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I’m not underestimating the financial 
challenge in any way. But, in the face 
of austerity and the need for local 
jobs and growth, it’s going to be down 

to us as local leaders and councillors to 
lead the way.

In launching his recent report, Lord 
Heseltine stressed the importance of deliv-
ering national infrastructure as the founda-
tion of economic growth. He’s absolutely 
right about this and local government has a 
huge role to play in finding new opportuni-
ties for funding which central government 
needs to embrace.

Over many years, we have proved we 
have the competence and the capacity to 
get big projects completed at less cost on 
the public purse on time and on budget. 
Given the opportunity to take back control 
from national agencies, we can cut the cost 
of construction through local procurement 
management and project management, 
while increased deregulation and a crack-
down on the overkill on compliance could 
reduce costs by as much as 25 per cent.

Given the right funding and powers, 
local government can lead the way in 
driving forward the infrastructure projects 
we desperately need to revive the national 
economy.

In other areas too, we have enormous 
opportunities of change for the better.  
In health, the best councils are already 
beginning to work closely with CCGs and 
GPs in integrating good community health 
and integrating social care, breaking down 
the “closed shop” monopoly of provision  
by the  NHS.

Through joint commissioning and a real 
shift of activity to community health, not 
only can we help money to be spent better 
but we can ensure local people are cared 
for in their own homes and communities, if 
that’s where they want to be. For example, 

2013: A Year of 
Local Leadership?
We know for certain that to balance the budget in 
the year ahead we have no choice but to continue to 
innovate and transform service delivery. But what we 
don’t yet know, writes Paul Carter,  is how many local 
authorities will truly grasp this opportunity for change.

A farewell to Andy

Executive notesForward look

Jonathan Carr-West  
is Policy Director at 
the LGiU

At LGiU we believe in the power of 
democracy to create real change. 
Our work is focused on giving local 
communities more say over the 
public services they use, the places 
they live in and the lives they lead. 
Central to this is a recognition and 
celebration of the role played by 
elected members in connecting 
communities and councils and in 
providing strategic vision and sound 
governance. 

Given this perspective we can 
hardly complain when the demo-
cratic process creates change within 
LGiU itself. As many readers will 
be aware, the people of Corby and 
East Northamptonshire decided in 
November that Andy Sawford would 
be better employed as their MP than 
as our chief executive. 

Andy’s been at LGiU for four and a 
half years and has been instrumental 
in turning us into the most influential 
and dynamic think tank and member-
ship body in the local government 
sector. The search for a replacement 
will begin in the New Year but in the 
meantime Andy Johnston and I will 
be holding the reins as the LGiU’s two 
directors .

Things will not be standing still, 
however. We will continue to provide 
our membership with the essen-
tial services to navigate a rapidly 
changing political landscape and with 
some exciting new products. Mean-
while we have plans for a number 
of powerful new policy projects on 
person-centred services, community 
asset management, social care and 
community budgeting. As always we 
will be keen to work with councillors 
from all our member authorities.

So we bid farewell to Andy and 
wish him well in his new role, while 
we look to the future, as ever, with 
optimism and excitement about the 
real difference that LGiU and its 
members can make to communi-
ties across the country. 

an innovative GP in 
Folkestone who we 
are working with 
through the Kent 
Health Commission 
has shown how a 
phenomenal 80 per 
cent of unscheduled 
hospital admissions 
can be avoided if 
good pro-active care is provided to those at 
risk. Better for the patient and better for 
the public purse.

The new Troubled Families programme 
is another significant opportunity to prove 
local government can deliver. With new 
responsibilities – gratefully received 
– councils can now bring a plethora of 
local agencies together and tackle deep-
rooted social problems in a completely 
new approach. The “same old, same old” 
siloed, well-intended activities simply will 
no longer do.

Of course there are risks in all this 
activity. Equally, there are other areas 
such as in welfare reform, where next year 
could prove highly challenging for councils. 
But unless we provide the leadership at a 
local level, we are in danger of letting our 
residents down.

And in accepting the challenge, local 
government needs to be listened to by by 
central government and Ministers. We 
must learn from each other and come 
through these difficult times together.  
It should never be a “them and us”. 

I don’t underestimate what we face in 
2013, but equally we must see the opportuni-
ties. In the face of adversity, local government 
can help put the country back on track. 

Paul Carter is leader of  
Kent County Council

“ Andy has been instrumental 
in turning us into the most 
influential and dynamic 
think tank and membership 
body in  local government.”



A consequence of the liberation 
or nationalisation of schools 
(depending on your perspective), 
is that local councillors no longer 
have to shut them. 

As someone who has threat-
ened closure of more schools 
than anybody else I know, I have 
to confess that I sometimes 
miss the raging mobs that used 
to attend the statutory parental 
consultation.

Where they came from I never 
knew. In one rural school with ten 
pupils on roll, 150 parents turned 
up. I wasn’t brave enough to pose 
the obvious question.

There’s not a lot to compare 
with a council chamber and all the 
adjoining corridors being crammed 
with people yelling “Wilcox out”, 
especially if that’s your name and 
you’re endeavouring to reach your 
seat. But it makes good TV.

Whilst the person responsible 
for school closures was inevitably 
the Chair of Education, there were 
others who also came under the 
hammer because of a chance 
remark.

On one occasion a couple of 
my colleagues, Walt and Steve, 
decided it was a good idea to attend 
a specially convened union meeting 
to explain to the two hundred 
assembled dinner ladies why school 
closures were a good idea.

The next morning, Steve met me 
with an explanation of what went 
wrong.

To paraphrase, he told me 
that he tried to explain that with 
a better education the dinner 
ladies wouldn’t be serving school 
dinners today. 

He’d meant to add that he’d 
ended up working down the pit 
for the same reason, but unfortu-
nately the dinner ladies “didn’t let 
me get that out.” 

The following weekend the 
Unions and the Save our Schools 
people marched into town behind 
a twenty foot banner proclaiming 
“Steve Lismore is thicker than 
School Custard.”

With luck like that I wasn’t 
surprised that Steve gave up 
council politics soon afterwards.

Good luck with your white 
sauce this Christmas. 

It’s tempting to keep anything 
vaguely electoral for the dreaded X, 
using V for vuvuzelas and suchlike. 
However, V is properly for voting and 

voters – though voter disengagement 
and completely vanishing voters seem 
currently more relevant.

In UK local government, we’ve long been 
inured to embarrassingly low voter turn-
outs. Even so, the 31per cent participation 
in this year’s English local elections was 
not only the lowest since 2000, but came 
at a time when a fierce inter-party contest 
and an increasingly angry electorate might 
have seemed a recipe for higher not lower 
voter engagement.

The full story, though, is worse. Recent 
Electoral Commission research suggests 
we’ve seriously underestimated numbers 
of non-registered eligible voters, a realistic 
figure being 15 to 18 per cent, or over 6 
million, potential voters. Barely half of 
19-24 year olds and private sector tenants 
are registered. 

Which means three things. First, 
non-participation in the May elections 
was not 69 per cent, but well over 80. 
Second, basing the at least temporarily 
postponed parliamentary boundary review 
on December 2010 electoral registers was 
as hazardous as critics suggested. Third, 
the also postponed move to individual 
voter registration, desirable though it is, 
must be handled immensely more skilfully 
than were, say, electronic and on-demand 
postal voting, if non-registration isn’t to 
increase still further. 

Happily for this column, the country 
that’s got its voting process reforms most 
right is probably President Hugo Chávez’s 
Venezuela. “Best in the world” was former 
US President Jimmy Carter’s description 

during the country’s October Presidential 
elections, and, assuming he was referring 
to the technology and transparency, and 
not campaign financing or balanced media 
coverage, it’s hard to argue. 

96.5 per cent of eligible voters volun-
tarily registered; biometric fingerprint plus 
ID card voter identification; standardised 
touch-screen voting machines, incorpo-
rating the all-important voter verifiable 
paper trail – the machines emitting a 
voting voucher that the voter verifies and 
posts in the ballot box; 17 separate security 
audits – and much, much more.

But the vuvuzelas call. In pre-internet 
days, my students would pick some odd 
object – like vuvuzelas – and bet I couldn’t 
find some local government story relating 
to it. Easy! Animal welfare activists are 
trying to persuade a leisurely-moving 
Gloucestershire County Council to prevent 
tenant farmers from allowing badgers 
to be culled on their land. And their Plan 
B: scaring the badgers away from the 
cull zone by urinating on bait traps … and 
blowing vuvuzelas. 

