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Executive summary

	↳ Following South Cambridgeshire District Council’s move to a four-
day week and growing scrutiny of reduced working hours at the 
local level from national government, this briefing establishes that 
South Cambridgeshire is not an ‘exceptional’ case – but a ‘typical’ 
local council – and calculates the savings that could be made 
were its four-day week replicated around the UK.

	↳ South Cambridgeshire District Council saved £371,500 on an 
annual basis as a result of its move to shorter working hours. 
This was attributed to reducing its reliance on agency staff and 
temporary workers.

	↳ As there were just under 750 employees at South Cambridgeshire 
at the conclusion of its trial, this implies a saving of around £500 
per employee per year.

	↳ The briefing finds that South Cambridgeshire can be considered 
‘typical’ of two-tier district council in England in terms of three 
crucial factors that contributed towards the financial savings it 
made moving to a four-day week:

	→ the percentage of the local population employed by the local 
authority.

	→ the percentage of local authority workers that are casually or 
temporarily employed

	→ agency staffing spend as a percentage of total staffing spend. 

	↳ If every lower-tier council in England moved to a four-day week, 
and followed the example of ‘typical’ South Cambridgeshire’, the 
savings would be approximately £38 million per year.

	↳ If every local authority in the United Kingdom moved to a four-day 
week, the total saving would be around £1 billion per year.
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Introduction

There are just under 300 local authority districts in England, of which just under 70 
are metropolitan or London boroughs, and just over 60 are unitary authorities. The 
remaining 164 (as of December 2025) are non-metropolitan districts, which sit in 
two-tier structures below county councils.

In its English Devolution White Paper, the government has laid out plans to abolish 
these remaining two-tier councils, with existing districts merging to create new 
unitary authorities.1 This would bring English local government into line with the 
existing systems in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland.

If this goes ahead, it will result in the most significant reorganisation of local 
government in a generation. Regardless of its intrinsic merits, it presents a 
significant opportunity to rethink how local services are delivered.

In 2023, South Cambridgeshire District Council (South Cambs) – one of five two-
tier districts that sit within Cambridgeshire – embarked on a four-day week trial for 
its employees. This took place in the context of significant recruitment challenges 
and increasing reliance on agency workers and other temporary staff, after 13 
years of steep cuts to local government budgets.2

Under significant pressure from the UK government and an often hostile national 
press, South Cambs extended its initial three-month trial for a further 12 months. 
These trials were a success on almost every metric: an independent evaluation 
found that almost every key service that was monitored either improved or was 
maintained at its existing level.3

As a result, the council voted to permanently adopt a four-day week in July 2025. 
As part of this process – as with the trials themselves – staff are expected to 
deliver 100% of their existing work in 80% of their contracted hours, with no loss 
of pay. In other words, the policy implies an increase in hourly labour productivity 
of 25%.

1 	 Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (2024) ‘English Devolution 
White Paper: Power and Partnership – Foundations for Growth’. UK Government. Available 
at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-devolution-white-paper-power-
and-partnership-foundations-for-growth/english-devolution-white-paper 
2 	 South Cambridgeshire District Council (2025) Scrutiny and Overview Committee: 
Public reports pack, Monday 14 July 2025. Available at: https://scambs.moderngov.co.uk/
documents/g10373/Public%20reports%20pack%20Monday%2014-Jul-2025%20
19.00%20Scrutiny%20and%20Overview%20Committee.pdf?T=10 
3 	 South Cambridgeshire District Council (2025) ‘Reports showcase four-day week 
performance’. South Cambridgeshire District Council. Available at: https://www.scambs.gov.
uk/news/reports-showcase-four-day-week-performance 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-devolution-white-paper-power-and-partnership-foundations-for-growth/english-devolution-white-paper
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-devolution-white-paper-power-and-partnership-foundations-for-growth/english-devolution-white-paper
https://scambs.moderngov.co.uk/documents/g10373/Public%20reports%20pack%20Monday%2014-Jul-2025%2019.00%20Scrutiny%20and%20Overview%20Committee.pdf?T=10
https://scambs.moderngov.co.uk/documents/g10373/Public%20reports%20pack%20Monday%2014-Jul-2025%2019.00%20Scrutiny%20and%20Overview%20Committee.pdf?T=10
https://scambs.moderngov.co.uk/documents/g10373/Public%20reports%20pack%20Monday%2014-Jul-2025%2019.00%20Scrutiny%20and%20Overview%20Committee.pdf?T=10
https://www.scambs.gov.uk/news/reports-showcase-four-day-week-performance
https://www.scambs.gov.uk/news/reports-showcase-four-day-week-performance
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South Cambridgeshire’s four day week resulted in an overall annual net saving of 
just under £400,000, which was almost entirely due to the ability of the council to 
stop using agency workers to cover temporary posts that it had wanted to bring ‘in 
house’, but had hitherto been unable to fill. In addition, employees leaving their 
roles at the council (voluntarily) fell from 83 in 2022 to just 49 in 2024, another 
source of revenue savings.4

