 

One of the early decisions was to conduct the first joint authority survey of resident, stakeholder and 
staff opinion with a series of surveys across the three council areas, completed by around 5,000 staff, 
residents and community leaders. The main finding from this work was that there was substantial 
support for sharing services. Nearly 80% of staff, stakeholders and residents said that they 
understood the need to share services. 

London Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham   |  The Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea   |  Westminster City Council

TRI-BOROUGH  
SURVEY

...take part today!

Help shape the communications you receive about  
Tri-borough working by completing the survey.

Whether you are worried or excited, confused  
or completely in the dark, we want to know.   

The survey is totally anonymous and confidential.

Closes 14th February
Visit the Wire homepage or go to: rewire/Pages/Sharingservices.aspx

The March survey also showed that awareness of and interest in the 
project was high. About half of residents have heard at least 
something about the discussions on possible sharing of services 
between the authorities. Awareness among staff was near universal 
(99% in March 2011) and also with stakeholders (97%). A third of 
staff, in March 2011, said they knew a great deal or fair amount about 
Tri-borough working. Three in five (61%) of stakeholders say they 
know a great deal/fair amount about current discussions on Tri-
borough working.

The survey looked at how Tri-borough could work. Half of staff 
(50%) think the three authorities should stay separate but share some 
services, compared to a third of residents (34%). Support for Tri-
borough is strong with stakeholders with three quarters (75%) of 
respondents feeling the councils should share at least some services. 

When asked what Tri-borough should try and achieve the top answers among residents are reduce 
costs (54%) and provide higher quality services (42%). These are also the top achievements staff 
want to see. 

Two thirds of stakeholder respondents (67%) feel the sharing of services will help the council meet 
the financial challenges it faces. These results show that these respondents have even higher 
expectations than residents as a whole (where 62% think Tri-borough will help meet the council’s 
financial challenges) and staff (48%).

At the time it was clear that many residents who were aware of Tri-borough were questioning 
where the savings would go. A quarter (27%) of residents thought council tax would decrease as a 
result. This shows that in setting council tax levels we will need to ensure that any differences in 
approach are explained fully to local residents.
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These survey results provided the foundation for the 
communications plan. Externally this was built around 
delivering news about the progress of the project at least 
every fortnight through a story offered to the media. 
Internally there were a series of management and staff 
conferences and a fortnightly Tri-borough bulletin. A Tri-
borough “community of practice” website was established 
and this soon attracted over 1,000 staff who logged on to the 
site to hear about the progress of the project and 
join online discussions. 

One example of the media 
impact of the plan was the 
announcement of the 
decision to share library 
services. This attracted 
significant interest when we 
highlighted how a 
combined library service 
would allow three quarters 

of a million residents across three authorities access to a million 
books; save the taxpayer one million pounds, and ensure that all the 
libraries would remain open, as nearby councils were closing their 
library services. 

Cllr Greg Smith, Hammersmith and Fulham (second from left) and Cllr Sir Merrick Cockell, Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea 
(right) with Ben Chang, Tom Rowe, Natasha Litherland, Olivia Remia and Ossie Gregory.
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BENEFITS AND  
THE INITIAL LESSONS OF  
THE TRI-BOROUGH PROJECT 

Writing in a SOLACE publication last month, Derek Myers, Chief Executive of Kensington & Chelsea says: 

“Public expectations are high and our residents expect Tri-borough to offer a greater range of services and 
improved value for money. But what is remarkable is that when you see the world differently, you grant yourself 
new opportunities. Opportunities keep coming. Across our services we are ready to put our hand up when 
Government wants to trial something new, or encourage local authorities to step forward with new ideas.

“Part of this confidence is because we have a plan. We can see beyond budget reductions and we want to 
be a confident part – indeed perhaps an exemplar – of the next generation of local government.”

We are now into the first wave of implementation. Senior appointments have been made; combined 
management teams are operating, savings are being made and services are starting to be delivered. 