Chris Game is with the Institute of Local 
Government Studies

is for...
VBack to  

school days

Reality check Councillors’ A to Z

Dave Wilcox is  
chair of the LGiU
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LGiU policy development
We have been running a series of roundtables in partnership with social 
care provider Mears, focusing on commissioning in adult social care. 
Bringing together elected members and commissioners from across 
local government, the roundtables held in Birmingham, Nottingham and 
London have discussed the question of outcome-based commissioning in 
domiciliary care services. How can we shift a service away from a ‘time-
task’ approach, what models are already out there, and what are the 
challenges and opportunities for this service in the future? There will be 
two further roundtables in the new year, held in Gateshead and Knowsley. 
For more information about these events, please contact Marian Ogun at 
marian.ogun@lgiu.org.uk.

On the 30 November the LGiU held a high level roundtable to discuss 
the role of the local authority in end of life care. This follows on from a 
piece of research supported by housing association and care and support 
provider Home Group, which asked councils about their progress on this 
agenda, and their relationships with health. For more information about 
this research, please contact Lauren Lucas, at lauren.lucas@lgiu.org.uk.

LGiU will be working with the Royal Borough of Kingston upon Thames 
over the next few months to support and develop the One Norbiton 
project; one of the 12 national Neighbourhood-Level Community Budgets 
pilots, being run by DCLG. The neighbourhood-level pilots are in place 
to develop smaller scale Community Budgets that will give residents a 
micro-level say of the services they want and use. The local community 
will play a leading role, working with the council and other services to 
shape the services that they receive.

As a Neighbourhood-Level Community Budgets pilot, One Norbiton is 
part of the One Kingston programme, which aims to improve the lives 
of communities in Norbiton by giving them more influence and control 
over their services. A key phase of this work stream is to understand 
the levels of public sector spend within Norbiton and the extent to which 
there is discretion over this spend; LGiU will be undertaking the scoping 
and spend mapping aspects of the programme.

The Local Government Flood Forum, which is run by the LGiU, has had 
a productive autumn. The LGFF is a UK partner of the EU-funded Rain-
Gain project to develop and pilot innovative technology that will radically 
improve the management of surface water flooding. In October, LGiU 
Director Andy Johnston was in Rotterdam to learn about the innovative 
flood protection measures that have been introduced in the city and 
the lessons for UK local government. In November, an LGFF members 
meeting was held in London. Speakers included Russell Turner from the 
Flood Forecasting Centre, Hamish Hall from WSP, Matthew Hoy from 
Northamptonshire County Council and Chris Prestion and Debbie Guinan 
from Defra who provided an update on the major SuDS consultation. 

Update – December 2012
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What’s new

Forthcoming seminars
Localism Good Practice Event: Implementing Community Rights  
– 12 December

An introduction to local government finance – 18 December

For details of all our seminars and webinars go to  
www.lgiu.org.uk/events 

The LGiU aims to keep councillors and those working in 
local government informed about the latest developments.

LGiU reports
As part of our work with Mears on 
domiciliary care Outcomes Matter: 
effective commissioning in domiciliary 
care, was launched at the end of October. 
The report looks at domiciliary care and 
considers how local authorities might 
commission services based on outcomes 
for the individuals receiving the care 
rather than purely on a cost basis.

To download this and other LGiU reports 
go to www.lgiu.org.uk/publications  

LGiU events – our !rst webinar 
We are looking for different ways to deliver our seminars and learning and 
development that make them more easily accessible to a wider audience 
and we held our first webinar in November. We are aware that traveling to 
London for seminars is not always possible for many would-be delegates 
and our hope is that providing training via the internet will allow us to link 
up with many more people around the country. 

This first foray into electronic seminars was free to delegates and the 
topic was the Localism Act and its implications for elected members. 
It was a great learning experience for us and, while we did have some 
problems with sound, the general feedback from delegates is that this 
is an avenue worth pursuing – which we will do. We are working to sort 
out the technical difficulties and will be running another free session on  
13 December. 



Ten things

things you need to know about the 

The Committee on Standards in Public 
life was concerned that local authorities 
are not prepared for the new standards 
regime – is yours? Declan O’Dempsey 
tells you what you need to know.

6 www.lgiu.org.uk

standards regime in England
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Declan O’Dempsey 
is a barrister with 
Cloisters Chambers
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Hello localism
The Localism Act 2011 abolished Standards for England 
and replaced the ethical framework with a requirement to 
promote and maintain high standards of conduct. It permits 
local codes of conduct. It requires a register of pecuniary 
(and other) interests and criminalises failing to register 
relevant interests. 

Duty to promote and maintain high standards
The Localism Act requires most authorities to do this  
for members and co-opted members. A locally determined 
code of conduct must do this. There is an illustrative code 
on the DCLG site but councils can keep the existing code if 
they don’t think it needs changing. Lowering standards will 
entail big political risks. The LGA and NALC also published 
model codes.

Decisions by independent persons
You must have a person to advise the council before it makes 
a decision on an allegation. But they cannot be a councillor, 
officer or their relative or close friend. The experience of 
members of standards committees is lost after 2013 when 
they can no longer be the independent person. 

Register of interests
The monitoring officer must make and maintain a publicly 
published register of interests You must, within 28 days of 
appointment to office, notify the monitoring officer of any 
disclosable pecuniary interest (yours, your spouse/civil 
partner). Other interests must be notified and registered.

 
Disclosing interests
At meetings or acting alone, if you are aware of a  
disclosable pecuniary interest (but not a sensitive interest) 
you must disclose it, if any matter to be considered relates 
to your interest. It must be registered by the monitoring 
officer and you cannot participate or vote on that matter 
(or take steps if acting alone). Your partner and family’s 
interests count as yours for this purpose (and don’t need to 
be registered separately). 

When don’t you need to disclose?
You can agree with the monitoring officer to exclude from the 
publicly available register if disclosure would lead to harm or 
intimidation of you or your family. Your authority may be able 
to grant other exceptions in response to a written request by 
you. It is a crime if you, without reasonable excuse, fail to 
register or declare a disclosable pecuniary interest or take 
part in council business when you should be excluded. 

What are disclosable pecuniary interests?
Employment, office, trade, and (for profit) profession or vocation; 
financial benefit not from the authority in respect of expenses 
in carrying out duties as a member (or election expenses). This 
includes Trade union financial backing. Contracts with the 
authority for goods, service or works for the authority which 
have not been fully discharged. Beneficial interests/licences/
corporate tenancies (if the authority is landlord) in land in the 
authority’s area; securities in a body with a place of business/
land in the area if the securities value exceeds £25,000 (or 
1/100) of the total issued share capital or if the total nominal 
value in any one class exceeds 1/100th of that total. 

Sensitive pecuniary interests
You can sometimes insist that just the fact of an interest but 
not the details of it are published. Such sensitive interests 
are those disclosure of the details of which could lead to the 
member or co-opted member, or a person connected with 
the member or co-opted member, being subject to violence 
or intimidation.

What types of standard are apt?
Selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability,  
openness, honesty and leadership are suggested in the 
model code. 

Transparency?
If openness is adopted as one of the values, there are 
profound implications for local authority decision making. 
All sources of information and factors in your decision 
making may need to be capable of scrutiny. 
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Media watch

7www.lgiu.org.uk

No name, 
no shame

Council blushes could be being spared by  
the Ombudsman’s policy of not naming the 
people whose complaints they uphold.  
But, writes David Brindle, some intrepid local 
journalists are tracking down the stories.

Ray Knapp wishes he 
had never moved to 
the Fair Oak estate in 
Teignmouth, Devon. He 

and his fellow residents have nice 
new homes, but no completed road 
or pavements after the developer 
went bust six years ago. Now they 
face bills of £8,000 each to get the 
job finished.

The story emerged after the 
Local Government Ombudsman 
published a ruling that upheld only 
in part a complaint by the residents 
against the local district and county 
councils over their roles in the affair. 
Dr Jane Martin, the ombudsman in 
the case, said she “cannot recom-
mend the county council meet the 
costs of the necessary works, and 
do not consider it appropriate to 
recommend that the district council 
do so”. Although the councils 
assured her they would endeavour 
to resolve the problem, the cost 
looks set to fall on the residents.

Knapp, striking a disconsolate 
pose on the unmade track outside 
his house, gave local media and the 
regional BBC a fitting image for the 
tale. But the journalists had to trace 
him themselves: as always with 
published ombudsman rulings, 
the councils were named but the 
complainants anonymised.

The LGO for England investi-
gates about 11,000 complaints a 
year, but rulings are published in 
only a fraction of cases. In 2009-10, 
there were 74; in 2010-11, just 29. 
These tend to be cases where the 
council in question may be refusing 
to accept a decision, or where the 
ombudsman feels a complaint is 
breaking new ground, or raising an 
important point of principle or issue 
likely to affect many other people.

