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The headlines

Devon County Council was one of 10 councils that 
received support in kind as part of the Delivering 
Differently programme. They selected libraries, youth 
and day care services in order to design and test new 
models of delivery.

Consultations and engagement undertaken around 
the future of the library service have informed the 
development of an innovative new approach, with 
Devon County Council considering the creation of 
a mutual society that would run libraries on the 
council’s behalf.

One of the challenges facing the public sector is how 
to maximise the value of existing assets within the 
community. The process of co-locating services and 
reconfiguring buildings takes time and may involve 
unpicking a legacy of ineffective asset management 
and addressing a lack of cross-service coordination 
and planning.
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What is the context?

The context for a new approach to delivering services  
has been articulated in Devon County Council’s Better  
Together 2014-2020 vision, which acknowledges the 
changing role of councils in the light of both reduced 
funding and emerging opportunities for local communi-
ties to receive support to run local services the way they 
want. The vision outlines how new partnerships between 
service providers and the community are achieving better 
results at reduced cost and how careful targeting of ser-
vices is helping to prevent problems and avoid extra ex-
pense. The Better Together 2014-2020 vision is supported 
by a new operating model for the council. The key aims of 
this new approach are to move the council forward to be:

Collaborative
 designing and producing services with people that  
 use them;

 working through partnership;

 being open and transparent; and

 supporting and developing local people to achieve  
 the best

l

l

l

l

Enterprising
 commissioning effective and efficient services;

 using new approaches to prevent problems arising;

 obtaining the best value from the council’s buildings  
 and other assets; and

 ensuring staff have the right skills and perform highly

Innovative
 moving away from traditional ways of delivering services  
 to achieve better results at lower cost;

 harnessing new technology to benefit customers;

 working flexibly; and

 recognising and building on what works

Devon County Council was one of 10 councils that received 
support in kind as part of the Delivering Differently 
programme. This joint programme between the Cabinet 
Office, the Department for Communities and Local 
Government, the Local Government Association and 
the Society of Local Authority Chief Executives provided 
funding to support a range of improvement projects. As 
part of the programme Devon County Council was able to 
gain access to professional support to enable them to put 
in place new models for delivering their chosen service 
areas. The three service areas selected by Devon County 
Council for the Delivering Differently Challenge were 
libraries, youth services and day care.
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The entire public sector needs  
to do more with less while 
providing services that work 
better for local people, and I’m 
pleased that we can support 10 
pioneering councils from across 
the country who want to take 
control of their services and 
leave state bureaucracy behind.

‘

’Francis Maude, Minister  
for the Cabinet Office



The worst recession in living 
memory has led to severe 
cuts in government funding. 
We have listened to what people 
want and carefully balanced our 
response, maintaining personalised 
services and targeted support 
while offering communities the 
opportunity to run many services. 
While we can no longer provide 
many facilities and services that 
people have valued, the path  
is clear for community, voluntary 
and private enterprises to innovate 
and thrive. Our main role is  
to create the right environment  
for this to happen, intervening 
directly only where necessary. 

‘

’Phil Norrey, Chief Executive and Councillor 
John Hart, Leader of Devon Council

What commissioning 
and delivery models 
have been explored?
The Delivering Differently programme provided  
a framework to enable the council to take forward 
a conversation with local communities about new 
approaches to delivering local services. The three 
communities of Totnes, Tavistock and Ottery were chosen 
as pilot areas to explore new approaches as part of the 
challenge. A series of events and consultation sessions 
were delivered to enable the communities in the pilot 
areas to select which new approaches they wanted to 
explore in further detail. The priorities identified included:

Totnes
 developing a model of micro-commissioning around  
 supporting older people; and

 creating a community facility at the Mansion House

Tavistock
 developing new approaches to delivering day care  
 services; and

 carrying out an asset-mapping exercise to identify  
 the potential for using assets differently across public  
 and voluntary sectors in the area

Ottery
 opening up community-wide conversations to shape  
 locally-driven responses to service changes; and

 creating a new multi-use community hub  
 at the St Saviours site

Implementation of the Delivering Differently programme 
has been supported by ’locality leads’, senior managers 
from the council whose remit is to support consultation 
between services and the community and, equally 
importantly, to facilitate integration and shared thinking 
between services where appropriate. In total 12 locality 
leads are in place across the county ensuring stronger links 
between the county council, district and borough councils 
and the network of town and parish councils.

