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Dear Mr. Macnab
Freedom of Information Act 2000 - Information Request 

Your request for information, received 23 August 2010, has now been considered.  Below is a breakdown of your request with the corresponding answers added alongside.

1. The amount which was spend by the Council on employing external consultants in each of the 2007-08, 2008-09, 2009-10 financial years and the current financial year.
In 2009/10 Darlington Borough Council spent £2,363,000 on consultants.  This includes professional fees (e.g. engineers and architects), training and management consultants.  The corresponding figure for 2008/09 is £2,700,000.  

We are unable to provide a figure for 2007/08 as this information is not readily available.  We believe that the cost of collating the information in respect of 2007/08 would exceed the ‘appropriate limit’ as defined by the Freedom of Information and Data Protection (Appropriate Limit and Fees) Regulations 2004.  As a result, we are refusing this element of your request under section 12 of the Freedom of Information Act 2000.  A full refusal notice is appended to this letter.
Expenditure on consultants for 2010/11 has not yet been collated as the financial year is ongoing.  The information will be collated as part of our normal processes once the financial year is concluded.  We believe that the cost of collating partial information at this time will, when aggregated with the cost of providing the information for 2007/08, exceed the appropriate limit.  As a result, we are refusing this element of your request under section 12 of the Freedom of Information Act 2000.  Please refer to the refusal notice appended to this letter.  We would, however, be happy to provide you with this information once it has been collated following the year end.
2. A breakdown of the reasons for employing external consultants and the work carried out in each of the above financial years 
Consultants are used to provide services that require skills or capacity that does not exist in-house.  They are used when it is either impractical to provide a service in-house or using consultants offers better value-for-money.  Factors affecting decisions to buy-in or provide in-house can change over time and are therefore kept under review.

In the majority of cases, consultants are employed in respect of capital projects.  In such cases the cost of the consultant is a very small percentage of the overall cost of the project.  

We cannot provide a breakdown of the specific reasons for employing each contractor as we believe that the cost of doing so for the four years for which information is requested would exceed the appropriate limit (as a result we are refusing this element of your request under section 12 of the Freedom of Information Act 2000).  We can, however, inform you that consultants were used for such activities as:
· design;
· contract management; 
· specialist advice;

· strategy development;

· public engagement and consultation; and

· research.

3. The number of days which each external consultant was employed in the above financial years.
This information is not normally recorded by the Council as consultants are often employed to undertake specific projects.  Payment is, therefore, in many cases, not based on the number of days that the consultants were employed, but on the output from the assignment.  

4. What actions/improvements/savings were taken/made as a result using external consultants?
We are unable to provide details of the action/improvements/savings achieved by each consultant as to do so would exceed the appropriate limit.  Please refer to the refusal notice attached.
However, we can provide an outline of some of the results achieved by the consultants:

· better, more cohesive ICT systems;
· town centre developments; 
· public engagement and consultation on proposals, policies, strategies, procedures and, in particular, the budget proposals (please note that some of this consultation is statutory);
· service reviews to identify savings and/or better ways of working;
· more effective systems, e.g. upgrades to CCTV systems;
· better learning environments for children through the refurbishment/rebuilding/redesign of schools; and
· better facilities for customers/service users through the refurbishment/rebuilding/redesign of council premises, e.g. supported accommodation.
5. The amount which is paid by the Council to NWA Social Marketing and Research in each of the 2007-08, 2008-09, 2009-10 financial years and the current financial year.
NWA Social and Market Research is a company specialising in consultation and research in the public sector.  The Council paid the following amounts to NWA Social and Market Research in the financial years specified:
	Financial year
	Amount paid to NWA (£)

	2007/08
	49,502.76

	2008/09
	63,230.71

	2009/10
	27,071.00

	2010 to date
	9,076.88


6. The work which NWA Social Marketing and Research have carried out for the Council in each of the above financial years.
NWA was employed to undertake surveys on behalf of the Council, some of which are statutory surveys (such as the Place Survey) and others which are at the discretion of the Council (e.g. the Community Survey).   NWA also assisted with customer engagement and consultation regarding budget and service proposals (e.g. budget focus groups and the Transport Plan).

7. The number of days and the number of people interviewed by NWA Social Marketing and Research when they were employed by the Council for each of the above financial years.
This information is not held by the Council in an accessible format.  We believe that the cost of collating this information in order to respond to your request would, when aggregated with the other elements of your request that have been refused, exceed the appropriate limit.  As a result, we are refusing this element of your request under section 12 of the Freedom of Information Act 2000.  Please refer to the refusal notice appended to this letter.

8. What actions/improvements/savings were taken/made as a result of using NWA Social Marketing and Research?
The results of the surveys informed the service planning and budget development process.  The use of an external market research company ensures the independence of the Council’s research. Surveys are conducted by full members of the Market Research Society in accordance with its professional standards. By commissioning work in this way the Council is able to achieve better value for money by drawing on the expertise of professional statisticians and their trained interviewers and data entry staff on an as needs basis. 