Our first joint campaign – “Summer in the City” has successfully 
offered over 200 summer activities to families across the three 
authorities. Our polling shows that residents welcome this initiative 
and think more highly of the councils because they have undertaken 
their joint work. 

Tri-borough has already secured the future of the library services 
across the three councils. By sharing services we cut the management 
roles and protect the libraries and their books and community role, 
while neighbouring boroughs are shutting their libraries. 

In Children’s Services Andrew Christie, the new Tri-borough 
Director, has started work and has already started bringing together 
best practice across the three authorities through the Tri-borough 
Children’s Services Steering Group. 

A Tri-borough Policy Exchange has started work and has produced important policy input for 
Parliament on issues as diverse as economic development, community budgets, the Localism Bill and 
the future provision of Adult Social Services.  

All three authorities are considering their different and joint approaches to the disorder this summer. 
The learning here is that we can and should share evidence and ideas as a matter of routine. 
As Derek Myers says, more opportunities are emerging every week to collaborate and in doing so 
improve services and reduce costs. 
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The tangible benefit of shared services is llustrated by polling data from Westminster which shows 
that residents who have seen the Tri Borough Summer in the City campaign rate the the authority 
more highly in key areas like leadership, value for money and satisfaction

Impact of Summer in the City  

We would highlight seven major lessons from the first year of developing and then sharing services.  
We believe that these are really tests of whether sharing services can be successfully delivered. 

They relate to political relationships; the quality of advice; accountability of the business case; the level 
of trust; the need to break new ground and the ability to communicate your vision and plan. They 
don’t cover geography, trades unions, terms and conditions; historic practice and all the multitude of 
other reasons why services aren’t shared at a time when we need to focus every pound on the 
frontline. These other issues are important, but all can be resolved if you have the leadership, plan, 
communications, trust and advice to get going successfully along this path. 

First, political relationships. This is ultimately a test of political leadership; whether you are prepared 
to pool resources and power to achieve better outcomes. There are sceptics in our majority groups 
about Tri-borough. Their arguments have been heard and listened to. They have helped make the 
proposals better and many hours of public and informal discussion on these plans have taken place. 
Across the three authorities there have been three major reports: a paving report, the proposals and 
decision reports to allow time for discussion and refinement. But the decision to press ahead rests 
with the leadership and the plaudits or criticisms have to be taken by political leaders who are 
prepared to advocate, sell and motivate to deliver these massive changes in our conservative and risk 
averse organisations.

Second, the quality of advice. The Tri-borough programme has been blessed with strong managerial 
arrangements. The Leaders meet every few weeks with the Chief Executives to assess strategy and 
progress. The Chief Executives and senior colleagues form a Portfolio Board which meets fortnightly 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Satisfied with council

Leader in London

Leader local area

Efficient and well run

Good value for money

Does enough for people like me

Speak highly of the council

+11

+17

+17

+18

+17

+14

+20

Seen Not seen Difference =/-%

88%
77%

84%
67%

79%
62%

78%
77%

76%
59%

67%
53%

65%
45%

Source: 100 WCC residents who have seen Summer in the City and 400 residents who have not seen Summer in the City,  
16+ interviewed by telephone, August 2011
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to track progress and consider next steps. Underneath this there is a Programme Board where the 
leads for each project and corporate support meet and unblock problems, and move projects 
forward. There are then individual programme groups and support teams on HR, communications, 
property, legal and finance. This structure would be pointless if the advice was weak or 
implementation poor. But by encouraging innovation and supporting officers who are positive the 
programme has moved forward relatively quickly. 

Joint Submission to the 
Committee Stage of  
the Localism Bill 

The London Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham 
The Royal Borough of Kensington & Chelsea 
Wandsworth Borough Council  
Westminster City Council

February 2011

Third, accountability. We have been clear from the outset that we have 
expected officers to deliver and members to fully scrutinise the proposals. 
Chief Officers have been tasked with delivering to time and budget. We had a 
clear deadline of May 2011 for completing business cases. Without this the 
projects may have dragged on and possibly fizzled out. Looming deadlines 
focused everyone and spurred momentum. It is noteworthy that most of the 
work done to date on implementation has been funded from within the 
authorities, avoiding the need for consultants or additional staff. This will 
change as we move into more complex areas but the principle of trusting our 
own officers to lead the change will remain. 