From next year, however, the LGO 
intends to publish outline details 
of all its decisions on its website. In 

their recent scrutiny of 
the ombudsman role, 
in which they otherwise 
made a number of sharp 
criticisms of strategy and 
performance, MPs on the 
Communities and Local 
Government Committee 
welcomed this commit-
ment to transparency 
as providing “a body 
of precedents and 
standards to guide not 
only local authorities, 
but those considering 
making a complaint 
on the grounds of 
maladministration”.

Will the change lead 
to more cases turning 
up in the media? 
Perhaps: while few 
journalists are likely to 
have the time or incli-
nation to check the log 
routinely, some stories 
will no doubt emerge via armchair 
bloggers and social media. But the 
anonymisation of cases, mandated 
by statute, will continue to prove a 
severe impediment for the press, 
radio and TV.

Take one recent published ruling, 
in which Southampton City Council 
was found to have wrongly charged 
“top-up” fees of £187 a week for 
the residential care of an elderly 
woman and was recommended to 
repay a sum that could run to more 
than £10,000. The issue was highly 
topical, given continuing contro-
versy over long-term care funding, 
and had potential relevance across 
the country. Had the family in ques-
tion been identified, the story could 
have had national coverage.

Matt Smith, a reporter for the 
Southampton Echo who did write up 
the ruling, says: “It would certainly 
have made for a better human 

interest story if we had been able 
to identify the individual concerned 
and it might have been given more 
prominence. We did ask, but we 
were told no.”

Smith had contacted the LGO to 
ask if the family might be willing 
to talk to him. The ombudsman’s 
press team does forward such 
requests and occasionally the 
journalist will strike lucky. In 
other cases, complainants may be 
tracked down because the issue 
at stake is already known locally 
or a reporter is able to use a bit of 
detective work.

Mike Laycock, chief reporter of 
the York Press, went through the 
local MP to find a man at the centre 
of another recent case in which 
City of York Council was found by 
the ombudsman to have placed 
him and his family in overcrowded 
accommodation for more than two 

years. The council accepted the 
recommendation to pay him £2,000 
compensation.

Because the complainant took 
a while to get back to Laycock, he 
wrote the story twice: once, on 
the day the ruling was released, 
without being able to identify the 
family; then again, a few days later, 
when he could. On each occasion, 
it ran as an inside page lead in the 
Press.

“It was a good story for us, as 
these ombudsman cases usually 
are,” says Laycock. “But if you’ve 
got no name and no picture, it does 
weaken it – without a doubt. If we’d 
been able to get hold of him first 
time round, it might have made a 
page-one splash.” 

David Brindle is public services 
editor for the Guardian
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Parliament

Wheeler’s World

Heather Wheeler, chair of the All Party Parliamentary 
Local Government Group tells us what’s been 
catching her imagination in Parliament and her 
constituency over the last couple of months.

It’s been a busy time for Private 
Members’ Bills that touch on 
people’s lives

I spoke in the Disabled Persons 
Parking Badges Bill. This is a subject 
that rightly angers people when 
they hear of parking badges being 
misused. This Bill aims to protect 
disabled drivers by enabling local 
authorities to recover cancelled, 
expired, misused, or fraudulent 
blue badges, making sure genuinely 
disabled parkers have better access 
to the limited number of parking 
spaces available. The measure has 
the support of disability groups and 
local authorities across the country.

Another subject that’s become a 
hot topic is scrap metal. Transport 
systems have been disrupted by 
thefts and there have been reports of 
many other problems relating to the 
issue. The Scrap Metal Dealers Bill 
has passed its report stage. The Bill 
seeks to give local authorities powers 
to licence scrap metal dealers and 
carry out inspections. It will also give 
local authorities the power to refuse 
or revoke a licence from an unsuit-
able dealer and the ability to charge 
fees for licensing to help cover costs. 

People in my constituency who 
are plagued by people going round 
in vans trying to get scrap metal, 
will be delighted that these people 
will now have to display a licence in 
full. No one wants well run traders 
being buried with red tape and extra 
cost, but we need to stamp out rogue 
traders, who steal metal and are 
given cash for it, no questions asked. 
By introducing a licensing system 
there will be a responsible payment 
system, with real traceability.

I was also pleased that the Social 
Housing Fraud Bill is progressing. 
This makes it illegal for people 
to re-let their council or housing 
association property.
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Heather Wheeler is MP for  
South Derbyshire

Two backbench debates have 
covered topics important to my 
constituency

 Britain is only one of a handful 
of countries which imposes a duty 
on plane tickets, and has one of 
the highest rates. A family of four 
flying in Economy class from the 
UK to the United States, pays £260 
in Air Passenger Duty, whereas in 
France the equivalent duty is only 
£38. Many UK airlines feel that the 
higher rate of Air Passenger Duty 
puts them at an economic disad-
vantage, restricting growth and job 
creation.

 In South Derbyshire we are 
equidistant from East Midlands 
airport and Birmingham airport and 
we have a huge amount of tourism, 
as well as many jobs based in the 
airport industry. During the debate 
I asked that the Minister to think 
again about a tax that is holding 
back growth.

In a debate about the Beer Duty 
escalator I spoke up for local pubs 
and brewers. There has been a 42 
per cent increase in beer duty since 
2008 and this has put considerable 
pressure on local brewers in South 

Derbyshire. The beer industry 
employs 1040 full and part time 
jobs in South Derbyshire. Each of 
the 115 pubs in South Derbyshire 
combined contributes £10.3 million 
to the local economy every year. The 
government needs to look at how 
this policy is affecting local pubs 
and needs to work on bringing beer 
duty down.

The car industry continues to bring 
jobs and training to my area

Toyota recently launched a 
new car line. This has already 
created 800 jobs, and there will be 
up to 1500 when the line is in full 
production.

Along with Chancellor George 
Osborne I attended the official 
opening of the Rolls-Royce Appren-
tice Academy at the firm’s Learning 
and Career Development Centre. 

Developed with £6 million 
of financial support from the 
Department of Business, Inno-
vation and Skills, the Academy 
aims to support the recruit-
ment of up to an additional 
200 apprentices to Rolls-
Royce’s leading apprenticeship 
programmes and help find the 
apprentices jobs within the 
company, the local supply chain 
and the wider manufacturing 
industry in the East Midlands. It 
will also train young people who 
work for the firm’s suppliers and 
other manufacturing companies 
across the region. 

“ The 115 pubs in 
South Derbyshire 
contribute  
£10.3 million to 
the local economy 
every year.”



LGiU & CCLA c’llr Achievement Awards are open see page 19

Older people

9www.lgiu.org.uk

More  
value,  
fewer judgments

Carol Grant’s mad as hell about the way  
older people are too often seen as a problem. 
It’s time, she says, to get angry! 

I had some interesting 
responses to my article a 
couple of issues ago about 
Barnet Council’s ‘Graph of 

Doom’. This showed an increasing 
amount of the council’s budget 
being swallowed up by adult social 
care. Some people questioned 
the financial assumptions behind 
it. Others said that it unhelpfully 
spotlights older people as a 
problem in our society.

My point in using the graph was 
to illustrate communication styles. 
Is a negative approach more valid 
than the usual upbeat ‘value your 
council’ message? 

I agree wholeheartedly with 
those who object to older people 
being portrayed as a drain on 
resources, not least because, 
midway through my 50s, I now find 
myself being referred to as an older 
person by public institutions and in 
policy documents.

So I was surprised, and some-
what depressed, to read an IPSOS 
Mori poll over the summer which 
found that only nine per cent of the 
public consider adult social care as 
a priority area for councils. 

What came higher? Activities 
for teenagers, followed by job 
prospects and the conditions of 
roads and pavements. For the 
public, there is an elephant in the 

room, and it’s called adult social 
care. Most of us will need it at some 
point, yet no-one wants to admit it 
or talk about it.

It doesn’t help when the media 
colludes. A headline in the Times 
during the Liberal Democrat 
conference said: ‘Bed blockers 
costing NHS £200 million a year’. 
This was based on an NHS Confed-
eration report called Papering Over 
The Cracks which didn’t even use 
the phrase ‘bed blocking’.

A reporter on a regional news 
station recently started her item on 
social care with the words ‘Britain’s 
going grey at an alarming rate’. I 
almost expected the picture to fade 
to monochrome as she spoke.

There are few cases for the 
defence. Volunteer charity WRVS 
made an admirable attempt last 
year. Its report Gold Age Pensioners 
quantified that older people 
contribute almost £40 billion more 

(via spending, tax 
payments and 
v o l u n t e e r i n g ) 
than they receive 
in services and 
pensions. This 
includes delivering 
social care (via 
roles as carers 
and volunteers) 
to the tune of £34  
billion. By 2030, 
the net contribu-
tion is predicted to 

rise to £75 billion.
WRVS went on to run a campaign 

highlighting the value of older 
people, using well known figures 
such as Lord Robert Winston, aged 
70, as role models. 