If you have any queries or concerns or are dissatisfied with the handling of your request please contact:

Freedom of Information Officer

Darlington Borough Council

Corporate Services

Town Hall

Darlington

DL1 5QT

Tel: 01325 388905 

E-mail: freedomofinformation@darlington.gov.uk 

Website: www.darlington.gov.uk/democracy/information_rights
If you would like to submit an official complaint about the handling of your request or appeal against a decision to rely on an exception, please use the Council’s complaints procedure, details of which can be found on our website at:

www.darlington.gov.uk/complaints   

If you do not have access to the Internet please contact the Freedom of Information Officer, using the contact details above, for a copy of the Council’s corporate feedback form.

You can also obtain further information from the Information Commissioner at:
Information Commissioner's Office
Wycliffe House
Water Lane
Wilmslow
Cheshire 
SK9 5AF 
Tel:   01625 545 700
Website: www.ico.gov.uk
Enquiries: www.ico.gov.uk/Global/online_enquiries.aspx
Yours sincerely

Freedom of Information Officer 

Refusal Notice – Section 12 Freedom of Information Act 2000
Section 12 of the Freedom of Information Act 2000 allows a public authority to refuse a request if the cost of providing the information to the applicant would exceed the ‘appropriate limit’ as defined by the Freedom of Information and Data Protection (Appropriate Limit and Fees) Regulations 2004:

“12 Exemption where cost of compliance exceeds appropriate limit 

(1) Section 1(1) does not oblige a public authority to comply with a request for information if the authority estimates that the cost of complying with the request would exceed the appropriate limit”.

The Regulations provide that the appropriate limit to be applied to requests received by local authorities is £450 (equivalent to 2.5 days of work).  In estimating the cost of complying with a request for information, an authority can only take into account any reasonable costs incurred in:

“(a) determining whether it holds the information,

(b) locating the information, or a document which may contain the information,

(c) retrieving the information, or a document which may contain the information, and

(d) extracting the information from a document containing it”.
For the purposes of the estimate the costs of performing these activities should be estimated at a rate of £25 per hour.  
Regulation 5 provides that:
“…where two or more requests for information to which section 1(1) of the 2000 Act would, apart from the appropriate limit, to any extent apply, are made to a public authority—
(a) by one person, or
(b) by different persons who appear to the public authority to be acting in concert or in pursuance of a campaign,
the estimated cost of complying with any of the requests is to be taken to be the total costs which may be taken into account by the authority, under regulation 4, of complying with all of them”.
We believe that the aggregated cost of providing the specific information that you have requested at points 1, 2, 3 and 7 of your request would exceed the appropriate limit.  

In 2008/09 a sub-group of the Council’s Resources Scrutiny Committee requested information relating to the Council’s use of consultants.  In response to this request, council officers spent a great deal of time collating this information and ensuring its accuracy.  This process was repeated in 2009/10.  As a result, it was relatively easy to provide this information.

Prior to this, however, the Council did not collate information on the amount paid to consultants.  This means that to provide information in respect of the 2007/08 financial year (and before), officers would be required to locate and retrieve accounting records from this period to check whether transactions related to consultancy fees.  In some cases, it might be relatively simple to identify consultancy costs; however, in others (for example, when a company provides the Council with a range of services) it may be much more difficult and may require the officer to access the physical invoices.  We believe that this would take a considerable amount of time.  

This would also be the case for the incomplete 2010/11 financial year; the Council is likely to collate this information in order for it to be reported to Scrutiny Committee, however, this will only be done once the accounts have been finalised for the 2010/11 financial year (which ends on 31 March 2011).  To collate it at this point would take a considerable amount of time for the reasons outlined above and as a result, we are refusing this element of your request at this time; although we are likely to be able to be able provide it to you in the future.  
In terms of our specific reasons for employing consultants and the resulting actions, improvements or saving achieved, this information is not reported to Scrutiny Committee and, as a result, officers would be required to access manual records to collate the information to respond to your request.  Again, this would take a considerable amount of time and, in some cases, the information will not be held at this time as the saving and improvements will only be realised in the medium to long term.  In order to assist you with your enquiry, we have provided a summary of the reasons and actions, improvements or savings achieved.  

In terms of the work undertaken by NWA Social Marketing and Research, i.e. the numbers of people interviewed and when they were employed to carry out work, the information is not held in an accessible format.  As a result, we would be required to locate, retrieve and extract the information from the results of each individual survey.     

We are unable to provide an estimate of the time that it would take to provide the specific information that you are requesting in points 1, 2, 3 and 7 of your request as we believe that to do so would, in itself, exceed the appropriate limit, however, we are confident that it would take a considerable amount of time and, in any case, far more than 18 hours.  

Where possible, we have tried to provide you with some information, even if we are not able to respond to your specific request.  You also have the right to narrow these elements of your request to bring them within the cost threshold.  If you would like to discuss ways of doing this, please don’t hesitate to give me a call.
You also have the right to appeal against our decision to apply the cost limit; further details are provided in the letter that accompanies this refusal notice.