Fourth, the business case. Underpinning this project has been the need for real savings. The early 
media reports spoke of “up to £100m” without good cause. We believed in February that we could 
achieve £35m by 2015. The final reports, validated by all three Finance directors, Cabinet Member 
and Scrutiny put the figure at £33.4m. We are intent on tracking these numbers through the process 
and once they begin to emerge in lower costs, seeking additional savings. Some savings are already 
being made. Having one Director for Children’s Services and one Libraries Director replaces six roles 
with two, saving around £500,000 in salaries alone. 

Fifth, the level of trust. Early meetings between officers and members were characterised by understandable 
suspicion and scepticism. Our councils had done well on their own, so why the need to combine? 
The Chief Executive Group led the way by insisting that colleagues had to find a way of working 
together and, as staff met and worked together, as Derek Myers says: “the intellectual curiosity of 
professional staff was stimulated. We began to get below the surface of how each council described 
its work and found that there were things we had in common”. This work built trust and this flows 
into the service agreement which will govern each of the major parts of Tri-borough. We have 
formally adopted a ‘high trust’ model for these agreements and will aim for the minimum complexity 
in specifying rules, reporting and mechanics and the maximum focus on outcomes. 

Sixth, your ability to communicate your vision and plan. Consistent and proactive communication 
internally and externally has reassured people and given us credit for showing leadership in tough 
times. Communication cannot be a one-off, must be credible and has to be understandable. Our 
focus on tangible progress such as savings identified, summer activities for children, libraries shared 
and significant appointments has given life and meaning to the dull process of combined local services. 

Finally, the momentum that is necessary to drive the project forward by using the opportunity to 
break new ground and try new approaches. We are clear that the Tri-borough project should not 
replicate old fashioned approaches to service delivery, effectively rationing services. Instead we have 
adopted a commissioning model whereby the desired outcomes are agreed and then management 
seeks to find the best solution using a combination of private, public and third sector providers. 
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RETAINING SOVEREIGNTY

The idea of retaining local sovereignty, to adapt services to local circumstances, has been central to 
the Tri-borough project. 

The three authorities have agreed a 19 point ‘Sovereignty 
Guarantee’ which sets out the rights and responsibilities of the 
contracting parties. It affirms that all three councils are committed 
to continuing to represent the needs of local people in their 
neighbourhoods; confirms that basic democratic arrangements will 
not change; that “each council will continue to set its own council 
tax and publish its own budget and accounts”; and will “continue 
to be able to set its own spending priorities”. It allows a veto for 
one of the three on decisions so that no council can be ‘out-voted’ 
by the two other councils. But it also confirms a commitment to 
“shared learning, innovation and value for money” and for the 
parties to “share what works in service delivery and encourage 
their neighbours to learn”. Finally, the guarantee allows for 
terminating where we are sharing services based on a 12-month 
notice period and allowing for the “costs arising from termination 
will be fairly shared between the councils in a pre-agreed manner.”

This Guarantee has led to a high degree of member participation. 
Joint steering groups, with two members from each participating 
borough, supervise the implementation of  
each part of the proposals. In parallel,  
each council’s scrutiny committees  
scrutinise the projects. 
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3. POLITICAL SOVEREIGNTY

From the outset the proposals have sought to bolster, not undermine, the democratic legitimacy  
and rights and responsibilities of the three Councils to choose their own priorities and decide their 
own policies.

There are three Councils now and there will be three Councils in the future. There is no fourth 
Council being considered. Only the three Councils will be able to set a budget, raise tax and make 
formal political decisions. Each Council will set out its own priorities.

The three Councils will want to consider aligning policies where this assists the public and is consistent 
with each Council’s interpretation of its responsibilities. Such alignment may itself prompt better value 
for money.

