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Executive summary

This report investigates the extent to which private consultancy
(“Big Con”) is embedded in local public procurement in London. It
does so in the context of academic literature — notably Mazzucato
and Collington’s The Big Con (2023) — that suggests consultancy
dependency weakens public administration and state capacity, with
risks to institutional memory, accountability and long-term value for
money.

Specifically, we compared transaction-level spending releases from
London councils, to enable comparison between different local
authorities over time. Findings were validated by manual checks
against source CSVs and comparison with Freedom of Information
responses and published reporting. The numbers in this report are
giving us a conservative estimate which should be read as a lower
bound.

L Key findings

— Councils across London are highly dependent on consultancies.

— The average annual consultancy spending per council increased
76% between 2013 and 2023, from £11.5 million to £20.2 mil-
lion.

— Across London local authorities in 2024, consultancy spending
totalled £555 million.

— Nearly 30% of London councils have spent 5% or more of their
annual budgets on consultancies at least once since 2010.

— Large outsourcing and managed-service firms take home the
largest portion of council spending:

L Matrix SCM, Capita and Serco account for the largest total

L Other, well-known management consultancies (e.g. PWC, EY,
etc.) also appear prominently.

- From 2010 to 2024, London councils have paid:

CADA
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L Over £2.1 billion to Matrix SCM
L £1.1 billion to Capita
L Nearly £500 million to Serco.

— All councils show sustained reliance on external providers
for delivery and contingent capability rather than short, tight-
ly-scoped advisory work. This kind of work is more likely to

impact autonomy, capability building and accountability in local
government.
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Introduction

This paper is the first research paper from CADA — a network of scientists,
technologists, and STEM graduates utilising their unique skill sets for progressive
causes through practice.

The paper takes as its point of departure Mariana Mazzucato and Rosie Collington’s
thesis in The Big Con: How the Consulting Industry Weakens our Businesses,
Infantilizes our Governments and Warps our Economies.* There, they argue that
governments around the world have become structurally dependent on private
consultancies to perform key functions. This dynamic, they argue, erodes public
sector capability, creates a revolving door of expertise and influence, and redirects
public funds towards firms with limited accountability. While this thesis has
primarily been explored at the national and international level, this report brings it
down to earth, to the boroughs and wards of London.

We ask a simple but under-examined question: how much are local authorities

in London spending on consultancies? Through a systematic examination of
expenditure data this report maps the scale, scope, and trends in consultancy use
at the local level.

In so doing, our research raises larger questions regarding what such spending
represents — not only in fiscal terms, but also in relation to local government
autonomy, institutional memory, and democratic capacity.

London councils face complex and often contradictory pressures: years of austerity
have hollowed out internal capacity, even as councils are tasked with ever more
ambitious programmes — from housing delivery to climate transition, digital
transformation to community safety. In this context, the turn to consultancy might
seem both necessary and pragmatic in the short-term. But it also raises a set

of troubling questions: what expertise is being bought? Is it being embedded or
externalised? And what are the long-term costs of this short-term fix?

This report does not begin from a place of cynicism — we recognise the valuable
role that external specialists can and do play in public service reform — but we
also recognise the risk that such reliance becomes habitual: a substitute for
rebuilding public capabilities rather than a complement to them. If the ‘Big Con’
thesis is accurate, its effects will be visible not only in headline contracts or
national scandals, but in the quiet outsourcing of knowledge, services strategy in
council offices across the capital. Ultimately, a good proportion of the issues with
outsourcing are likely a product of local government underfunding as much as it is
about strategy.

Our aim is to support a wider conversation about what a more resilient, capable,
and independent local state might look like.

1 Mazzucato, Mariana and Collington, Rosie (2023) The Big Con: How the Consulting Industry
Weakens our Businesses, Infantilizes our Governments and Warps our Economies. Penguin Books (Allen
Lane).
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Methodology

Our approach combined a small core of Autonomy staff with an evolving cohort of
volunteer members from CADA, whose skills span data engineering, data science
and software development. This flexible, mission-driven structure allowed us to
keep momentum over the year-long build while drawing on specialist input when
needed.

London’s councils publish spending data in markedly inconsistent formats, with
different column names, date formats, file types and sometimes outright errors. To
tame this heterogeneity we built bespoke Python scripts for each council. Where
allowed, a custom scraper first downloads each raw file as released on council
websites; a harmoniser then cleans and reshapes the data into a single canonical
schema. As new quirks emerge in a council’s feed, we update and test the relevant
scripts, so the pipeline remains reliable over time. All harmonised records are
loaded into a database.

