Essex Cares – An innovative transformation to improve services and reduce costs
Essex County Council (ECC) has embarked upon a major modernisation programme called ‘EssexWorks: Customers First’ to ensure value for money in spending on public services in Essex. As part of this dynamic transformation, a Local Authority Trading Company (LATC) named Essex Cares Ltd commenced trading on 1 July 2009. An innovative business model created by ECC, Essex Cares currently provides a range of services for up to 70,000 people across Essex who require social care and support. It is the country’s first LATC established to deliver these kind of services, and is specifically designed to provide flexible support to customers. This is central to ECC’s desire to personalise services to the needs of individuals in Essex. 
Increasingly, social care users in Essex are being given choice and control over how they commission their services. Self Directed Support provides users with a personal budget to spend on their support package, and was launched for all new service users in October 2008. As a result, there was a need to rethink services which had traditionally been provided in-house, if they were to meet diversifying needs in the care market. 
The significant drivers of change for ECC were the need to address the multiple challenges of a sustainable, competitive market and more efficient service provision; alongside access to first class customer care. Over recent years ECC has been moving towards becoming a commissioning led organisation. Even in 2008, 95% of domiciliary support services provided to older people were already commissioned through agencies or other provider organisations.  Nevertheless there was still a substantial provider workforce remaining within the authority (approximately 850 employees) delivering services to both the older people sector and adults with a disability. These Provider services were:

· Essex Equipment Service

· Reablement Service

· Older People and Sensory/Physically Disabled Day Care service

· Essex Employment and Inclusion Service

From March 2008, work commenced to assess options for the external provision of remaining in-house services to the Council. An extensive public consultation engaged all the key stakeholders in a wide variety of ways. A powerful message from the consultation was one of change being necessary if services were to meet customer aspirations. 

The two most popular models endorsed in the consultation were the LATC, and the Social Enterprise. Ultimately, a business case was developed for the LATC model as the most viable option. The advantages included the ability to trade and retain surpluses, and therefore reinvest in service development, retain ECC arms length control (and therefore ability to act as a provider of last resort), and to maintain the trusted brand of Essex which was a strong theme of service user and carer consultation. 
Following approval of the formation of Essex Cares as an LATC by ECC Cabinet on the 14 October 2008, work began to make it a reality. This included the complex process of transferring employees to the new company, which was done in full consultation with those being transferred and the Unions. From 1 July 2009, around 850 staff were transferred as the company began trading. 
The company structure is in the form of a group holding company; Essex Cares, with three service companies, Essex Community Support Ltd, Essex Employment and Inclusion Services Ltd and Essex Equipment Services Ltd.  This has been one of the first times legislation has been used to provide for the transfer of care services through an LATC. 
Essex Cares now offers support to around 70,000 people per year across the county of Essex covering a range of services. The launch of the company in July 2009 was considered a great success. Essex Cares Ltd will continue to develop in the social care market, offering increasingly personalised solutions to people’s individual needs, and is expected to yield significant savings as a result of its LATC structure. Click here to find out more about this innovative approach to social care. 