To set out the safeguards clearly, part of these proposals is the “Sovereignty Guarantee”  
(see section below) ensuring: 

• Local decision making
• Local accountability
• Smart delivery

A sovereignty guarantee

All three Councils are committed to continuing to represent the needs, priorities and ambitions of 
local people in their neighbourhoods.

They are exploring reducing costs by working together. They are also keen to take new devolved 
responsibilities from Government and manage these together, where this makes sense.

Commissioning or delivering services together is specifically designed not to change how residents 
experience services. It is about how to get things done more efficiently.

To safeguard local autonomy the Councils confirm:

1. Local residents will continue to elect the same number of councillors to each Council.

2.  Each Council will retain its own constitution, setting out how it makes decisions, organises scrutiny 
and delegates authority.

3. Each Council will continue to set its own council tax and publish its own budget and accounts.

4. Each Council will continue to be able to set its own spending priorities.
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5.  No Council can be ‘out-voted’ by the two other Councils in a way which requires that Council to 
adopt a policy, accept a cost or change a priority that its decision makers are not willing to support.

6. There will be no change in the name of any of the Councils.

7.  The costs of changes and the benefits achieved from change will be fairly attributed and shared to 
the satisfaction of all three Councils; if necessary using mediation.

8. No Council will be obliged to break an existing contract.

9.  The boundaries of the areas for which each Council is responsible will not change. Each Council 
will continue to speak up for its own residents, even where there is an apparent conflict of interest 
between the boroughs.

10. Each Council will be able to set its own policy for how services are delivered.

11.  The Councils will commission service from contractors, voluntary bodies and others together, but 
can also decide to commission, or grant aid, on their own.

12.  Nothing in these proposals is intended to stop Councils developing local ideas about how to 
support their local communities. 

A commitment to shared learning, innovation and value for money

13.  The Councils will share what works in service delivery and encourage their neighbours to learn 
from successful innovation.

14.  The Councils will adopt common specifications where these are compatible with each Council’s 
policy objectives and budget preferences and where these are likely to give best value to taxpayers.

15.  The Councils commit to a continuing process of exploring how working together might lower 
costs; be a better platform for devolved responsibilities from Government; and/or improve the 
quality of service delivery.

16.  The Councils will commit to exploring how by working together, councillors can enhance the ways 
in which their Councils deliver their responsibilities.

17.  The Councils will expect to keep these arrangements under review, in order to ensure they 
remain fit for purpose.

18.  Any of the arrangements that constitute agreements between the Councils can be ended on 
notice, though any Council withdrawing will be responsible for its own consequent costs. Any joint 
external contracts will be covered by the same legal considerations as now.

19.  Where shared services arrangements are brought to an end then the notice period will be twelve 
months, unless a shorter period is expressly agreed by the other parties and the costs arising from 
termination will be fairly shared between the Councils in a pre-agreed manner.
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STAFFING – THE HUMAN 
ELEMENT TO TRI-BOROUGH

The staff of the three authorities are obviously critical to the success of the project. Over the last six 
months the ‘esprit de corps’ group has run three Tri-borough staff and management ‘events’ starting 
with the most senior managers and, most recently in July, an event for around 300 staff from across 
the three councils. These events were designed to bring staff together so they could start to establish 
new networks, understand more about what was going to happen and ask questions. We have also 
done some work on sharing similarities and differences about the cultures and looked at the 
opportunities and challenges we all face in this new way of working.

There have been two major HR challenges to date. First, determining the selection process for 
Tri-borough appointments. Second, working out who is going to employ which staff. 

We’ve been clear from the beginning that the appointments process must be seen to be fair and, at 
senior levels, allow for the involvement of councillors from all three authorities. This has meant 
adapting our constitutions to allow for joint Member panels of around 10 councillors to make Chief 
Officer appointments. At all levels we have had to decide who will be included in the ring fence for 
shared jobs. This is straight forward if you all have the same structures, grades and job titles. But, of 
course, we don’t, so we have had to develop new protocols to allow this to happen. We’ve also had 
to get to grips with different pay scales and grades. This has meant accepting that differences will 
exist and need to be managed. And, of course, there is a consistent and ongoing process of 
consulting staff and unions across the three councils.

