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Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
I have come here today to talk about some of the things we are doing in Northamptonshire to become 
more transparent in how we spend public money and to reflect on some of the obstacles, mistakes 
and successes as we move forwards in transparency and with the publication of tender documents 
and Freedom of Information requests 
 
The issue of transparency is certainly a topical one at the moment, with the ongoing fallout from the 
leaked documents on WikiLeaks making headlines around the world. However what this 
unprecedented and dangerous leak of information has shown is that there is a great deal of public 
interest in how governments and public bodies operate. Transparency should form an integral part of 
good governance, and be embraced by politicians who are elected to make decisions on behalf of 
residents and to spend their money wisely and efficiently.  
 
Although there are indeed times when confidentially must rightly be maintained – which is again 
shown through the irresponsible WikiLeaks -, being open to public scrutiny can only enhance local 
democracy, and give people a better understanding of the pressures and challenges we face each 
and every day – particularly in the current economic climate. However we also have to remember that 
information that interests the public is not necessarily the same as information that is in the public 
interest. 
 
Ensuring transparency is well managed is vital to ensuring its success and we have undertaken a 
great deal of work to ensure that residents in Northamptonshire can both access and understand the 
information we publish. As a large organisation, we could easily publish huge amounts of information 
that would be hard for residents to understand, but we have striven to ensure that the information we 
publish is easy to understand and accessible. 
 
Clearly this approach brought a unique set of challenges to our organisation, but as a political group, 
we pledged in our last manifesto  to continue developing a more efficient and businesslike culture at 
Northamptonshire County Council and our transparency agenda lay at the heart of this ambition. Our 
election also came at the same time as the MPs’ expenses scandal so it was also about rebuilding 
trust with our electorate.  
 
As you know, public bodies will now be required to publish the job titles, job description and salary of 
their senior management team. Government guidance defines a senior management team as the 
Head of Paid Service (Chief Executive), first tier managers such as Directors or Assistant Chief 
Executives, and second tier managers such as Heads of Service. All councils will also be required to 
publish items of spending above £500, and to publish contracts and tender documents in full. 
 
At Northamptonshire County Council this agenda is one we made an early buy-in to as we have been 
pressing forward a programme that will implement these two pillars of the new transparency drive. 
 
We have already published online the salaries and expenses of our corporate management team, and 
have added to that the job titles and salaries of all twenty nine of our heads of service that report 
directly to either the Chief Executive, a Corporate Director or an Assistant Chief Executive. This data 
went live on our special transparency webpages on the County Council’s website at the end of May 
this year. 
 
Alongside that we had begun the process of publishing our expenditure above £500. We decided to 
do this directorate by directorate so as not to bombard the public with all our information at once. We 
felt that for an organisation of our size, with a budget spend of over £1 billion, to begin what is a 
sizeable shift in the public’s access to data with a wholesale authority-wide publication, would amount 
to an effort easily misinterpreted as trying to drown the public in figures, rather than provide 
accessible information. This approach also gave us scope to test and perfect the procedures and 
frameworks required to sustain the process of transparency moving forward, 



In light of this we launched the publication of spend over £500 on the 1st June this year with our 
Health and Adult Social Services directorate. Work was also done to ensure their total budget spend 
was explained clearly with a detailed diagram which we christened the NCC Sending Map. Each 
month the map was updated to include the next published directorate’s annual expenditure as well. 
 
But all of this is the what and the when, so what about the why? What are the advantages and the 
benefits of being more transparent? What are the obstacles involved and how are they overcome? 
Furthermore to this, and far more intrinsic, are the underlying motives for becoming a transparent 
organisation. Creating a more publically accountable environment must be done for the right reasons 
and not encouraged by expediency or opportunism. The will and drive of central government must be 
replicated in local authorities who find themselves with the determination to reach out to the public in 
what are, let’s face it, hugely challenging times for us all. 
 