Identifying consultancy spend posed a separate challenge. We compiled an
initial seed list of major consultancy firms from public sources, then expanded

it inductively: scanning supplier names for common consultancy keywords,
reviewing high-value outliers, and manually verifying uncertain cases. Because
councils sometimes mis-spell suppliers or record group subsidiaries under
different trading names, our list is conservative; the figures we report should be
treated as a lower-bound estimate of true consultancy expenditure. We crucially
note that our definition of consultancy here also includes firms that might be
framed as ‘outsourcers’, such as Capita or Serco.

All analysis was done using a standard Python data analysis stack (numpy, Pandas,
matplotlib).

The councils from which we drew our dataset from include:

Camden, Royal Borough of Greenwich, Hackney, Hammersmith and
Fulham, Islington, Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, Lambeth,
Lewisham, Southwark, Tower Hamlets, Wandsworth, City of Westminster,
Barking and Dagenham, Barnet, Bexley, Brent, Bromley, Croydon, Ealing,
Enfield, Haringey, Harrow, Havering, Hillingdon, Hounslow, Royal Borough
of Kingston upon Thames, Merton, Newham, Redbridge, Richmond upon
Thames, Sutton and Waltham Forest.

10
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L Data quality

Data quality varies from council to council and from year to year. Some records,
for instance, hold the same council, the same beneficiary, date and amount in the
source data.? We have decided not to remove these values as we cannot know
whether these records are legitimate or not: while they might be duplicates, it is
also possible that multiple invoices were paid on the same day. We have resolved
to report data as close as possible to how it appears in the source files.

L, Data validation and verification

Given the variability of council spending data, we undertook two forms of
verification. First, we validated our pipeline against the primary sources. For a
stratified sample of councils and months, we manually compared the harmonised
records in our database with the original CSVs released by councils, checking
supplier names, dates and amounts. These spot checks confirmed that our
scraper and harmoniser preserved the content of the source files, including known
quirks such as inconsistent naming conventions, date and currency formats, and
occasional duplicate transactions. We also sought to corroborate patterns against
public reporting.

In addition to this, we requested and reviewed two Freedom of Information (FOI)
requests to local councils, and compared our derived totals and trends with the
figures provided. These were:

1. Brentto Infosys.?
2. Lambeth to Denhan International.*

In both cases, the direction and broad magnitude of trends align. In the case of FOI
2, we calculate the exact same aggregate amount. These findings suggest that our
data collection and curation efforts match those of councils internal reporting, and
that our results in the following section would match what councils would report
themselves.

Where differences appear, they can often be traced to divergent aggregation
choices. Some public sources report contract award totals rather than transaction-
level expenditure, others group subsidiaries under parent entities, and some apply
supplier classifications that differ from our conservative matching rules. Some
transactions are un- or mis-labelled in the source data making it hard to identify
the precise purpose of the transaction.

2 This has been noted in Hackney, Redbridge, Kensington and Chelsea, and Croydon.

3 A record of this FOI can be viewed at WhatDoTheyKnow (2024) ‘Cost and payments made to
Infosys by Brent’. Available at: https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/cost _and payments made
to_infosy

4 See John Lubbock (2025), ‘Lambeth’s temporary accommodation costs projected to hit £100
million a year as council cannot explain how contracts are awarded’, Brixton Buzz. Available at: https://
www.brixtonbuzz.com/2025/06/lambeths-temporary-accommodation-costs-projected-to-hit-100-
million-a-year-as-council-cannot-explain-how-contracts-are-awarded/
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L FOI 1 - Brent to Infosys

Our Freedom of Information request into the total cost and breakdown of expenses
from Brent Council to Infosys showed a total cost of £13,399,798.56 from 2020 to
November 2023.

When we calculate the expenses for the same time period, we find an aggregate
value of £13,461,963.69, which differs from this value by 0.4%.

L FOI 2 - Lambeth to Denhan International

Our second FOI request, to the London Borough of Lambeth, confirms Lambeth
has paid Denhan International £35,693,735.38 since Jan 2020, and that 260
households were housed in Denhan-managed temporary accommodation (with
178 outside Lambeth).

We find in our analysis of our collected data that it matches the exact value
reported.

One limitation of this method is that councils will sometimes respond with the
same monthly CSVs ingested by our pipeline, limiting the scope for independent
external validation, although it does indicate that our approach is consistent with
what an official FOI would return. Given these constraints, we accept that small
percentage differences between our figures and those reported elsewhere are
likely.