In the next section, we demonstrate that South Cambridgeshire is not an ‘outlier’ 
– an exceptional case where financial savings were easily made because of an 
excessive reliance on agency workers, or a very high staff count. Rather South 
Cambridgeshire is a fairly typical council: both in the sense of its size as an 
employer relative to total population in its surrounding district, and the amount of 
money it spent on agency staff prior to the introduction of a four-day week.

We then show – on the basis that South Cambridgeshire saved around £573 per 
employee per year – that if all of the remaining two-tier districts in England moved 
to a four-day week as part of the current reorganisation, the resulting unitary 
authorities could save in the region of £38 million per year. If every local authority 
in the United Kingdom moved to a four-day week, the total saving would be around 
£1 billion per year.

4 	 Ibid.
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South Cambridgeshire: a typical 
council

Figure 1 plots a histogram of the number of local authority workers per 1,000 
people across the remaining 164 two-tier districts in England. 

As of 2023, the median district council employed 3.5 employees for each 1,000 
inhabitants of the district, with South Cambridgeshire employing 4.3 per 1,000. In 
this sense, South Cambs is ‘typical’ of a two-tier district in England.
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Figure 1: Number of local authority workers per 1,000 people across two-tier district 
councils in England
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Figure 2 plots a histogram of the number of temporary and casual employees per 
100 local authority employees, again across the 164 two-tier districts in England. 

As of 2024, the median district council employed 7.4 temporary workers for each 
100 employees, with South Cambridgeshire employing 5.4. At this point, South 
Cambs was about halfway through its four-day week trial, and was fairly ‘typical’ of 
a two-tier district in England. 
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Figure 2: Number of local authority temporary or casual employees per 100 
employees

Finally, Figure 3 plots a histogram of the percentage of agency staffing spend 
in total staffing spend, across 152 of the 164 two-tier districts in England, as of 
financial year 2022/23. 

As of 2022/23, the median district council spent around 8% of its total staffing 
spend on agency workers. South Cambridgeshire is almost exactly at the median.
These data were collected via Freedom of Information Requests by the 4 Day Week 
Foundation.
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A four-day week for local 
government

The plots above suggest that South Cambridgeshire is a ‘typical’ district council, 
insofar as it is:

	↳ very close to the median size of district council in England.

	↳ very close to the median in terms of how many temporary staff it employs as 
a percentage of all its employees.

	↳ almost exactly at the median with respect to agency spend, as a percentage 
of its overall staffing spend.

As such, we could be confident that other councils, on average, might expect to 
make similar financial savings should they also successfully adopt a four-day 
week.

At the end of its four-day week trial, South Cambridgeshire saved £371,500 on 
an annual basis.5 As there were just under 750 employees at the Council by the 
conclusion of its trial, this implies a saving of around £500 per employee per year.
As of the second quarter of 2025, England’s remaining lower-tier councils 
employed around 76,000 people. Assuming that South Cambs’s savings are typical 
– and, as we have shown above, South Cambs is a typical lower tier district in many 
respects – this would produce a saving of somewhere in the region of £38 million 
per year if every lower tier council implemented a four-day week.

Local government across the UK as a whole, meanwhile, employed 1.98 million 
people as of March 2025.6 Assuming similar levels of savings, a UK-wide local 
government four-day week might therefore be expected to save around £1 billion 
per year.