The obstacles become obvious to anyone attempting to move in this direction. Information published 
needs to be accessible and easily understood. This as I have outlined was a motivating factor in our 
decision to begin our publishing of expenditure directorate by directorate. The decision to start our 
journey a directorate at a time was as much about allowing the public to get accustomed to the data, 
as it was to allow us as an organisation to test our programme of releasing it. Delivering reams of 
information to the public is by no definition a transparent activity. A process using that method of 
publication treads the line of being disingenuous with customers and it is like asking them to find a 
needle in a haystack.  
 
The majority of our discussions prior to our beginning of this journey centred around these potential 
obstacles of overwhelming data and undercooked implementation which we expected encounter in 
this enterprise. Ironically I believe it was these discussions themselves that assuaged many of the 
predicted complications. Collaboration proved key to making a success of the transparency agenda 
Northamptonshire County Council has undertaken, and is my most fundamental recommendation to 
any other public body entering the process. 
 
Having the right officers and members, at both senior and project level, fully briefed and supportive of 
your efforts is imperative. It helps share the weight of a project that by nature affects a variety of 
teams. Indeed it took a while to persuade members that this would not lead to an ongoing daily 
assault by the press on our spending. 
 
As you progress with your efforts you come to realise that the only significant obstacles you will 
encounter will stem simply from your levels of being prepared. I was fortunate enough to be in a 
position where my project team understood this perfectly. Appropriate officers from each of the teams 
whose input is required have worked with skill and initiative to not only build the various process 
required within their own teams, but then make certain that these were linked in properly to form the 
coherent ‘bigger picture’. 
 
And as you ready yourself to embrace the principles of transparency in this fashion, one thing you 
cannot control are the level of confidence the public will have in the information we publish, and in 
whether it is the most accurate representation possible of our spend. Your own processes in 
physically getting the data out there can be as robust as humanly possible, but if the public do not 
trust it then any potential benefits become irrelevant. On this front all you can do is to hope that the 
process itself acts as the gesture that the public are crying out for. We must remember that it is not 
our customer’s responsibility to ask us for this information; it is our responsibility to give it to them. But 
at the same time we must realise that we come to this sea-change in a period of record-low 
confidence in elected members. A move to transparency must therefore be viewed as an important 
first step on the road to removing some of the public’s justified cynicism through provision of useful 
and accessible data. 
 
Making local authority expenditure publically available also increases accountability. It promotes 
organisational discipline from those managing budgets, no matter how big or small. Budget managers 
in all public bodies will have to actively challenge their own decision making in how they use their 
resources.  
 
The future of the agenda will be determined by the way in which it is interpreted; its legacy lies in the 
opportunities it offers. The release of tender documents is a no-brainer, and frankly is something local 



authorities, at least, should have achieved well before it became a national priority. Northamptonshire 
County Council has been advertising its procurement tendering opportunities on a website called 
Source Northamptonshire for some time now. This site allows companies to view information on new 
contract opportunities with Local Government in Northamptonshire in one central and standardised 
arena. The website is supported by our public facing website and so is accessible by all members of 
the public. 
 
There are also a number of opportunities around publication of Freedom of Information requests and 
answers are less straightforward but no less rewarding. The reduction of the volume of FOI requests 
we receive is something we’ve been paying attention to for some time, and the logical conclusion of 
these considerations is to publish requests and answers on the transparency section of your website 
as well. One of the main drains on FOI resources is repetition of requests, so we believe the ability to 
respond quickly to an enquiry with a link and reference number to our website would provide 
invaluable efficiency in the process. 
 
As the Coalition programme for government rightly said, the era of big government is over. That is 
clear to all those have chosen, for no matter how brief a period, to cast a critical eye over the efforts of 
the previous government. Top-down governing and centralisation are a part of that. The time where 
ministers reach down and create broad pronouncements that generalise vast swathes of the 
population must now come to a close. 
 
The new government has stated power must be dispersed much more widely in Britain today, and 
that we must recognise that we will only make progress if we help people come together. A more 
transparent and accountable government focussed on constructive public engagement will be a pillar 
of this effort, and Northamptonshire had no qualms in setting out along that path as soon as we could. 
 
This new path  demands us not to offer a new set of promises, but to address with vigour and 
determination the challenges posed by a disenfranchised  and rightly mistrustful public, coupled with a 
perilous financial environment. Transparency is the first step along the path to tackling both of those. 