12
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Findings & analysis

Our analysis provides the first systematic view of consultancy spending by London
local authorities derived from transaction-level releases.

Between 2013 and 2023, we find, the average consultancy spending per council
increased by 76% from £11.5 million to £20.2 million. Meanwhile, aggregate
annual council spending on consultancies has been higher than £500 million since
2022.

This increase has taken place against a backdrop of London councils seeing their
funding cut by a third since 2010.° Figure 1 shows annual aggregate per-council
expenditure from 2010 to 2024, illustrating a steady rise punctuated by periods of
accelerated growth.®

Average consultancy spend per council
nominal values

£20.0m

£17.5m +

£15.0m +

£12.5m 1

£10.0m +

E£7.5m

Average consultancy spend per council

£5.0m A

£2.5m

2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024
Year

Figure 1: Average consultancy spend per council
Source: CADA analysis of council expenditure data from 2010-20247

5 Kate Ogden and David Phillips (2024) “How have English councils’ funding and spending
changed? 2010 to 2024”, Institute for Fiscal Studies. Available at: https://ifs.org.uk/publications/how-
have-english-councils-funding-and-spending-changed-2010-2024

6 We use data from all 32 London councils for our analysis, however visualisations of individual
councils are for those with over 5% annual consultancy spending.
7 The sudden increase in the year 2014 can be explained by Barnet having double the

transactions with Capita that year (compared to 2013 and 2015). Given that the Barnet — Capita
relationship is the largest per year, this doubling significantly impacts the average consultancy spend of
that year.
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The intensity of consultancy spending is uneven across the capital. Nearly 30%
(9 of 32 total) London councils spent 5% or more of their annual budgets on
consultancies at least once during the period.

Figure 2 tracks the evolution of the annual amounts spent on consultancies among
higher-spending authorities over time, and identifies persistent outliers. The top
five councils by total consultancy expenditure over the period are Lambeth, Barnet,
Hackney, Camden and Bexley.

Top 5 councils by consultancy spend over time

nominal values
—e— Barnet
Bexley
£80.0 m - —e— Camden
—e— Hackney
—o— Lambeth
£60.0 m -
£40.0 m -
£20.0m -
£0.0 m
2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024

Year

Figure 2: Top 5 councils by consultancy expenditure over time (Barnet, Bexley,
Camden, Hackney and Lambeth).
Source: CADA analysis of council expenditure data from 2010-2024.

Supplier composition helps explain these patterns. Figure 3 presents the top ten
consultancies by total spend in London, based on our conservative matching of
supplier names and group entities. Given the partial publication of data for the first
half of this date range, the true numbers are likely to be even higher.
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Top 10 consultancies by spend
nominal values
Matrix scm - 2,158.3
Capita 1,177.0
Serco A 495.8
Pricewaterhousecoopers | 51.7
Sopra Steria | 41.8
Agilisys 4 336
Deloitte 410.4
Kpmg 49.9
Ernst and Young 49.0
Bdo 8.1
0 5(I)0 10I00 15I00 20I00

Consultancy spend (£ millions)

Figure 3: Top consultancies in terms of contract amounts from councils. Source:
CADA analysis of council expenditure data from 2010 - 2024.

The top three suppliers by total spend in our dataset are Matrix SCM, Capita and
Serco. The Big Four accountancy-consultancy firms appear further down the
rankings, although they still feature prominently among the top ten consultancy
suppliers by total value. The figures from our own analysis are astonishing: over
£2.1 billion to Matrix SCM, £1.1 billion to Capita, and nearly £500 million to Serco
from London councils between the years 2010-2024.

While we do not explore it in detail in this report, we note that our dataset is

particularly revealing of specific council to consultancy relationships — and would
encourage more research in this area. This is highlighted in Figure 4.
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L Consultancy spend flows, 2010-2025

BARNET

CAPITA

SOUTHWARK

WESTMINSTER

LAMBETH

MATRIX SCM
OTHER COUNCILS
CAMDEN
ENFIELD
BDO
— DELOITTE
HACKNEY AGILISYS
ERNST AND YOUNG
) PRICEWATERHOUSECOOPE
NEWHAM '
— INNER CIRCLE CONSULTINC
S : : - OTHER CONSULTANCIES
HARINGEY - GRANT THORNTON
— ‘ SOPRA STERIA
—
HAVERING = - T
BEXLEY
SERCO

WANDSWORTH

Figure 4. Sankey chart of London council to consultancy spend flows, 2010-2015.
Source: CADA analysis of council expenditure data from 2010-2024 17
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We can see, for instance, that Matrix SCM, Capita, and Serco consistently receive
very high revenue from a number of local authorities — likely for the same or very
similar services. This raises the possibility of a high degree of redundancy in local
procurement, with local authorities separately paying for similar services.

