Transforming Wirral: What it means for local people
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Over the next few years, Wirral Council must radically alter how it delivers key services to ensure we provide better value for money for the Council Tax payer and support regeneration across the borough. The Council has produced a question and answer sheet, which will be updated regularly to make sure that local people are kept informed on proposals to transform Wirral through the Strategic Asset Review.   

The Council has conducted a comprehensive review of its built assets to ensure they are fit for the 21st Century and beyond. The residents of Wirral deserve to access excellent services from buildings that are modern and appropriate. Given the rising costs of maintaining aging buildings and increasing energy costs, doing nothing is not a prudent option. It would be irresponsible to pretend the situation is sustainable. Conducting the review means that we are able to plan to modernise our assets in a measured and appropriate way.

What exactly is the Strategic Asset Review?
This Review sets out a vision for transforming Wirral’s assets to improve service delivery, provide better value for money and support the regeneration of the Borough, particularly its most deprived areas. It recommends investing £20 million, over four years, to develop a strategic network of 12 state-of-the-art multi-purpose complexes.

To deliver this level of service improvement, a strategic review of all the Council’s properties has been conducted, which recommends a reduction in the total number of publicly funded premises. The vision for the future is to have much improved facilities, but not as many Council maintained buildings: the vision is ‘Fewer but Better’. If the Council pays for the running costs of fewer buildings, Wirral residents will be able to enjoy the high quality and efficient modern facilities they deserve and Council Tax can be kept at an acceptable level.

If better quality buildings are provided, the revenue costs will be less, which means investment can be made to ensure they are fit for purpose. Many buildings in the borough are not fully utilised by the services who occupy them. In addition, there is a real opportunity to deliver a better service, more efficiently, by combining several functions within one building.

Are we saying that the management of the facilities has been poor in the past? 

The Council has an excellent track record of delivering good services to local people. The problems we have are not unique to Wirral, facilities are getting older and the expectations of the public continue to rise. That is why it is important to ensure that our assets are appropriate for the 21st Century. The expectations of residents are rightly increasing all the time as are the costs of maintaining our facilities. Our facilities were put in place to meet the demands, needs and expectations of previous times. That is why the review is necessary. Appropriate asset management for 2008 is not the same as it was in 1978, or even in 1998.

Why have the locations been chosen? What was the selection criteria? 

The Review has been based on robust and consistent principles. The proposed location of the new complexes takes into consideration where people live, transport routes and the existence of current buildings that are suitable for extension or adaptation. The creation of these new complexes will replace many of the Council’s existing buildings. While services will cease to be delivered from some familiar buildings, the provision of services at the new complexes will be improved.

The Review also drew on information gathered by consultants engaged to appraise the condition of Cultural Services facilities, their accessibility and an assessment of the levels of provision. Every Wirral Council-owned cultural facility was visited as part of the study. Interviews were conducted with all Council departments and with representative groups of users. As part of their study, consultants also provided advice on potential sources of funding for development of facilities, a review of national and regional strategies relevant to the services provided by the Council, an analysis of future leisure trends and a profile of Wirral consumers.
Their recommendations included:

• providing fewer but better facilities
• improved access to facilities for the whole community of Wirral
• new and extended partnerships with other public bodies and local communities
• increased community involvement in the management and operation of facilities
• improved quality of facilities and services
• the examination of alternative delivery options

Key changes 
New multi-purpose complexes in key community focal points 

Over the next four years, the Council will invest around £20million in developing multi-purpose complexes in key community locations across Wirral. These will be a mix of new build and improved existing facilities. They will house multiple Council functions and, wherever possible, be co-located with one or more of our key partners, including the Police, Fire Authority and Health Service. The minimum services that customers can expect to access in one place are likely to include library facilities, a One Stop Shop, a community space available to the public and public access to information technology. Many of the multi-purpose complexes are likely to provide substantially more than this.

The multi-purpose complexes will vary in their details but at their heart each would offer:
• Advice and assistance or access to online information on Council services similar to that currently provided by One Stop Shops
• Shared space for use by Council services and generally by a range of community and interest groups and voluntary sector partners
• Library facilities, including free IT/internet access
• Suitable facilities and dedicated space, as appropriate, to support the delivery of the widest range of public services (for example health services and police)

Proposed locations for multi-purpose complexes
There would be five major multi-purpose complexes. These will be located at:
 Bebington Civic( Centre
 Birkenhead (probably centred around Europa Pools and incorporating a( new central reference library and a PCT health and wellbeing centre)
( Liscard (a brand new facility)
 Moreton (a brand new facility)(
 West( Kirby (centred on a modernised Concourse).

In addition, there will be seven smaller, community focused, multi-purpose complexes located at:
 Eastham(
 Greasby(
 Heswall(
 Leasowe( (probably in the Millennium Centre)
 Rock Ferry(
 St James(
( Woodchurch

Leasowe and St James are operated by community based development trusts and the Council will explore all opportunities to improve what is currently offered at these sites.