It was all very dignified but is all 
this dignity and quiet contribution 
getting us anywhere? Given the 
scale of the spending challenge 
and the number of examples of 

appalling care and age discrimi-
nation in healthcare that keep 
cropping up, we need to raise the 
temperature a bit. 

I don’t mean a Grumpy Old 
Women kind of complaining. I mean 
good, old fashioned outrage and 
righteous anger. 

Take campaigning on gay rights 
for example. One could argue that 
progress has been made through 
a combination of the measured 
campaigning and lobbying of 
organisations such as Stonewall 
and the direct action of radical 
campaigners like Peter Tatchell 
and his group OutRage!

In the case of older people, we’ve 
got plenty of Stonewalls (WRVS, 
Age UK and others) but where are 
the angry campaigners – the Grey 
Panthers as they were once called 
in the USA? 

When I see the lives of older 
people reduced to a phrase like 

“ Given the scale of the spending 
challenge and the number of 
examples of appalling care 
and age discrimination in 
healthcare, we need to raise  
the temperature a bit.”

‘bed blocking’, it makes me think 
of that classic 1976 film Network, 
about a fictional TV station. 

A broadcaster, played by  
Peter Finch, becomes the ‘mad 
prophet of the airwaves’ and tells 
it how it is about government and 
the system. “I’m a human being, 
goddammit! My life has value!” he 
says, before exhorting studio audi-
ences to join him in shouting “I’m 
as mad as hell and I’m not going to 
take this anymore”.

Perhaps with a bit more  
anger and a bit less quiet accept-
ance, politicians in particular would 
stop taking the grey vote for granted 
and start taking some of the  
difficult, but not intractable,  
decisions. I’m mad as hell. Who’s 
with me? 

Carol Grant is a director of  
Grant Riches

C
R

ED
IT

 A
P 

PH
OT

O
/D

AR
R

YL
 D

YC
K

One-hundred-and-one-year-old marathoner Fauja Singh, (centre) from London running 
in a 5-km race during the Surrey International World Music Marathon in Surrey, British 
Columbia in Canada



Chris Naylor reports back on what he’s heard  
from LGiU members in the last couple of months.

Recent weeks have included stops in the South 
West, the North West and indeed South West 
London. Meeting with South Hams and West 
Devon Councils in Tavistock – realising the 

connection with Tavistock Square, where LGiU is based 
in London – we discussed the rural perspective and 
in particular challenges facing rural districts around 
localism, governance etc. LGiU’s briefings colleagues are 
now looking at how we ensure rural and district issues 
are covered.

Stopping that day in Exeter I met with the South West 
Forum – a voluntary sector umbrella body reaching 
hundreds of small local groups – to discuss how LGiU could 
help local authorities work better with the voluntary sector, 
in the South West and nationally.

From there (via a few days in the office) to Bolton – a 
hard-pressed policy team facing difficult cuts – and on to 
Calderdale, with no policy team at all, but an incoming chief 
executive asking questions about how best to stay abreast 

of the rapidly-changing policy landscape. Then to Carlisle 
to meet Cumbria County Council, discussing our services 
for them going forward – and indeed the possibility of a joint 
membership package for county and districts. And back 
down to Preston, to meet one of our new ‘social enterprise’ 
associate members, Deborah Ashton, past Head of Policy for 
Lancashire and now working with local authorities through 
North West Employers.

In recent days I’ve had the honour and pleasure of addressing 
Welwyn Hatfield’s full council meeting on the benefits of LGiU 
membership, including a discussion on the challenges of 
‘information overload’resulting from ongoing policy change 
(and indeed the think tank industry) – and of a reflective and 
inspiring conversation with Wandsworth’s Leader, Cllr Ravi 
Govindia, touching on the future for local government amidst 
the dark oak panels of the Leader’s Office. 

In coming days I’m off to Stockport, Stoke and Newcastle 
under Lyme – reports to follow. Local government – it’s all 
the same…and it’s all very different. 

Members’ views
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NEW YEAR,
NEW CE FOR 
THE LGIU
Following the election to Parliament of Andy Sawford on 15 November,  
the LGiU now has a vacancy for a new chief executive.

We will be advertising the position in the New Year. Details will appear on the 
Guardian Online and on our own website from 4 January 2013. The closing date  
for applications will be 21 January 2013. So if you are interested, or have colleagues 
or staff who you think might be interested, please do look out for details in January.

www.lgiu.org.uk
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That was  
the year that was

Jonathan Carr-West reviews the main 
changes for local government in 2012  
and looks at what’s in store for 2013.

2012 has been another 
year of rapid change for 
local government. Many 
of the changes that have 

been introduced since the coalition 
government came to power in 2010 
have really started to take effect 
over this year.

We have seen the provisions  
of the Localism Act come into force, 
we’ve seen referenda on elected 
mayors come and (mostly) go, local 
elections in May saw anticipated 
swings back to Labour especially  
in many of our major cities, a 
reshuffle in September saw a new 
team at CLG and in November, elec-
tions for Police and Crime Commis-
sioners were held in 41 regions 
across the country.

In political terms a feel good 
summer driven by the Queen’s 
Diamond Jubilee and Olympic 
success has been offset by a  
backdrop of continuing austerity 
and a slow and partial move back 
towards growth.

For councils this has meant 
coming to terms with a wholescale 
shift in the level of resources  
available and thinking radically about 
how services are commissioned 
and demand managed particularly  
in areas such as adult social care 
where there has been a growing 
recognition of the rising tension 
between between capacity and 
demand – publicised most (in)
famously in the Barnet graph of 
doom. At LGiU we’ve been working 
hard with our members to generate 
new thinking and practice both in 
specific areas such as social care, 
through the work we did with the 
Local Government APPG for our 
report Care Now and for the Future 
and in more general terms through 
the work we’ve done on future 
service partnerships, outcome based 
commissioning or co-production.

Looking forward to 2013, 
the pace of change looks set to 
continue or increase. We’re going 
to see welfare reform with the relo-
calisation of council tax benefit and 
the introduction of the universal 
credit, changes to public health 
responsibilities will come into play 
and Health and Well Being Boards, 
already loaded with arguably unre-
alistic levels of expectation, will 
really get going.

Of course there’ll be more local 
elections with counties up for grabs 
and we’ll be moving towards a new 
comprehensive spending review 
about which there are already 
ominous noises.

All of this is underpinned by 
long term challenges such as an 
ageing population, the need for 
economic renewal, changing skills 
requirements, education, geo-
economic change and technological 
development.

The combination of limited 
resources, immediate policy change 
and these longer term trends 
will be to create changes that are 
complex, rapid and permanent but 
which make a a real difference to 
the issues that people really care 
about such as jobs, health, educa-
tion, and community cohesion.

Most importantly they demand 
new ways of thinking and doing. We 
need both innovation and inspira-
tion to meet these challenges 
and because neither government 
nor individuals can solve them by 
themselves they require a new and 
collaborative relationship between 
citizen and state and fresh ways 
of thinking about what a local 
authority does and is.

At LGiU we believe that 
responses to these challenges 
cannot come from centralised one- 
size-fits-all solutions or be driven 
by central government. Innovation 

must be local: responding to local 
contexts and drawing on local 
creativity.

But local government and 
particularly elected members have 
a crucial part to play in this process. 
They can stimulate innovation, they 
can aggregate and connect local 
initiatives.

Most importantly of all they 
provide democratic legitimacy and 
help manage local decision making 
about how and what services are 
delivered.

All of that’s easier said than 
done of course, in a year in which 
harsh financial realities will 

continue to dominate local decision 
making. In a final analysis however,  
these challenges are real and 
present and we must try to rise to 
them. The choice is between sitting 
on our hands lamenting our fate  
and taking the risk of thinking 
differently about what councils 
do and how they do it. LGiU  
is committed to working with all 
its members and their partners  
to undertake this journey in 2013 
and beyond. 

Jonathan Carr-West is an  
LGiU director

“ We need both innovation and inspiration 
to meet these challenges and… they 
require a new and collaborative 
relationship between citizen and state.”



Housing’s troubleshooter
Our special feature in this issue focuses on housing. As need increases and supply 
fails to meet demand, what options are there for councils. To start the feature,  
Mark D’Arcy talks to Housing Minister Mark Prisk about the government’s plans. 

12 www.lgiu.org.uk

The policy is mostly set; 
the approach is not going 
to change. Reviving the 
housing market is a 

major priority for the government, 
for all kinds of social, economic 
and electoral reasons, and the 
new Housing Minister, Mark 
Prisk sees his role as a trouble-
shooter making sure that revival is 
delivered. 