In the case of digital services, the cost of rolling out one product for additional
local councils becomes relatively small. Any economies of scale gained from the
process will be privatised as profits for consultancy firms, rather than any benefit
for councils themselves. This is just one example of the inefficiency of dependency
on consultancies.

A variety of physical services, such as waste collection, are also outsourced by
London’s councils to companies like Serco or Veolia under lucrative contracts —
such as Hammersmith and Fulham, which in 2008 granted a contract worth £140m
to Serco over seven years.® As in the case of digital services, a company that
provides waste collection services to multiple councils will benefit from economies
of scale. And, because they procure these services on their own, councils have
relatively little buying power — meaning they get a worse deal than they would if
they negotiated collectively.

Some London councils have worked to reduce this position of weakness by
negotiating with service providers through collaborations (“Waste Partnerships”),
and even by bringing services in-house. In 2003, for instance, Croydon, Kingston,
Sutton and Merton combined to create the South London Waste Partnership,
meaning that decisions around waste would be made together.® Waste services
were still being outsourced until 2022, when Croydon ended their contract with
Veolia, following concerns about quality and cost.'® Croydon is the latest of seven
councils bringing their waste management in-house between 2012 and 2022, with
all seven stating that “the choice to bring cleaning services to the public sector
was made for more flexibility, cheaper costs and better performances”, suggesting
that the promised cost-savings and efficiencies of out-sourcing have not
materialised. In 2005, echoing earlier calls by the London Mayor, it was proposed
that waste services could be managed by the Greater London Authority instead

of the individual London Boroughs with the view to drive efficiency and reduce
fragmentation.'* However, this proposal was rejected by the national government,
and legislated against in the GLA Act 2007.

Though beyond the scope of this report, interesting future work might model the
cost (and relative savings) of developing these services in house, compared to
chronic outsourcing.

8 “Serco wins 140m waste contract in West London” (2008) Let’s Recycle. Available at: https://
www.letsrecycle.com/news/serco-wins-140m-waste-contract-in-west-london/
9 “The Partner Boroughs” South London Waste Partnership. Available at: https://slwp.org.uk/

our-partnership/the-partner-boroughs/; An open question, for future research, is which councils follow
which approach, and if this can be mapped to local government parties.

10 Livia Giannotti. (2022) “Croydon becomes Latest Borough to Reject Private Waste Contractors
over Quality and Cost Issues”. East London Times. Available at: https://www.eastlondonlines.
co.uk/2022/11/croydon-becomes-latest-borough-to-reject-private-waste-contractors-amid-concerns-
over-quality-and-cost/

11 Commission on London Governance (2005) “Is London Working?” Available at: https://
www.london.gov.uk/media/3187/download; “London Mayor launches municipal waste management
strategy” (2003) Let’s Recycle. Available at: https://www.letsrecycle.com/news/london-mayor-
launches-municipal-waste-management-strategy/
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These findings comprise an initial analysis of a large and imperfect administrative
record. They nevertheless suggest a substantial, chronic over-reliance on external
providers for local government functions — and indicate some of the inefficiency
of such arrangements. In future work, the same pipeline could be extended to
address more specific concerns about over-reliance on outsourcing, such as

the extent to which specialist capabilities are contracted repeatedly rather than
developed in-house, or an analysis of temporary accommodation spending within
housing.

19
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Case Study: Barnet

One of the most lucrative and sustained council-contractor relationships in

our dataset is that of Barnet Council with Capita, a business outsourcing and
professional services firm. As Barnet was an experiment in particularly deep and
broad outsourcing of state capacity, it is a case which illustrates the pitfalls of
consultancy dependency quite clearly.

In 2013, a Conservative Barnet Council initiated a significant outsourcing project
by signing two contracts with Capita worth a combined £300m over a 10 year
period.*? As Barnet Council announced the deal, it was intended to save the
council £165m whilst delivering “a wide range of service improvements for
Barnet residents”.!® Structural pressures brought the Council to this decision: the
tightening of local authority budgets within a national programme of austerity.
While the scale of this contract is significant, Barnet is not unique in pursuing
outsourcing during this period.