Deciding who should employ staff has taken time, debate and required good legal advice. We’ve had to 
consider whether staff should transfer to one of the other councils under TUPE regulations or whether 
we can or should rely on using Section 113 of the Local Government Act 1972 – the power to place 
staff at the disposal of other authorities – and, in the case of health bodies, Section 75 of the NHS 
Act 2006. These allow the sharing of officers at any level in accordance with the Officer Employment 
Procedure Rules and the relevant regulations. Our Tri-borough Programme board and HR teams 
have discussed these issues and reached the conclusion that where an entirely new service is created 
out of three existing services, staff should transfer, but when staff are simply working under a new 
management but remaining in their existing roles and locations, a S113 or S75 agreement will suffice. 

It would be easy to get stuck and for the whole process to grind to a halt if we tried to find a model 
answer to these questions, so we have adopted a pragmatic approach, working together to find a 
workable solution that means we can move ahead and reduce the period of uncertainty for staff. 
Our key aim in the early stages is to get the senior management structure in place so that they can 
start to do the more detailed work to bring their services together. Each council acts as a lead for 
specific services and the senior management team will be employed by the lead council. 

For our staff this programme represents substantial change. For some it will be a time of huge 
uncertainty and anxiety and we have to ensure that we keep on top of the communication so that 



Tri-borough: lessons from shared services 21

there is little scope for rumour and misunderstanding. For others it’s a hugely exciting and challenging 
time with opportunity to look at different ways of delivering their service and being at the forefront 
of something quite ground breaking. For some there will be disappointment that their career plan has 
been disturbed. For others, opportunities to consider new careers or a change of direction.

There are three organisation lessons from the initial six months of the Tri-borough project. 

First, that communication has to be regular, relevant and realistic. You can’t answer all of the 
questions, but you must try and staff communications has be grounded in facts, not assertion, hence 
the first Tri-borough staff survey, an exercise we’ll repeat in the new year. 

Second, that working out a good solution and maintaining progress for the programme is preferable 
to searching for a gold standard answer that may not be achievable. Too many projects that look at 
sharing services seem to be dragged down by a search for perfect solutions and unanimous 
agreement; sometimes the majority has to rule

Third, for this to succeed there needs to be a high trust model. We need to work together to provide 
solutions, remove roadblocks and believe in the project. We believe that this has been reflected in 
our work to date, and is embedded in the service agreements that will govern Tri-borough – you 
can’t force progress through legal agreements; you have to build trust among the participants.

Heads of Human Resources for the three boroughs: Debbie Morris, London Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham, Mary-Ann Lord, Royal 
Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, Carolyn Beech, City of Westminster.
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CONCLUSION 
Time for leadership 

As the appendix to this pamphlet highlights, there are storm clouds forming around the reputation of 
local government. This means that finding effective and efficient ways to organise our local 
government is even more important. If we fail to do this we may lose the capacity and credibility to 
implement the Localist agenda championed by the whole of local government.

We are some way down the track of combined services. We have made significant progress but 
there will be more problems we will encounter, there will be setbacks and issues we have to resolve. 

The point we want to make is that a project such as this can energise organisations to do better if 
they have the leadership to challenge and praise as progress takes hold, for the benefit of the people 
we serve.
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APPENDIX 1: 
Are the storm clouds forming around the reputation of local government? 
LGinsight/Populus Local Authorities Perceptions Briefing Report (September 2011)

In the absence of any substantial criticism in the media (or from Government) the reputation of local 
government appears strong. Two thirds (64%) of British adults think that their local council has received 
either positive or neutral coverage from the media in the last few months, up from 61% in June 2011. 
Perceptions of pos/neutral coverage of local councils across the country have gone from 41% to 49% at the 
same time. The polling from LGinsight/Populus highlights how councils are engaging with residents and 
continuing to deliver high quality services. But there are indications that this could be the calm before 
the storm. 