He says the first phase of the job 
has been policy development, but 
success will not be measured by 
paper pushed through Parliament – 
he will be judged by real results; the 
number of new homes built. That 
means finding ways to direct new 
investment into housing, ensuring 
the government’s right to buy poli-
cies are implemented and freeing 
up land for housing development. 

As Construction Minister in his 
previous department, BIS, Prisk 
worked to simplify regulations and 
boost activity, but he doesn’t come 
to his new role with the idea that his 
experience means he is already a 
housing expert. Quite the reverse; 
“it’s dangerous territory when you 
think you have more knowledge 
than you actually do, both as a 

surveyor and as a construction 
minister,” he says. “I have to stop 
myself from being too eager. I don’t 
pretend to have all the knowledge 
I need.”

In a recent select committee 
appearance, he repeatedly 
described the housing market as 
dysfunctional – so does he see it as 
an ER patient, at the centre of an 
operating theatre, surrounded by 
doctors with syringes and electric 
shock paddles, desperately trying 
to bring it back to life? “I think 
the illness is chronic, rather than 
acute,” he says. “The housing 
markets (and he emphasises the 
plural) have been dysfunctional for 
at least 12 or 13 years.”

His approach is that social 
housing, the private rented sector 
and the owner-occupied sector 
have to be approached in a joined 
up way, because what happens in 
one sector reverberates across the 
others – the present difficulty of 
buying, for example, is driving a rise 
in private rentals, and a renewed 
interest in investing in the sector.

But while there are undoubt-
edly difficulties on the demand 
side, because of the state of the 
economy and fragile consumer 
confidence, the supply side of the 
equation is problematic, too. One 
of his objectives is to bolster the 
private rental sector by encour-
aging in new players – this includes 
allowing housing associations to 
invest there, as well as in the social 
housing sector, and to encourage 
big foreign housing providers 
to expand into Britain. He says 

American, Swedish and German 
companies are considering a move 
into the UK market, and they would 
offer “a ton of expertise on how to 
bring in substantial new services 
and much greater choice and 
quality.” He is a little cagey about 
the extent of this interest, and the 
take-up of the £10 billion of loan 
guarantees the government has 
offered to encourage new investors, 
but adds: “we’re ahead of where we 
thought we would be.”

How about the rumours that the 
government is contemplating intro-
ducing some kind of Housing Enter-
prise Zones? Prisk says he was 
involved in the heyday of Heseltinian 
urban regeneration, and saw the 
merits of the less prescriptive 
planning system which operated 
in the Enterprise Zones introduced 
then. But the policy package also 

included tax breaks on the profits 
of businesses that moved into the 
zones, and he’s not quite sure how 
that would apply to housing….there 
might be some kind of incentives 
offered, but he was far from certain 
how they would operate – it hardly 
sounds like a fully-fledged policy is 
about to emerge.

On the other hand, Prisk’s very 
clear that he wants to push another 
revived ‘80s policy very hard; the 
Thatcher-era Right to Buy initiative. 
Under New Labour, he says, the 
policy was “quietly strangled”. He 
is now trying to reverse the steady 
wind-down of the last decade by 
offering tenants a bigger – quad-
rupled – discount and offering 
local authorities an “over-all 
like-for-like” reinvestment of the 
money received into housing, in the 
form of new homes with affordable 

HOUSING

Mark Prisk at a FirstBuy construction site in Edgbaston, Birmingham

“         One of his objectives 
is to bolster the 
private rental sector 
by encouraging  
in new players.”



LGiU & CCLA c’llr Achievement Awards are open see page 19 13www.lgiu.org.uk

rents. He accepts there was no 
incentive for them to encourage 
take-up of the right to buy, when, 
essentially, the money went out of 
housing when a tenant bought their 
home. The government has tried to 
address that. 

 “I can understand councils not 
pushing the right to buy when the 
national environment was negative, 
but I want them to take another look 
now – some may be ideologically 
opposed, but others can now see 
the advantages.” he says. He will 
be on the road publicising the 
opportunity now being offered to 
tenants – and the financial attrac-
tions for local authorities. And he 
rejects the idea that all that’s left 
after the first era of right to buy 
sales is the dregs of the council 
housing stock, which potential 
buyers won’t fancy and mortgage 
lenders won’t wish to lend on. 

I suggest to him that, in some 
ways, his role seems more like that 
of a treasury minister, less about 
bricks and mortar and more about 
devising financial instruments and 
attractive investment packages. 
Prisk retorts that for most people a 
decision on housing is a mix of the 
same issues – on the one hand the 
emotive idea of making a home, on 
the other the hard financial realities 
involved. But finding smart ways 
to leverage greater investment in 
housing is essential. 

He thinks a big part of his role 
will be trouble-shooting to unlock 
sites that should be available for 
development – lack of land is 
clearly one of the biggest problems. 

While he is cautious about intruding 
too far onto the planning brief of 
his colleague, Nick Boles, he is 
convinced that perceived obstacles 
around the planning system and 
building consents are a significant 
deterrent to 
new building 
– an extra 
hurdle at 
which many 
w o u l d - b e 
developers 
fall. The 
government wants to change that 
perception and hopes that its New 
Homes Bonus – allowing local 
authorities to keep the extra council 
tax revenue from new develop-
ments – will encourage a more 
positive attitude in town halls. This 
year, he says, the government has 
rewarded councils through the NHB 
for increasing their housing stock 
by the equivalent of 159,000 homes 
(a figure which includes new build 
and bringing empty properties back 
into use). He hopes that the result 

of the government’s efforts will be 
that developers find the system 
simpler and more user-friendly, 
and the welcome from town hall 
planners and local political leaders 
rather warmer.

But that is not the only blockage. 
Many tracts of land which are 
perfectly viable and environmen-
tally sustainable are somehow 
unavailable for development, he 
says. “We have some sites that 
get stuck for bureaucratic reasons 
– sometimes agencies are over-
zealous in protecting the greater 
crested newt, which sometimes 
seems surprisingly omnipresent 
for an endangered species. My 
job is a combination of pollinating 
and cattle prodding the various 

agencies into action, whether it’s 
statutory consultees like Natural 
England or particular local authori-
ties. Often the problem turns out to 
be a breakdown in communications 
where X wants Y to do Z, but K hadn’t 
communicated with L and everyone 
is waiting on everyone else, and 
then intervention by the minister 
can get things moving. But there 
is also a lack of drive sometimes. 
When the Prime Minister asked me 
to do this job he said he wanted me 
to ensure there was real drive and 
push to get more development.”

Prisk’s advice to local authori-
ties is that he is a member of a 
localist government which wants 
to work with them to see how the 
new homes families in this country 
need can best be delivered. And the 
working together he envisages may 
be on a more nuts and bolts level 
than they’re used to. 

Mark D’Arcy is a Parliamentary 
Correspondent for BBC News.

SPECIAL FEATUREHousing – the  policy challenges

“ I have to stop myself from being 
too eager.  I don’t pretend to 
have all the knowledge I need.”

Mark Prisk views a model of the completed Saffron Square, a new 700-home development in Croydon.



“ Councils can  
decide on affordable 
housing, it does 
not need Whitehall 
telling them.”

Building  
on experience

Jack Dromey, Labour’s shadow housing 
minister, tells Mark Smulian that a Labour 
government would use the experience of 
councils to drive housing policies.

Housing
Special Feature
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It’s long been a law of British 
politics that parties express 
zealous enthusiasm for 
local control of housing in 

opposition but become centralists 
in power.

Jack Dromey – shadow minister 
for housing and local government 
– insists a Labour government, if 
elected in 2015, would put housing 
“centre stage” and put local 
authorities at the heart of delivery 
with “every support to be able to 
build on a grand scale”.

Things would differ from the 
usual Whitehall suspicion of coun-
cils, he argues, because Labour’s 
housing policy making will be 
substantially driven by the experi-
ence of the party’s councils.

Mr Dromey explains: “My very 
strong view is that it is dynamic coun-
cils that can make the real difference, 

and their best practice will influence 
the policies we present in 2015.

“We are launching in the new 
year a project to find the best inno-
vations in Labour councils to allow 
others to learn from those.”

He cities as examples South-
wark, which plans to build 1,000 
new homes, Manchester’s deal to 
use public land and its pension fund 
to provide, initially, 250 new homes, 
and Birmingham’s intention to 
work with developers and housing 
associations to provide 70,000 new 
homes of all kinds by 2026.

Mr Dromey declines as yet to 
detail how Labour would finance 
social housing construction, but 
says shadow chancellor Ed Balls’ 
announcement in September that 
he would devote the £3bn from the 
sale of 4G spectrum to housing 
“shows the direction”.