In practice, the contracts handed the majority of the council’s work to Capita:
customer services, IT services, revenues and benefits, HR, finance, estates,
regeneration and development, highways, environmental health, building control,
and planning were all delivered by the outsourcing firm.

Capita’s administration was overshadowed by scandal and failure: it failed to
realise the council savings, oversaw declines in the quality of services, was
accused of conflicts of interest and faced two fraud scandals.** Amid public
outrage, the issue of outsourcing became politically central: in the May 2022

local elections, both the Conservative and Labour candidates promised to bring
aspects of council services back in-house, with Labour promising a more ambitious
platform and ultimately gaining control of the council. In July 2022, a report
presented to Barnet estimated that the council could save £200,000 per year

by insourcing these services — illustrating the failure of this mass-outsourcing
experiment on its own terms.*®

12 Simon Allin. (2022) “Barnet Council signals intention to end contract with Capita”. Barnet
Borough Times. Available at: https://www.times-series.co.uk/news/20297211.barnet-council-signals-
intention-end-contract-capita/

13 London Borough of Barnet. (2019) “Customer and Support Group (CSG) contract”. Open
Barnet. Available at: https://open.barnet.gov.uk/dataset/customer-and-support-group-csg-contract-
23d3v

14 John Harris. (2022) ““They allowed us to be a guinea pig. And the guinea pig is dead’: the sorry
saga of Barnet’s ‘easyCouncil’”. The Guardian. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/
nov/10/they-allowed-us-to-be-a-guinea-pig-and-the-guinea-pig-is-dead-the-sorry-saga-of-barnets-
easycouncil

15 Simon Allin. (2022) “Barnet Council signals intention to end contract with Capita”. Barnet
Borough Times. Available at: https://www.times-series.co.uk/news/20297211.barnet-council-signals-
intention-end-contract-capita/
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But as the Labour council moved to bring services back in-house, they found this
was not straightforward: estates, building services, facilities and print could come
back within a year, but the council lacked the capacity to deliver all its services
without Capita.'® This meant that the council was forced to extend their contract
with Capita for several years after committing to end the privatisation of their
services.'” HR and finance was scheduled to move in-house by the end of 2024,
but IT, customer services and revenues and benefits remained under contract “due
to the complexities and scale involved” — and are still operated by Capita today.

The Labour council has committed to end outsourcing to Capita by 2026, with

one councillor having declared that: “Caxit means Caxit. I am delighted that the
council will no longer be using Capita to deliver any services at the time of the next
local council elections.”*® How Barnet will rebuild its capacity to provide services
is not yet clear. It has indicated that some of these services may be provided in
collaboration with other local authorities, rather than being brought under the
Barnet’s full control — a similar strategy to those we see in the provision of waste
management services.

16 London Borough of Barnet. (2023) “Council services to return in-house as outsourcing contract
ends”. Available at: https://www.barnet.gov.uk/news/council-services-return-house-outsourcing-
contract-ends

17 Capita (2022) “Capita secures extension to Barnet Council contract”. Available at: https://www.
capita.com/news/capita-secures-extension-barnet-council-contract
18 Simon Allin. (2022) “Barnet Council signals intention to end contract with Capita”. Barnet

Borough Times. Available at: https://www.times-series.co.uk/news/20297211.barnet-council-signals-
intention-end-contract-capita/
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Barnet Council, Hendon Town Hall.
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Conclusions

This report presents a reproducible pipeline of council spending data, intended as
a contribution to public accountability. As such, we welcome future collaboration
and requests to share our data.

By standardising heterogeneous releases into a single queryable dataset, we have
brought together the largest consolidated platform for analysing London councils’
transaction-level spending on consultancies. Our approach enables like-for-like
comparisons across authorities and over time, analysis across sectors, and it
makes underlying assumptions and code available for scrutiny and reuse.

The results indicate a marked and persistent growth in consultancy expenditure,
concentrated among a subset of councils and suppliers. While external expertise
can play a legitimate role, the observed patterns raise concerns about dependence,
the externalisation of institutional knowledge and the long-term value for money
of recurring purchases of similar services. The supplier mix suggests that large
outsourcing and managed service providers account for a substantial share of local
authority consultancy-related spend.

There are clear avenues for further work. Extending supplier classification,
enriching budget denominators, and deepening case studies would sharpen
estimates and illuminate mechanisms. Integrating additional sources, including
structured FOI returns where available, would allow more granular validation.
The immediate next step is to use the platform to surface practical questions
for councils and residents, and to support discussion about rebuilding internal
capability where reliance on consultancies has become routine.
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