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A. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
1.
Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Councils (‘the Councils’) have prepared this
business case to test the option of creating a new, single district council in central
Suffolk to replace Babergh and Mid Suffolk.
2.
The proposal has arisen out of the Councils’ longstanding commitment to
shape the arrangements for local government in the heart of Suffolk in the best possible
way, in order to support our residents and business communities to achieve their
ambitions and face the changing and challenging future for local government over the
next decade.
3.
The Councils have a long shared history and award winning1 fully shared
service partnership that has created ongoing savings in excess of £13 million in staff
and other costs since 2011.
4.
Appendix (a) to the business case tests the following six options for further
transformation of the Councils’ partnership working, against the Government’s criteria
for considering changes to local council structures.
Options
1. Do ‘more of the same’ under the existing ‘Working Together’ partnership
arrangements;
2. Expand the existing partnership to include other councils;
3. Create a new, single district council to replace Babergh and Mid Suffolk
District Councils;
4. Seek to create unitary council arrangements to replace Babergh and Mid
Suffolk District Councils;
5. Create a combined authority for the Babergh and Mid Suffolk area; or
6. Seek to establish a mutually owned company to deliver all public services in
the Babergh and Mid Suffolk area.
Government criteria for council ‘mergers’
•
•
•

The proposal is likely to improve local government in the area concerned.
The proposal commands local support, in particular that the merger is
proposed by all councils which are to be merged and there is evidence of a
good deal of local support.
The proposed merged area is a credible geography, consisting of two or more
existing local government areas that are adjacent, and which, if established,
would not pose an obstacle to locally-led proposals for authorities to combine
to serve their communities better and would facilitate joint working between
local authorities.

1

Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Councils were awarded the Municipal Journal award for
‘Shared Services’ in 2013 and iESE silver awards for ‘Working Together’ and ‘Council of the
Year’ 2018
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5.
The options appraisal in Appendix (a) shows that options 1, 2, 4, 5, and 6 would
either generally have a negative impact for the delivery of local services, council
finances and democracy; and / or are highly unlikely to be deliverable in the
foreseeable future.
6.
It concludes that a new, single district council to replace Babergh and Mid
Suffolk District Councils would bring the greatest benefits for local businesses and
communities, including:
•
•
•
•
•

better value for money, financial savings and self-sufficiency;
more simplicity;
greater democratic accountability;
broader influence; and
deeper resilience.

7.
Central to the proposal to create a new, single council is the desire to ensure
that we can continue to meet the challenges that we are facing and take advantage of
opportunities in our area. For example, we are ambitious to go further in our role of
enabling communities, growing our local economy further, and putting citizens and
communities at the heart of everything we do.
8.
We also want to move forward with new forms of local government, for
example: putting decision making and services at the most local level possible,
investing in prevention rather than crisis interventions, maximising our assets, and
integrating with the rest of the public sector system.
9.
All of this will require strong leadership from elected ward Councillors. Both
Councils are already undergoing electoral reviews of the number of councillors each
Council has and their respective ward boundaries. This is being conducted by the
Local Government Boundary Commission for England and will come into force from
our next scheduled elections in May 2019. So, whatever happens, the make-up of the
Councils will be changing in the coming years to reflect changes in the districts over
the last 15 years and changes in how local government works.
10.
Despite these strategic changes, there will be no change to the things that are
currently valued by our communities and deemed most important by our Councillors:
locally delivered services, good customer access and strong connections between
local Councillors and their communities (as set out in Appendix (c)).
11.
As the financial section of the Business Case makes clear, the main financial
driver of the proposal to become a single council would be to protect the over £2m per
year savings already achieved and to maximise the organisation’s efficiency to address
future challenges. There would be some immediate additional cashable savings of
around £0.6m per year and £0.4m non-cashable efficiencies and extra capacity. The
proposal would also ensure resilience and sustainability of much-valued local council
services across the whole area, enabling us to continue to support businesses and
residents.
12.
A new single council would have a single level of council tax after a period of
harmonisation. Section F of the Business Case sets out how this might be achieved,
building on the existing commitments and requirements for changes in council tax over
the medium term.
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13.
A public engagement exercise started with the announcement of the options
appraisal and proposal in October 2017, and concluded in February 2018. Appendix
(c) describes the engagement undertaken, and demonstrates public support for the
proposal, from our residents, key partners, stakeholders and staff.
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B. INTRODUCTION
14.
Babergh District Council and Mid Suffolk District Council are committed to
shaping the arrangements for local government in central Suffolk in the best possible
way, in order to support our residents and business communities to achieve their
ambitions and face the changing and challenging future for local government over the
next decade. Our belief is that the best option to achieve this is through the creation
of a new, single district council to replace Babergh District Council and Mid Suffolk
District Council from May 2019.
15.
Our proposal to create a single council is shaped by our commitment,
enshrined in our Joint Strategic Plan, to create the environment where, and ensure
that, individuals, families, communities, and businesses continue to thrive and flourish
– meeting their full potential. The Councils are committed to achieving this through a
focus on:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