Engaging the community around future options for the 
library service was one of the initiatives taken forward by 
Devon County Council. With a decline in traditional book 
lending and a rise in the popularity of online and e-reader 
technologies, the face of Devon’s library service was 
already changing. The approach of the council in recent 
years has been to develop larger libraries into ‘Devon 
Centres’, which incorporate a range of services under one 
roof and thus provide a multi-agency resource for the 
community, and to broaden the role of all libraries to more 
effectively support their local communities, particularly 
around health and wellbeing interventions. The move 
towards co-location, service integration and increased use 
of technology has already saved the council £3 million and 
the expectations are that a further saving of £1.5 million 
will be achieved by 2017.

During 2014 the council undertook extensive engagement 
with communities across the county to discuss future 
models of library service provision and to ensure that the 
service is sustainable, receptive to communities’ needs and 
fit for the future. The response to the public consultation 
indicated very strong support for local libraries and a 
willingness by local communities to get more actively 
involved, alongside a strong desire to retain paid staff.  
As a result of public feedback, the council is now looking  
at alternative operating models for the service, such as  
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What has been  
the impact?
The Delivering Differently programme is helping to change 
the culture within the council around how to engage local 
communities in an effective dialogue that seeks to identify 
new approaches for delivering local services. A stronger 
focus on the needs of communities is helping to break down 
the silos between services and facilitate greater cross-
service thinking and integration. The selection of the three 
service areas of libraries, day care and youth services has 
highlighted considerable overlap and opportunities to adopt 
new service models that better respond to the needs  
of service users.

Who are the key  
partners?
The key partners involved in the Delivering Differently 
programme are:

 Devon County Council;

 OPM (an independent research organisation  
 and consultancy);

 eight borough/district councils (Exeter, East Devon,  
 Mid Devon, North Devon, Torridge, West Devon,  
 South Hams and Teignbridge);

 parish and town councils; and

 the voluntary and community sector
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a trust or mutual, that could enable local communities to 
get more involved in their library service, but also deliver 
the savings required. In addition, the council  is now 
working with 12 communities who were keen to pilot  
new approaches to being more actively involved in their 
local library while being assured of continued access to 
existing staffing.

In Totnes the town council wanted to look at how the 
Mansion House, where the library is now located after 
redevelopment in 2013, could operate to make better 
use of the overall site. In Bideford, discussions have been 
progressed around replacing their library with a new  
Devon Centre.

Devon Local is about a different 
relationship with communities, 
working differently with them, 
joining up activity where 
practicable, and devolving 
decision making and funding 
where this is appropriate and 
communities have the desire  
and capacity to take it on.  
It is recognised that each 
community will be different  
and that there is a continuum  
of activity that could take place  
in any place, depending  
on local circumstances.

‘

’Devon Strategic Partnership Board

In particular this work demonstrates how efficiencies 
can be achieved through maximising the use of existing 
assets. The programme has helped to inform the concept 
of ‘Devon Local’ developed by the Devon Strategic 
Partnership.

Consultations and engagement undertaken around 
the future of the library service have informed the 
development of an innovative approach, with Devon 
County Council considering a new operating model  
for the entire library service. This model could include 
creating a mutual society or trust that would run libraries 
on the council’s behalf in order to maximise the service’s 
potential in the future.

A business case has been prepared with a decision 
expected to be made by Cabinet in March 2015.  
Subject to approval it is envisaged that the new 
organisation would become operational in April 2016.  
It is estimated that this move could save Devon County 
Council at least £300,000 per year in business rates,  
and mean greater flexibility and freedom for the service  
to secure additional funding and income which the 
 council cannot access. This approach has been upheld  
as an example of good practice in a national report jointly 
commissioned by the Department of Communities and 
Local Government and the Department for Culture, 
Media and Sport on how England’s libraries could work 
best in the future.