The idea of a British Investment 
Bank that could invest in housing, 
among other things, is one “there is 
enthusiasm for”, Mr Dromey says, 
but while Labour would offer grants 
to build social housing, this may be 
limited as “we will still be in tough 
times by 2015”, he warns.

One very clear difference with 
the government comes over the 
Affordable Rent concept, which sets 
rents at 80 per cent of local market 
levels, usually well above those for 
conventional social housing.

Critics have argued that this 
has simply moved money from 
subsidising housing associations 
to build into housing benefit, which 
then subsidises building through 
higher rents.

Mr Dromey says: “The 80 per 
cent affordable rent is Orwellian. It 
is unaffordable affordable housing. 

“We have ended up with 98p for 
every pound invested in housing 
going not to bricks and mortar but 
to housing benefits, and that needs 
to change.”

He wants to encourage the 
private rented sector, but also to 
see it locally licensed.

“The private rented sector has 
an important role to play in meeting 
need but it has to offer safety, 
security, affordability and quality,” 
he says.

“You do not want to keep rogues 
in that sector undercutting repu-
table landlords, and local licensing 
plays a very important role.”

Mr Dromey is critical of the 
government’s proposals to require 
councils to renegotiate ‘Section 
106’ planning agreements with 
developers to reduce affordable 
housing requirements.

“My meetings with housebuilders 
and developers tell me that Section 
106 is not the problem,” he says.

“If you have a stalled develop-
ment a sensible local negotiation 
can take place and you do not need 
Eric Pickles telling councils how to 
use Section 106.

“Homes need the right  
infrastructure and open space and 
you need to plan for that. Councils 
can decide on affordable housing, 
it does not need Whitehall telling 
them.”

He is still thinking through plan-
ning policy, characterising one goal 
as gaining public acceptance for 
development.

Voters tend to oppose house-
building, but to accept it when 
phrased as ‘homes for local young 
people’ or similar.

“It is how you get that accept-
ance to build on a grand scale that 
we want to get to,” he says.

Mr Dromey came to Parliament 
in 2010 as MP for Birmingham 
Erdington after a 30-year career 
as a trade union official, rising to 
deputy general secretary of the 
former TGWU.

“I’ve a lifelong passion for 
housing,” he says. “We are building 
100,000 homes a year and demand 
through household formation is 
230,000.

“If we are to increase the scale 
of building councils are crucial, 
and under Labour housing will be 
centre stage.” 

Mark Smulian is a  
freelance journalist
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“ We believe that there is  
a correlation between the 
problems around community 
and cohesion when people  
are crammed into these  
illegal dwellings.”

Beds 
in sheds

A growing problem of rogue landlords  
exploiting vulnerable individuals and 
families is set to be tackled with an injection 
of government funding and guidance for 
local authorities, writes Rob Green.

Housing
Special Feature
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Launched in late summer 
by then Housing Minister 
Grant Shapps and 
Immigration Minister 

Damian Green, the project includes 
a “national taskforce” with the 
aim of identifying so-called ‘beds 
in sheds’ and closing them down. 
Nine councils in and around London 
and the M25 have been handed 
a share of £1.8 million from the 
Department of Communities and 
Local Government to tackle the 
problem.

Largely an issue of migrant 
workers, sometimes in the UK ille-
gally, the shanty accommodation, 
often illegally converted garages 
or outbuildings, is putting people at 
risk and is a drain on resources.

Guidance on ways to identify and 
deal with sub-standard accommoda-
tion has been issued, stressing a 
multi-agency approach and prosecu-
tion for persistent offenders. Police, 
local authorities, the UK Border 
Agency, fire services, health and 
local schools all have a role to play.

Hounslow Borough Council is 
one of the nine that will receive a 
share of the funding, with £280,000 
to head up its work. Councillor Steve 
Curran, cabinet member for Educa-
tion, Housing and HR is leading the 
team in the outer London borough. 
He said: “Our main thrust is about 
community safety and cohesion. 

We believe that there is a correla-
tion between the problems around 
community and cohesion when 
people are crammed into these 
illegal dwellings. They also have 
an impact on services, whether 
council, police or whichever.”

Hounslow, which is running 27 
bulge classes at its schools this 
year, is at the early stages of tack-
ling the problem, others are further 
ahead. In November 2009 Slough 
Borough Council launched a policy 
looking at ‘Slough sheds’, which 
brought together housing, planning 
and building control legislation 
together to improve inspection of 
suspected illegal dwellings and 
prosecution of rogue landlords 
running them. It also began 

operating a selective 
licensing scheme for 
Houses in Multiple 
Occupation (HMO), 
which gave the council 
another method to 
take action against 
landlords.

Hounslow is 
working with other 
local authorities to 
find which methods 
work and which do 

not. One tool that is being adopted 
by the borough is mapping software 
from neighbouring Ealing. This 
enables officers to build up an 
accurate picture of the problem. 
Part of the funding will pay for an 
extra planning enforcement officer, 
a private sector technical officer 
to give expert advice on private 
housing and an investigation coor-
dinator. And a portion will go on 
marketing to highlight the risks to 
both tenants and rogue landlords. 
Councillor Curran said: “I know 
it’s a cliché to talk about a multi-
agency approach, but we can’t do 
this on our own. What we’re trying 

to do is agree a protocol to share 
information across the different 
agencies.”

And while Councillor Curran 
welcomes the funding he is keen 
to stress that the problem will 
still be there in a year’s time. “The 
government is keen to deal with 
this problem, but it is cutting the 
resources that enable us to do it,” 
he said. “We would prefer long-
term funding. It’s good to have 
funding for one year, but without 
a commitment for following years 
it makes it very difficult to form 
strategic plans.”

In fact the issue could get worse 
according Councillor Curran who 
said changes to benefits could 
increase the numbers looking for 
cheap accommodation. He is also 
concerned that relaxed planning 
laws could encourage more sub-
standard accommodation to be built. 

Another of the councils to share 
in the funding is Peterborough  
City Council, which will use £70,000 
for an audit of the problem in 
areas where it is prevalent. A 
spokesperson said: “We have 
seen examples of illegal buildings 
in back gardens being used to  
house people, and it’s this particular 
issue that  we’ve been awarded 
funding to tackle.”

At the time of the launch Grant 
Shapps said: “I want to see all  
agencies from councils to the 
police and the UK Border Agency 
using the full range of powers at 
their disposal to work together 
on a national clampdown towards 
ridding our communities of this 
problem once and for all.” 

Rob Green is a freelance journalist
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Housing Minister Grant Shapps and Immigration Minister Damian Green attended an 
early morning visit on a suspected rogue landlord’s properties in Ealing, and witnessed 
the squalid conditions the ‘tenants’ paid hundreds of pounds a week to live in.



Helping young people  
through the housing maze 

The word ‘crisis’ has been used so much in relation to housing and welfare reform that it 
just doesn’t have any impact anymore. Of course we need to build more homes but we 
shouldn’t lose sight of the other things we can do to help young people !nd (and keep) 
homes. Work is going on to help young people navigate the housing system – and not all 
of it costs more, writes Kathleen Kelly from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation.
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The first thing to tackle 
is finding somewhere 
to live. If we don’t get 
this bit right there are 

very few second chances. As one 
young person told us “we’ve had 
six lessons on how to write a CV 
but they’ve never even mentioned 
housing”. As Prodigals Education 
Trust’s work shows it’s about being 
honest with young people about 
what it’s really like out there now 
– what types of housing there are, 
how much everything costs, and 
that what your family and friends 
tell you about getting a council 
house or finding a private tenancy 
just might not be true anymore. 

I’m writing this on the day that 
local authorities’ ability to discharge 
their homelessness duties into the 
private rented sector comes into 
force. Private tenancies can be 
really good news for young people. 
However they can be much harder 
to get. We estimate that around 
400,000 young people under 35, 
including families, will be struggling 
to compete for homes in the bottom 
tier of private renting by 2020. 

Help with rent deposits is of 
course important. Offering a local 
letting agency to act as a broker 
between landlords and tenants 
is also incredibly useful. These 
services can act as a hub for 
housing options and can operate 
within or outside existing struc-
tures. Homes4Let set up by Poole 
and Bournemouth councils also 
provides a management service for 
landlords within their local lettings 
agency. Depending on your local 
housing market such services have 
the potential to pay for themselves. 
There’s no denying that reforms 
to local housing allowance are a 

threat to such services but if the 
offer is right for landlords they can 
work well. 