As people have talked with their councils and learned about the tough decisions being made, the 
proportion that feel their council takes account of residents’ views has gone from 42% at the start of 
the year to 48% now. At the same time value for money ratings have gone from 42% to 53%. 

It would be easy for councils to now take the foot off the pedal and consider the job done. Government 
has gone quiet in its criticism of local government. A freeze in council tax has taken much of the sting 
out of a hated tax. Councils are finding that people will have sensible conversations over their budget 
and the services they need to deliver and how. 

But not everything is working out for councils. There are still incredibly tough and controversial decisions 
being taken on issues such as adults’ and children’s social care. Despite only impacting on a small 
group of residents, nine in ten (87%) Britons offer an opinion on how good support for vulnerable 
adults is in their local area (51% rate it well). Will this improve as consultations start to end and final 
decisions on the future of services are made? 

And then there are the roads. Half (53%) of British adults are dissatisfied with road maintenance.  
No other major service comes close to getting this level of dissatisfaction. It is an easy area for a 
council to hold off spending on for another year, increasing the accepted size of potholes or 
lengthening maintenance schedules. This is likely to be a mistake. Which organisation in their right 
mind would neglect a service that leads to their customers’ cars being damaged? 

Local government rarely escapes criticism for long. There are over 400 local councils meaning, that 
there will always be one mad enough to do something the media will lap up to damn the sector. Of 
more concern is that council decisions will now start to bite. Libraries will close. Vulnerable people 
will complain. Car mechanics will do a roaring trade. Councils will be held to blame. Then in March 
2012 Council Tax bills may go up. A tax rise could consolidate what by then will look like a very lean 
feast from your local council. 

Good communications will help ensure that councils are being open and honest with their residents 
by explaining and engaging with them about what is going on. With any luck councils are making the 
right tough decisions and finding that change is possible that drives down costs but also improves the 
quality of services. The mistake will be to look at these latest polling findings, or observe that media 
criticism has lessened, and think that the argument has been won. In reality the storm of criticism is 
likely to start again very soon. The question is whether councils are ready for it. 
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APPENDIX 2: 
Projected savings from the programme 

Specific savings areas 

NB. The £0.1m savings difference between the high level and detailed summary reflects  
rounding differences.

Programme Programme Savings £m 
by 2015/16

Children’s Services Single Management Team 1.1
Children’s Services Single Adoption and Fostering Team 0.2
Children’s Services Single Youth Offending Team 0.6
Children’s Services Single Local Safeguarding Children Board 0.2
Children’s Services Education Services (GF) 2.2
Children’s Services Education Services (DSG) 1.0
Children’s Services Commissioning Staff 1.9
Children’s Services Finance Staff 0.5
Children’s Services Reduced costs from private fostering providers 0.7
Children’s Services Fostering - trading placements 0.2
Children’s Services Combined procurement of supported accommodation for 

care leavers
0.4

Adult Social Care Commissioning, Finance and In House services 2.9
Adult Social Care Overheads (training, project management 0.7
Adult Social Care IT 0.4
Adult Social Care CLCH Integration – Management 0.2
Adult Social Care CLCH Integration – Impact on demand 3.8
Adult Social Care Joint commissioning and support services with GP consortia 1.0
Adult Social Care Procurement 2.0
Libraries Single Management Structure 0.3
Libraries Service Efficiency 0.2
Libraries Integrated Core Service 0.6
Environment Shared Management 1.3
Environment Services 1.7
Environment Support 0.3
Corporate HR 1.2
Corporate Finance and Psorocurement 2.3
Corporate Property /Asset Management 0.0
Corporate Business Intelligence 0.5
Corporate IT Systems 2.0
None Chief Executive leadership 0.2

Total 33.4
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This pamphlet was designed by Westco Limited.

The authors are grateful for the advice of Geoff Alltimes, Mike More, Derek Myers, Jane West and 
Ezra Wallace in putting together this publication. 
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