Devon County Council commissioning case study collated by          Page 4



Attendance at these meetings was not just important  
for the consultation process but also symbolic of the  
new approach to co-designing services in partnership 
with the community.

A locality lead was seconded to the library service to 
support the review and consultation process. This was 
invaluable as it enabled the service to benefit from the 
locality lead’s broader knowledge of local service delivery 
and experience of facilitating effective dialogue between 
officers, elected members and local communities.

The corporate leadership team has overall responsibility 
for the council’s response to the challenges facing the 
public sector and has provided guidance and support 
for the implementation of the Delivering Differently 
Challenge. Securing strong buy-in and support from both 
officers and politicians across the county council has 
been essential to transforming services. Political support 
and involvement in exploring new ways of working with 
communities has been an integral part of the success of 
this new approach.

The Mutual Support Programme provided by the Cabinet 
Office has been really helpful in shaping the business case 
for the proposed creation of a mutual to deliver the library 
service on the council’s behalf. The Delivering Differently 
programme has helped to build on community-led 
conversations and demonstrates that where there is drive 
and ambition a community can help make things happen 
or effect change in their community.

One of the key success factors has been the ability of the 
council to clearly demonstrate a willingness to engage 
communities and to facilitate their involvement. As part of 
the review of library services the head of the library service 
and portfolio holder wrote to all town and parish councils 
with an offer to attend their scheduled meetings in order 
to discuss proposals for reconfiguring the service. This offer 
was taken up by many of the town and parish councils and 
over the 13-week consultation period members of the 
library service’s senior management team and the portfolio 
holder spent a lot of time attending meetings and listening 
to the ideas put forward by the community.  

What have been the key 
elements of success?

A partnership with communities 
offers one solution to keeping 
services we value. The county 
council is having to find over  
£200 million of savings. This 
has meant we had to look at 
everything we do, and we know 
there are some very difficult 
choices and decisions to be made. 
In spite of the difficulties and 
challenges we face, there are 
enormous opportunities.  
It is very encouraging that many 
communities in Devon are strong 
enough to take hold of this 
agenda to deliver services  
that will best suit the people  
in their unique locality.

Councillor Barry Parsons, Cabinet  
Member for Performance and  
Engagement, Devon County Council

’

‘

Consulting and engaging the community on individual 
service reviews fails to recognise that members of the 
public use multiple services within their communities. 
In order to truly transform local services and identify 
new models of delivery it is important to engage 
communities about a range of services and to avoid 
‘thinking in silos’.

One of the challenges facing the public sector is how 
to maximise the value of existing assets within the 
community. The process of co-locating services and 
reconfiguring buildings takes time and may involve 
unpicking a legacy of ineffective asset management  
and addressing a lack of cross-service coordination  
and planning.

New models of working can require upfront investment 
to reshape and refit existing assets. This can present 

What has been learnt?
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Other useful 
information

Louise Taylor, Partnership Research  
Manager, Devon County Council,  
email louise.taylor@devon.gov.uk

Ciara Eastell, Head of Libraries, Culture  
and Heritage Services, Devon County Council,  
email ciara.eastell@devon.gov.uk

https://new.devon.gov.uk/bettertogether/

Independent Library Report for England  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/
independent-library-report-for-england

Details of the Cabinet Office Mutuals Support 
Programme 
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/mutuals-
information-service

Who can I contact?
a confusing message to local communities who may 
not understand how councils can gain access to capital 
funding for investment but do not have sufficient revenue 
funding to continue to deliver services in the same way.

Effective engagement of local communities can identify 
local people with the necessary skills, talent and interest 
to support future delivery models – for example by their 
becoming board members of new delivery organisations 
such as a mutual society or trust.

It is important to recognise that embracing a locality 
approach is likely to identify needs for workforce 
development across community-based officers.  
By way of example the Delivering Differently programme 
highlighted the wide range of skills and capacity found 
in the town clerks supporting town and parish councils. 
These roles were important in supporting the locality 
leads in managing the consultation process.
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