Another option is shared social 
housing. It’s not what young people 
necessarily want but it is the reality 
of today’s housing market and 
social security system. SnugBug is 
being developed by St Vincent’s in 

Manchester to offer shared social 
tenancies at local housing allowance 
rates (http://www.snugbughouse-
share.co.uk/ ). It’s a way of offering 
good housing management for 
young people who might otherwise 
languish on a waiting list and/or be 
excluded by private landlords wary 
of letting to young people. Given 
the shortage of shared housing in 
many areas and the restriction of 
benefits to the cost of a single room 
for people under 35 these innova-
tions will be crucial to preventing 
homelessness in many areas. 

Schemes like local lettings 
agencies and shared social housing 
can work together with local alloca-
tions schemes by using pre-tenancy 
training as a way to offer both skills 
and references for young people. 

The 26 per cent increase in 
homelessness over the past three 
years means that we also need to 
think about support services. Being 
smarter with what we’ve got means 
avoiding duplication and being 
more flexible in commissioning 
and delivery. Properly coordinating 
services and front line staff from 

different agencies meeting regularly 
about complex cases is much more 
effective for everyone. We might 
also get better outcomes if we ask 
support services what can be done 
within a cost envelope rather than 
focusing too much on the hourly rate 
a service costs. Commissioning has 
a clear role to play here. 

Housing is not the only issue 
facing young people. Being able 
to plan for a move and having the 
support and resources to implement 
it are all crucial to success. That 
means we mustn’t forget about using 
our organisations’ procurement and 
recruitment roles to ensure that 
we’re offering good quality jobs and 
training for young people alongside 
our housing services. 

Kathleen Kelly is a Programme 
Manager for Place at the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation. 

More information on the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation’s work 
on young people and housing 
is available at: www.jrf.org.uk/
young-people-and-housing.

“ We estimate that 
around 400,000 
young people 
under 35, including 
families, will 
be struggling to 
compete for homes 
in the bottom tier  
of private renting  
by 2020.”
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Protecting  
the private 
renters

How people live, and the reality of their 
housing options, have changed quite 
dramatically and this, writes Robbie de 
Santos, has implications for how councils 
work with their local private rented sector.

Housing
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Some 8.5 million people in 
England now rent privately 
– more than those who live 
in social housing. That 

hard-working low-middle income 
family who in the last decade may 
have just about bought a home, or 
30 years ago would have lived in 
social housing, is now likely to be 
renting from a private landlord.

The number of people who have 
no choice but to rent privately is 
growing at both ends. A lack of 
affordable housing has forced 
many lower income people to rent 
privately. Changes made in the 
Localism Act mean that councils 
can discharge their homelessness 
duty to homeless households into 
the private rented sector as long as 

certain standards are met. Mean-
while, people with middle incomes 
have been locked out of home 
ownership by high house prices, 
stagnant wages and insecure 
employment. 

Renting is no longer just for 
students and young professionals 
as a stop gap. Half of renters are 
older than 35, almost a third are 
households with children, and most 
expect to be renting for at least the 
medium term.

Councils already do some work 
with local landlords – whether it 
is licensing Houses in Multiple 
Occupation, more expansive 
licensing schemes, enforcement 
against poor standards, or landlord 
accreditation schemes. But as the 

nature of people 
renting changes, 
so too do the 
problems they 
experience.

Renting can 
be unstable and 
unpred ic tab le 
– most renters 
will only ever 
have six or 12 
month contracts, 
after which they 
can be evicted 
with just two 
months’ notice, 
or their rent can 
be increased 
with no upper 
limit. Consid-
ering there are 
now more than 
one million 
families with 
children renting 
in England, 
the instability 
of renting, the 
cost associated 
with moving and 

people getting priced out of their 
homes and local area clearly has 
an impact on transience, education, 
communities and access to health 
services locally.

This should be a worry for local 
councils – particularly when many 
will be looking to house some of 
their most vulnerable families in 
private rented accommodation.

Shelter has a solution to this 
instability though - the Stable 
Rental Contract: a five year 
tenancy with inflation-linked rent 
increases, maintaining the existing 
flexibility for renters by writing in 
break clauses. Tenancies like these 
are completely normal in France, 
Spain and many other countries. 
Contrary to what many believe, 
longer tenancies with predictable 
increases can be offered under 
the current legal framework and 
can enhance landlords’ returns by 
minimising costly void periods and 
making rent increases planned 
and predictable.

There are a couple of limitations 
at present: most buy to let mortgage 
conditions specify that tenancies 
cannot be longer than 12 months – 
although fewer than half of private 
rented homes are financed with buy 
to let mortgages. The main limitation 
is that both landlords and renters 
are not aware that a better deal is 
possible, and there is little precedent 

in the market of longer tenancies 
being offered.

Many councils have a range 
of ways they work with private 
landlords already, and we’d urge 

them to use these 
opportunities to 
encourage landlords 
to offer the Stable 
Rental Contract, using 
their influencing and 
negotiating skills to 
help get a better deal 
for local renters. For 
example, councils 
could use the following 
opportunities to 
promote the take up of 

the Stable Rental Contract:
• landlords the council works with 

to place vulnerable households 
• members of private landlords’ 

accreditation schemes the 
council works with

• big local housing associations 
and corporate landlords offering 
private rented homes

• ‘social letting agents’ or  
high street letting agents in the 
area the council has a relation-
ship with
When more detail from the  

2011 Census is published in 
December, councils will see just 
how much their local private rental 
market has changed. Shelter expects 
this to be a real eye opener, and we 
would urge councils to consider how 
they use some of the opportunities 
we have highlighted to make sure 
this important local group have 
housing that meets their needs. 

Robbie de Santos is a Policy 
Officer at Shelter. Read the 
Shelter Policy Blog for comment 
and analysis from Shelter’s policy 
and campaigns division.

“ The instability of renting,  
the cost associated with  
moving and people getting 
priced out of their homes  
and local area clearly has  
an impact on communities.”
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“ We believe this project will help some 
of those young people continue their 
education and at establish themselves  
as responsible tenants.”
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Looking 
out for  
the young

Strong political leadership coupled with 
robust partnership working has enabled 
East Herts council to deliver much-need 
supported housing for young people,  
writes Tony Jackson.
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It is always gratifying to 
see a project, planned over 
a number of years, move 
towards a conclusion. It is 

especially pleasing when that 
project relates to a challenging 
housing initiative being delivered 
during the most austere economic 
environment for at least 70 
years. This was a project that 
demonstrated East Herts council 
and councillors’ commitment to 
provide the district with strong 
community leadership.

More than five years ago we 
identified a need to find suitable 
‘Supported Housing’ accommoda-
tion for young people aged between 
16 – 25 years who would otherwise 
be housed in one of our hostels. A 
scheme already existed in the East 
of the district, run by the YMCA, but 
there was no similar provision for 
those on the West of the district.

 So we set about looking for an 
appropriate location – this proved 
easier said than done. One of our 
lesser used car parks looked to 
provide a solution. Next we needed 
to identify a Registered Social 
Landlord as a partner and Aldwyck 
Housing Association, having experi-
ence of young peoples’ supported 
housing, proved to be ideal 
partners.

East Herts Council had devel-
oped a Housing Investment Plan 
which was acknowledged by the 
Homes and Communities Agency 
(HCA) as particularly focused 
and which featured the car park 

scheme. This 
made discus-
sions about the 
capital funding 
easier. The 
council sold 
the land for a 
nominal sum 
in return for 
100 per cent 
n o m i n a t i o n 
rights in the 
first instance 
and so between 
the council, 
A l d w y c k 
Housing Asso-
ciation and the 
HCA the capital 
funding was put 
in place.

Revenue funding for the initial 
years of operation was successfully 
bid for through an application to a 
local trust fund, established for 
helping vulnerable young people. 
Ongoing revenue support would 
then be provided by the Supporting 
People initiative at Hertfordshire 
County Council.

We also engaged in discus-
sions with the local Regional 
College, as it became clear that 
the further education of some 
young people was often inter-
rupted when they encountered 
housing problems. The college 
was keen to play a role in iden-
tifying any of their students who 
they thought might need some 
support. Working together we 

believe this project will help at 
least some of those young people 
continue their education and at 
the same time establish them-
selves as responsible tenants.

Currently the construction of 24 
individual units is under way and is 
expected to be fully commissioned 
by the middle of next year. Perma-
nent on-site support will also be 
provided for residents.

East Herts Council also intends 
to review its Housing Allocations 
Policy to take account of the need 
to move young residents from this 
supported accommodation on to 
mainstream social housing when 
the time is right.

This is a scheme that could 
so easily have been derailed at 
various stages – not all local 
residents were supportive. Finding 
the capital and revenue finances, 
gaining planning consent or the 
economic pressures might have 
persuaded the council not to sell 
its land for £1. So what were the 
elements that have helped to 
deliver this success?