more of the right type of homes, of the right tenure, in the right places
a strong and growing economy, with increasing investment in skills,
infrastructure, innovation and productivity;
strong, healthy, active, safe, and self-sufficient communities;
respecting, protecting and enhancing our environment;
financially self-sufficient and resilient local government;
using our commercial approach to invest back into our communities; and
efficient, effective services, offering value for money.

16.
This document gives further detail on what creating a single district council,
replacing Babergh District Council and Mid Suffolk District Council, would entail and
compares it to the other organisational options available to the Councils. The Councils
combined population would be 189,512, which would make it one of the five largest
district councils in England.

About our area
17.
The two district council areas, in the heart of rural Suffolk, have a lot in common,
with aligned environmental, economic, social and cultural strengths, that have drawn
the Councils together administratively; and is reflected in the continuing strong will
amongst both authorities to work ever more closely together. This partnership has led,
over the past 7 years, to the formation of joint strategic plans and objectives, and a
fully shared officer structure. At a Councillor level, the Joint Strategic Plan and work
towards adopting a Joint Local Plan has emphasised a growing leadership role to
create strong, empowered communities.
18.
The districts of Babergh and Mid Suffolk cover an area of over 1,400 square
kilometres (540 square miles). They are predominantly rural in nature, with 190 parish
and town councils, and thriving market towns. The area also has 6,400 listed buildings,
60 conservation areas and 2 Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB).
19.
Mid Suffolk was recently identified as the 3rd happiest district in England, based
on the ONS’s headline estimates of personal well-being. The latest Halifax Rural
Areas Quality of Life Survey identifies that Babergh is 24th and Mid Suffolk is 46th. The
results of our recent independent survey undertaken by ComRes highlight that a large
majority of residents in both districts are happy with the place where they live (Appendix
(c)1).
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20.
According to growth forecasts, the population in Babergh will grow by 8% to
96,931 and that of Mid Suffolk by 11% to 112,174 by 2036. The highest level of
increase will be those aged over 65 (an increase of 20% of the current over-65
population in Babergh and 27% in Mid Suffolk). By 2036 the number of people aged
over 85 is expected to double in both districts.2
21.
The two districts are marked by their similarities, not their differences. Similar
proportions of residents live in urban and rural areas; there are similar levels of
deprivation in the two districts, and residents and businesses in the two districts face
similar challenges and opportunities for the future; for example, increasing the supply
of affordable homes, securing infrastructure improvements, and supporting an
increasingly ageing population.
22.
An assessment of our governance structure will enable us to review how we
can work more effectively to support these common challenges, without losing our
strong community relationships.

About the Councils
Babergh and Mid Suffolk Councils are adjacent district councils in the heart of Suffolk, a
county with two-tier governance (Suffolk County Council plus 7 district & borough
councils). The Councils are members of the New Anglia Local Enterprise Partnership and
are not part of any current or proposed future combined authorities.

