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Dear Minister,
In East Sussex the County Council, all of the partners on the East Sussex Strategic Partnership, including each of the District and Borough Councils and their LSPs, are committed to the process of developing a sustainable community strategy that will address the social, economic and environmental issues within East Sussex. We believe that by working in partnership we can do more than by working as single agencies, particularly in tackling the most difficult cross cutting issues.  We are also committed to developing a  second Local Area Agreement (LAA) as a demonstration to Government of the areas we consider are important, which are also Government priorities.

We wish, however,  to seek a relaxation of the current proposed timetable within East Sussex for the development of a new LAA on the basis that we are in the second year of a three year LAA agreed with Government and signed by the Minister for Local Government personally. We have three year targets, including stretch (reward) targets that take us to March 2009. We are already successfully delivering over fifty of the New Indicator Set (NIS) in our existing LAA. We are happy to add the new mandatory DCSF indicators where they are not already in the LAA and to have a two year LAA from April 2009, which would bring the LAA in step with the three year financial settlement.
The new draft statutory guidance ‘Creating Strong, Safe and Prosperous Communities’ states that in preparing an LAA responsible local authorities (East Sussex County Council) must take the following steps:

“Consult and co-operate with named partners … in identifying the right mix of targets for a draft LAA based on the agreed evidence base and longer term priorities in the sustainable community strategy.” (para 4.4)
In East Sussex we are in the process of developing a new sustainable community strategy. We have an innovative approach that seeks, for the first time, to develop an integrated strategy involving all of the district and borough LSPs. We have just started a 12 week consultation (in line with the Compact) on the draft strategy which outlines the particular dynamics of place that is East Sussex and their consequent potential priorities. Consultation concludes in mid February 2008 and then the final draft must be prepared before being endorsed by each of the LSPs and the democratic processes of each of the six authorities. Final publication is due in June 2008.

The guidance also states:
“… LSPs need to agree the process and timetable well in advance of negotiations so that all partners feel that they have sufficient opportunity to influence the negotiations.” (para 4.9) 
We believe the existing timetable does not allow us to undertake these statutory obligations. We feel very strongly that rushing through a new LAA in advance of a sustainable community strategy undermines the whole process of partnership working on which the Government legislation is predicated. It took Whitehall some 18 months to agree amongst itself the NIS yet it expects a multitude of different partners to agree a revised LAA in a third of that time.
We also believe the guidance adds weight to our argument for a longer timetable to develop a new LAA when it states:

“Having followed these steps and consulted and co-operated with partners through the extensive negotiations to agree a draft LAA, the responsible local authority will need to formally approve its LAA prior to submitting it. The process and timetable for sign off will be set out as necessary in non-statutory operational LAA guidance.” (para 4.14) 
and 

“In accordance with Section 106 of the Act the draft LAA must set out as a minimum: …c) The period for which the LAA is to have effect.” (para 4.16). 
The underlining is ours, but reinforces our conviction that the time table is non statutory and that we should be able to start our new LAA at the conclusion of our existing LAA in April 2009. This will allow adequate time for extensive consultation with partners on potential LAA targets from June 2008 when the sustainable community strategy for East Sussex is published. It will also allow time for the democratic endorsement of the draft LAA before submission.
We propose a timetable for East Sussex as follows:

November 2007 – February 2008 

Consultation on draft ‘integrated’ sustainable community strategy.

March 2008 – May 2008

New Sustainable Community Strategy is ratified by the six local authorities and their LSPs.

June 2008 

Publication of the Sustainable Community Strategy for East Sussex

July 2008 – October 2008

Negotiation and consultation on targets for the LAA, include appropriate spatial levels (takes account of holiday period)

November 2008 – December 2008

Finalising 2 year LAA with GOSE (in order to harmonise with Government wish to see 3 year budget cycle and LAAs on same time scale); and endorsement by partners

January 2009

New LAA submitted for Ministerial approval with a start date of April 2009

We believe that if we are forced into following the timetable suggested by Government that it will have a number of unintended consequences which fall short of what is intended in the Guidance, namely that it will result in the LAA targets forming the priorities of the sustainable community strategy rather than the priorities determining the targets; it will undermine partnership working, with particular effect on the voluntary and community sector; and it will alienate those agencies who are ‘target leads’ in the existing LAA whose targets will have to be dropped from the LAA. 

We also believe that targets are more likely to be silo driven rather than truly cross cutting because of the time constraints and that there will not be enough time following the identification of targets to develop trajectories that are evidence based. This will be particularly significant if differential indicators are needed at smaller spatial areas than the county area.
We should perhaps point out that we are supportive of the role of our Locality Manager at the Government Office and have no difficulty with working with her, either on the existing LAA, or a new LAA at the appropriate time. 

The Government has put great emphasis on the importance of ‘localism’ and local solutions for local problems, albeit within a framework of national priorities. It has said it recognises that one size doesn’t fit all and yet, in terms of the timetable it wants to impose this. We hope the Government, like this Partnership, will be more concerned with the ends – the outcomes we all want – rather than the means or process and give us the flexibility that we really believe will make a difference. In conclusion, the East Sussex Strategic Partnership as a whole – the voluntary, business and local public sectors, feel very strongly that Government should honour its own guidance which states:

“Central Government recognises that a tailored approach to improvement needs to be developed for each area, focussed on outcomes and appropriate to its needs.” (para 1.3).

We urge you to consider our request to conclude our current LAA and to develop in partnership, a new LAA, with priorities flowing from a new sustainable community strategy over the coming year. 
Yours sincerely
Jeremy Leggett

Chairman of East Sussex Strategic Partnership

Working together to improve the quality of life for all in East Sussex