How could £1 billion be otherwise spent by local government around the UK? Since 
the introduction of austerity by the coalition government in the early 2010s, few 
areas saw as significant cuts as local authorities. These were so deep that, in real 
terms, funding is still due to be lower in 2028/29 than it was almost two decades 
earlier.7

5 	 South Cambridgeshire District Council (2025) Scrutiny and Overview Committee: 
Public reports pack, Monday 14 July 2025. p.28. Available at: https://scambs.moderngov.
co.uk/documents/g10373/Public%20reports%20pack%20Monday%2014-Jul-2025%20
19.00%20Scrutiny%20and%20Overview%20Committee.pdf?T=10
6 	 Office for National Statistics (2025) ‘Public sector employment, March 2025’. 
ONS. Available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
publicsectorpersonnel/bulletins/publicsectoremployment/march2025 
7 	 Institute for Government (2025) ‘Local services overview’, Performance Tracker 
2025. Institute for Government. Available at: https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/
publication/performance-tracker-2025/local-services/overview 

https://scambs.moderngov.co.uk/documents/g10373/Public%20reports%20pack%20Monday%2014-Jul-2025%2019.00%20Scrutiny%20and%20Overview%20Committee.pdf?T=10
https://scambs.moderngov.co.uk/documents/g10373/Public%20reports%20pack%20Monday%2014-Jul-2025%2019.00%20Scrutiny%20and%20Overview%20Committee.pdf?T=10
https://scambs.moderngov.co.uk/documents/g10373/Public%20reports%20pack%20Monday%2014-Jul-2025%2019.00%20Scrutiny%20and%20Overview%20Committee.pdf?T=10
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/publicsectorpersonnel/bulletins/publicsectoremployment/march2025
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/publicsectorpersonnel/bulletins/publicsectoremployment/march2025
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/performance-tracker-2025/local-services/overview
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/performance-tracker-2025/local-services/overview
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As such, many local authorities had to focus spending on their core statutory 
functions – especially areas with growing demand such as adult social care and 
children’s services. As a result, other areas of council provision – from libraries to 
leisure centres, youth clubs, culture and much beyond – have fallen increasingly by 
the wayside. 

Therefore, the potential £1 billion of cumulative savings from a shift to a four-day 
week offer the chance to begin remedying core austerity failures. 
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A four-day week 
in our local authorities 
can unlock money to roll 
back austerity

	↳ Bringing back our 
libraries
 
Savings from four-day week 
rollouts could remedy the 
47% fall (£1.2bn to £673m) 
in real terms spending on 
libraries between 2009/10 
and 2022/23 across England, 
Wales and Scotland.8
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Revitalising our culture and leisure services includes reversing cuts to vital 
universal services running across the country, including the following:  

	↳ Leisure centres in England;

	↳ Public swimming pools;

	↳ Grass pitches;

	↳ Health and fitness facilities;

	↳ Sports halls.

Specifically, the four-day week rollouts in local authorities could more than cover 
rectifying the £690 million fall in funding for public parks between 2010 and 2021 
across the UK.10

8 	 ArtsProfessional (2025) ‘No easy answer on library funding, warns Bryant’. 
Available at: https://www.artsprofessional.co.uk/news/no-easy-answer-library-funding-
warns-bryant
9 	 Local Government Association (2024) ‘Written evidence: Local Government 
Association’. Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/133905/html 
10 	 Association for Public Service Excellence (APSE) (2021) State of UK Public Parks 
Report 2021. Available at: https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/index.cfm/research/current-
research-programme/state-of-uk-public-parks-2021/ 

	↳ Revitalising our culture 
and leisure services
 
Savings from four-day week 
rollouts could go towards 
remedying the £2.324 billion 
real terms fall in annual 
spending on culture and leisure 
services since 2010 across 
England and Wales.9

https://www.artsprofessional.co.uk/news/no-easy-answer-library-funding-warns-bryant#:~:text=Museums%20and%20libraries%20get%20%C2%A3,needed%20within%20their%20library%20services
https://www.artsprofessional.co.uk/news/no-easy-answer-library-funding-warns-bryant#:~:text=Museums%20and%20libraries%20get%20%C2%A3,needed%20within%20their%20library%20services
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/133905/html
https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/index.cfm/research/current-research-programme/state-of-uk-public-parks-2021/
https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/index.cfm/research/current-research-programme/state-of-uk-public-parks-2021/
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