Babergh
Mid Suffolk

Population
(2016)
89,498
100,014

Number of
Councillors*
43
40

Revenue budget
(2018-2019)**
£39.0m
£38.4m

*Both Council are currently subject to a Further Electoral Review which will take effect from May 2019. This
will result in a reduction in the number of Councillors representing each Council but this work has not yet been
finalised by the Local Government Boundary Commission for England
**Gross budget including Housing Benefit payments but excluding the Housing Revenue Accounts

2

ONS projections (2017)
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C. ‘WORKING TOGETHER’ - LOCAL GOVERNMENT TRANSFORMATION IN
BABERGH & MID SUFFOLK
23.
Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Councils are proud of our track record of
sharing services and formulating joint plans and initiatives. Both Councils have been
at the forefront of transforming local government to better support and deliver high
quality services and improved outcomes for our local communities.
24.
We have made ongoing savings in excess of £13 million in staff and other costs
since 2011 through our fully shared service and management partnership
arrangements; and continue to save £2m year-on-year. This has enabled us to sustain
our services and support our communities to shape their futures.
25.
In light of local government funding reforms, in 2011 the political and
managerial leadership of the Councils recognised that unless we took a different, more
strategic, shared approach to achieving community outcomes, both faced a bleak
future of continuous and unsustainable service cuts.
26.
The emergence of national policies, in particular those encouraging localism
and rewarding the delivery of economic growth, were also recognised as opportunities
to re-engineer the Councils’ business and better align the delivery models across the
districts to achieve those outcomes.
27.
Under the guidance of a cross-party Joint Member Integration Board we
developed and implemented a major change programme based on emerging shared
priorities and outcomes for Housing, Economy, Environment and Communities. We
developed a new delivery model for local government integrating management and
staff, encouraging a more flexible and collaborative culture to deliver optimum
outcomes with reduced resources, whilst maintaining the democratic integrity of each
Council.
28.
The Councils appointed a joint Chief Executive in 2011 and then created a new
integrated shared management team with a clear strategic remit based on the themes
of ‘People’ and ‘Place’. The integration of corporate management provided additional
senior capacity to drive and deliver award winning organisational change and
transformation.
29.
The broad themes and approach to our integration and transformation
programme were:
Structural: a single delivery organisation, with reduced staffing and tiers of
management, adopting a pragmatic range of delivery models (‘what works’) for
the two sovereign councils with more external shared working to achieve
Housing, Economy, Environment and Communities outcomes.
Systems, policies and processes: aligned and integrated systems,
structures and approach at a service level to minimise differences in
operational procedures. Adopting ‘Working Together’ as our default approach
unless a clear business case dictated this was not possible or politically
desirable.
Customer focused: identifying the optimal way to deliver services to our
customers, evaluating how our customers interacted with our services through
our Public Access Strategy, and through business process re-engineering,
rationalising our approach to improve performance - ensuring customers
receive a consistent experience and approach across both Councils.
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Cultural: creating political and managerial relationships based on trust.
Developing and empowering people to be self-leaders attuned to the political
priorities of the two Councils, less reliant on management intervention and
ultimately increasing the clarity of purpose and delivery of outcomes.
30.

What ‘Working Together’ has achieved:
Smaller: We have reduced the number of management posts by over 50% and
all our services are now delivered by one workforce on behalf of both councils,
saving tax payers £2m per year.
Smarter: Our teams are closely aligned to our Joint Strategic Plan and deliver
their services across both districts, regardless of the boundary between the
two.
Swifter: increased capacity and capability for specific services has allowed us
to focus our resources on areas where there is higher demand.