Libraries 

The Library Service will be modernised and reconfigured to take account of current and future expectations of customers, the impact of new technology on accessing services and recognised best practice. Under these proposals, Wirral will have a brand new, state of the art, central reference library, which would probably be located at the Europa Pools site. In addition, it is envisaged that there will be 11 area libraries based at the other multi-purpose complexes outlined above.

Sports and recreation facilities 

There will also be far better, although fewer, sports and recreation facilities. Key sports and recreation facilities will be located at:

• The Oval (recently subject to a £3million plus refurbishment scheme)
• Europa Pools (probably with an added Health and Wellbeing centre provided in partnership with the National Health Service).
• West Kirby Concourse (fully refurbished and expanded, probably in partnership with the private and public sectors).

In addition to this, the Wirral Tennis and Sports Centre will remain as a specialist facility. Discussions have taken place with potential public sector partners regarding Leasowe Recreation Centre transferring from the Council to become a community recreation centre providing a swimming pool for public and club use. Although Guinea Gap will close, there is the possibility of modern re-provision in the future.

Arts and Heritage 

Activities from the Pacific Road Arts Centre will transfer into the new Floral Pavilion and alternative uses be sought for Pacific Road. The Williamson Art Gallery and the Priory will be retained and become the focus for future investment. Alternative uses (including transfer to the community and the option of developing a trust with existing voluntary groups) are being explored for Wirral Museum and the Transport Museum.

Impact on office accommodation 

To help fund the costs of delivering the proposed multi-purpose complexes, the Council will reduce its own accomodation by at least 20 per cent by 2011 (around £1 million per year). This will mean fewer office buildings, which will be achieved through greater use of open plan accommodation, reducing the average floor space of each employee, increasing desk sharing and more flexible working.

What is community asset transfer? 

Active consideration has been given to whether or not the Council is the most appropriate organisation to deliver a service. For example, user groups have a key role to play in the future provision of Cultural Services facilities. In the Community Services section, the Joint Management Committees are becoming increasingly involved in the day to day management of their buildings.

The review has considered the opportunities that transferring assets to the community may offer in retaining a wider range of assets than the Council alone could afford to maintain. The Community Service is working with the Development Trust Association to produce a strategy for increasing community management as part of a government sponsored pilot programme called ‘Advancing Assets.’ A programme of asset transfer will be developed and implemented over an anticipated period of two years as an alternative to the immediate closure of neighbourhood facilities.

How will we ensure that people in deprived areas have appropriate access to community facilities? 

The Council’s Corporate Plan makes clear that addressing problems associated with deprivation and inequality is central to everything we do. Access to services is a crucial part of the review and the provision of culture and leisure services is recognised as crucial to
addressing health inequalities in the borough in particular.

The location of the multi-purpose complexes in town/district centres will ensure reasonable access to public transport, particularly buses. Further detailed work will now be carried out to assess how accessible the proposed facilities would be and identify where improved transport provision might be required.

What will happen leading up to the provision of new facilities? 

The development and refurbishment programme will take place over several years. In some cases it may be necessary to phase closures and provide alternative options in the short term. Where some facilities are closed, there may be opportunities to develop a network of access points in other facilities using information technology in line with the Council’s Customer Access Strategy, which aims to ensure that people can contact us easily, through the most cost-effective channels. These will be assessed on an area-by-area basis.

What are the implications for staff? 

There will be major implications for staff working in the services affected by this review and it is very important that they are kept appropriately informed of emerging proposals. The Council intends to start consulting these staff immediately.

We recognise that staff may be concerned, unclear or unsettled about their future job roles or employment. We have developed a set of workforce change policies, in consultation with the trade unions, which are designed to support employees. The policies provide for a clear and transparent restructuring process, a firm commitment to re-skill employees for changing and newly emerging jobs in the Council and comprehensive steps to seek to redeploy affected employees. Whilst it is also recognised that, at times of significant change, it may not be possible to redeploy all affected employees, the Council will take all reasonable steps to avoid compulsory redundancies.

How will we consult on these changes? 

The first stage of consultation will focus on the proposals that have been made. This will be through the Area Forums and service user groups. An extensive consultation will then follow to develop the change programme. This offers an important opportunity to engage local communities, partners and other interested groups and parties in shaping services and public sector assets for the 21st Century.

How will we ensure that buildings that are closed do not fall in to disrepair? 

Buildings will be disposed of as quickly as possible but, where appropriate, provision will be made to weatherproof, protect and/or demolish the buildings. Financial provision will be made for this.

Read the press release on Transforming Wirral. 

See Cabinet report - Transforming Wirral: Strategic Asset Review (27th November 2008 Agenda item 10)

See draft Cabinet minutes (27th November 2008) 

See Cabinet report - Transforming Wirral: Strategic Asset Review (16th October 2008 Agenda item 4) 

See Cabinet report - Strategic Asset Review (9th July 2008 Agenda item 16) 
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