31.
Creating a Joint Strategic Plan was an important part of ensuring continuous
improvement within our ground-breaking operational and strategic partnership. This
involved the harmonisation of our strategic approach and policies – developing
common goals and aspirations, sharing risks and rewards in delivery. This also
included the formulation of a Joint Medium Term Financial Strategy.
32.
We refreshed the Joint Strategic Plan in 2016 to wholly align our long-term joint
ambitions and to reflect our determination to push the boundaries of what we can
achieve together. The refreshed Joint Strategic Plan also marks a fundamental shift
for our Councils – moving from ‘Working Together’ as partners, to actually sharing a
single vision and approach, delivering the same high-level improvements for the
residents of both districts.
33.
This has been further reinforced by the adoption, and ongoing roll out, of the
joint Public Access Strategy. Similarly, the agreement to both move from the
committee system to a Leader and Cabinet style of governance from May 2017, and
to a single public-sector hub with Suffolk County Council and Clinical Commissioning
Groups in Endeavour House in Autumn 2017, has enabled even greater levels of
integration, efficiency, and mirroring of governance.
34.
We have integrated our systems, structures, policies and approach; and
completed the transition to a single-officer structure, on a single payline, with shared
single terms and conditions, and working from the same headquarters.
35.
In addition to evaluating service delivery, opportunities arose to evaluate the
way in which our Councillors worked on a collaborative basis, to share knowledge,
insight and resources. Councillors in Babergh and Mid Suffolk already work on a joint
basis, for example through Joint Committees and working groups, simultaneous
Cabinet meetings, joint administration briefings and shared induction, learning and
development programmes. Our councillor body consists of 83 members (43 in
Babergh and 40 in Mid Suffolk). Both Councils are currently Conservative-led, and
each has had its own Leader and Cabinet arrangement since May 2017. Both Councils
currently set separate council taxes and budgets, even where used to fund jointly
delivered services.
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36.
Sharing services has allowed the Councils to remain strong in the face of recent
challenges, and to support communities and deliver services in spite of ongoing cuts
in funding. However, there is a sense that the limits have now been reached of what
the shared services model and traditional transformation and efficiency saving
approaches can achieve in terms of making savings and creating a resilient
organisation to face future challenges. Like several other councils, locally and
nationally, the Councils are therefore considering taking the next step.
37.
The financial business case (Section F) identifies that should both Councils not
elect to become a single council, additional costs are likely to be incurred in supporting
the divergent positions that both Councils may be obliged to take. However, more
fundamentally, becoming a single Council provides the best opportunity to protect the
savings that have already been achieved, and avoid a division between both Councils
which may put these savings at risk of being undone.
38.
Our move towards financial self-sufficiency is described in the five high level
themes of the Councils’ Joint Medium Term Financial Strategy (‘MTFS’), as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

Maximising income and one-off/temporary/ongoing incentivised funding;
Using ‘one-off’ money to generate ongoing funding and income streams or to
reduce our costs;
Exploring and seizing new opportunities and ventures that are innovative and
will deliver a rate of return on investment that supports the MTFS;
Being more commercial, using prudential borrowing and other available funding
to deliver ‘profit for purpose’ and new income streams; and
Ensuring that all our activities are cost-effective and efficient.

39.
The Councils’ joint response to the challenges we face, and the opportunities
we need to grasp, are based on five key actions:
•
•
•
•
•

Aligning resources to the Councils’ refreshed strategic plan and essential
services;
Continuation of the shared service agenda, collaboration with others and
transformation of service delivery;
Behaving more commercially and generating additional income and
considering new funding models (e.g. acting as an investor);
Encouraging the use of digital interaction and transforming our approach to
customer access; and
Taking advantage of various forms of local government finance (e.g. new
homes bonus, business rates retention) by enabling sustainable business and
housing growth.

40.
Our communities need a local democratic system that is strong and influential
in the face of radical change in the public sector and society more widely. These
challenges include supporting an ageing population while driving growth in the local
economy and in the context of reduced funding.
41.
Working as two organisations builds in additional administration and costs that,
under a new approach, could be removed – for example, production of two statement
of accounts which both require auditing. Having harmonised our strategies, policies
and approach to working, the next logical step is to evaluate how our structure of
governance can be re-assessed to most effectively support us to achieve the outcomes
we seek, and avoid duplication in our democratic structures.
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42.
In formulating the proposal for our future governance, consideration has been
given to the following six options:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do ‘more of the same’ under the existing ‘Working Together’ partnership
arrangements;
Expand the existing partnership to include other councils;
Create a new, single district council to replace Babergh and Mid Suffolk District
Councils;
Seek to create unitary council arrangements to replace Babergh and Mid
Suffolk District Councils;
Create a combined authority for the Babergh and Mid Suffolk area; or
Seek to establish a mutually owned company to deliver all public services in
the Babergh and Mid Suffolk area.

43.
Based on the options appraisal at Appendix (a), we have developed the option
of creating a new district council to replace Babergh and Mid Suffolk District Councils,
as set out in the remainder of this document.
44.
Our belief is that creating a new, single district council in the heart of Suffolk
will give us the best possible opportunity to continue to deliver the very best services
for our residents, at the lowest possible cost; and secure our future as a viable
organisation that is able to deliver the services our residents, businesses and
communities need and want.
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