• Strong political commitment  
and leadership – once the  
decision was made we did 
not waiver from our aim, 
despite the project taking 
several years to come  
to fruition.

• Strong partnerships with 
RSLs, County Council, Hertford 
Regional College and the  
HCA – built up over several  
years of joint working 
through our Local Strategic 
Partnership.

• A robust Housing Investment 
Plan – accepted by the HCA.

• The sale of the council  
owned land for a nominal sum  
to the RSL.
This scheme should ensure 

that some young people, who might 
otherwise have been challenged, 
are given support to improve their 
chances in life. 

Tony Jackson is leader of East 
Herts Council
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End of life care

A good death

End of life care is an emotive subject, and one which has recently drawn a great deal of 
media attention. But the public debate has been strongly focused on issues of assisted 
dying and, more recently, the Liverpool Care Pathway. Attention is less frequently drawn 
to broader questions of quality in end of life care, and the integration of health, social 
care and housing. Lauren Lucas reports.

Research shows that 
nearly two-thirds of 
adults would like to be 
cared for and die in their 

own home. But the great majority 
of us still die in hospital. Leading 
academics have forecast that 
demographic trends could lead 
to 90,000 more people dying in 
institutions by 2030, with urgent 
implications for both the quality 
and cost of care.

End of life care is not the 
concern of the health sector 
alone. Local authorities also have 
a key part to play, through their 
provision of social care and other 
relevant services such as housing. 
This has been recognised by 
the National End of Life Care 
Programme (NEoLCP), which 
has developed a comprehensive 
programme of work to promote 
better integration between health 
and social care in delivering end 
of life care.

Supported by housing associa-
tion and care provider Home Group, 
the LGiU undertook a survey of 
upper tier authorities to further 
investigate the council’s role in 
provision of end of life care. We 
received 135 responses from  
91 authorities. 

Some of the findings illustrated 
the progress local authorities have 
made in developing their focus on 
this agenda:
• over 40 per cent of authorities 

reported that they have a lead 
officer for end of life care in their 
local area;

• The majority of respond-
ents reported having a plan  
for end of life care. In just under  
40 per cent of cases this was  
a joint plan between the  
council and the health service.  
In 15.6 per cent of cases  
the council had their own plan; 

• 32.7 per cent of respondents 
reported that their health and 
wellbeing board had identified 
end of life care as a priority. 
The results also drew attention 

to potential challenges and areas of 
development.
Awareness raising. There is still 
scope to further raise the overall 
level of awareness of the end of life 
care agenda in local authorities. 
The majority of respondents had 
some level of formal responsibility 
for social care, but around a quarter 
did not know whether or not they 
had an end of life care plan and 30 

per cent did not know if they had a 
lead officer for this area of work. 
Opportunities for a greater leader-
ship role for local authorities. The 
results indicate that councils are 
beginning to take a more prominent 
role in an area that has previously 
been primarily led by health. More 
than 60 per cent of respondents 
report that they plan to develop 
their role in end of life provision in 
future. However, around 40 per cent 
of respondents identified Clinical 
Commissioning Groups as the lead 
partner for end of life care in future, 
rather than health and wellbeing 

boards, suggesting that many still 
regard end of life care as first and 
foremost an issue for health. 
Relationships between health and 
social care. While nearly 60 per cent 
of respondents agreed, or strongly 
agreed that health works closely 
with the council on end of life care, 
‘poor coordination between health 
and social care’ was regarded as 
the top barrier to better end of life 
care. This may reflect the changing 
relationships in this area as a result 
of health and social care reform, 
and the difficulty of overcoming the 
challenge of integrating budgets. 

Opportunities for greater 
integration with housing. Less 
than a quarter of respondents 
agreed that housing works closely 
with social care on end of life provi-
sion, despite its often pivotal role in 
quality of life outcomes for people 
in receipt of care. More work is 
needed in this area to demonstrate 
the value of housing in delivering 
better quality care and financial 
savings.

For more information on 
the LGiU’s research, and to 
read the full report, please visit  
www.lgiu.org.uk, or contact lauren.
lucas@lgiu.org.uk. 

Lauren Lucas is a policy manager 
at the LGiU
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“ Poor coordination 
between health and 
social care’ was 
regarded as the top 
barrier to better 
end of life care.”

Cancer patient Eileen Mulligan, 68, at home in 2008. Only one-third of terminally ill cancer 
patients in a federally funded study said their doctors had discussed end-of-life care. 
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Coventry City Council

In this regular slot, we ask a council that’s just  
joined LGiU to talk about some of the challenges 
 it is facing of some of the ideas it would like to  
share. In this issue John Mutton talks about his  
city’s ability to reinvent itself. 

Coventry has always been 
a city that invents things 
and makes things and my 
city has reinvented and 

rebuilt itself many times: from 
medieval religious centre to car 
city; from post-war city of peace 
and reconciliation through “ghost 
town” to the revitalised city that 
so proudly hosted Olympic football 
this summer. 

So as we face the longest reces-
sion in modern times coupled with 
unprecedented public sector cuts, 
Coventry has a long history to look 
back on. We know from our past 
that, as resources become scarce 
and demand for council services 
grows, the creation of jobs and 
growth becomes more important 
than ever just when it becomes 
more difficult to do. 

We know 
that the leader-
ship role of the 
City Council 
is vital to our 
city and we 
need to work 
in partnership 
with others 
for a bolder 
Coventry. We also know that we 
need to use council assets in inno-
vative ways because we’ve done this 
before: in the Thatcher years when 
the City Council used its land and 
assets to invest in the Science and 
Business Parks that regenerate 
the city’s devastated economy; and 
more recently, the redevelopment 
of an old and contaminated gas 
works site into the Ricoh Arena that 
in addition to hosting Olympic foot-
ball, possibly the next Rugby World 
Cup and many large concerts, 
holds some of the largest corporate 
events in the UK. 

The council is working inten-
sively with the Coventry and 

Warwickshire LEP and a wide range 
of partners within the city and wider 
sub-region, to assess our local 
assets and review our functional 
economic geography and create a 
new shared economic narrative so 
we build on our strengths. 

Located in the very centre of 
England, Coventry is one of the best 
connected cities in the country with 
one million people within an hour’s 
drive and 95 per cent of the UK 
within a five hour drive; less than an 
hour by train from London and with 
Birmingham and Coventry airports 
on our doorstep. 

Our sub-region is home to global 
leaders in low carbon vehicles; 
intelligent transport systems and 
automotive research and develop-
ment as a result of our advanced 
engineering capability and our high 

value manu-
facturing base: 
including motor 
manufacturers 
like Peugeot; 
Aston Martin; 
Jaguar Land 
Rover and Tata 
and advanced 
e n g i n e e r i n g 

companies like Rolls Royce and 
Brose. Our extensive range of R&D 
facilities includes centres at the 
University of Warwick and Coventry 
University. 

We’re working across the 
sub-region on a number of key 
development sites to significantly 
boost the growth sectors of our 
local economy. These include 
the Coventry and Warwickshire 
Gateway scheme which will see 
the development of a £400 million 
economic hub with 14,000 jobs 
focused on advanced engineering, 
aerospace, transport technologies, 
ICT and low carbon industries. 

The council has invested 

over £4 million in public realm 
improvements, matched by ERDF 
funding, sending out a symbol of 
confidence to potential investors 
and has granted outline planning 
permission for a £300 million retail 
development and a 37 acre Busi-
ness District at the railway station, 
will transform our city centre. 

Coventry is one of 20 cities 
and their wider areas invited to 
take part in the second wave of 
city deals. We’re working with our 
sub-regional partners, including 
neighbouring district councils, to 
take part to help us achieve the 
growth, jobs and investment we 
need and build on our economic 
strengths. But I am sorry that this 

round is a competition between 
cities. We’ve been working 
closely with Derby, Sunderland 
and Preston to develop a shared 
understanding of the different 
challenges and opportunities 
facing us and other mid-sized 
cities and to work together where 
we can. We all want our cities to 
grow; create jobs and contribute 
more to UK Plc. In Coventry we’re 
determined to achieve this for our 
city; our people; and our wider 
area – and our history tells us that 
we can. 

John Mutton is the leader of 
Coventry City Council

“  We know that the  
leadership role of  
the City Council is 
vital to our city.”

Godiva in the 
newly refurbished 
Broadgate Square 
in the heart of the 
city centre



Environment

A year of achievement

John Stanton packed a lot into his year as climate change lead at Stroud District  
Council. From solar panels on leisure centres to highly-praised recycling collections, 
his projects led him to be named Sustainability Champion in the 2012 c’llr awards.  
So it was surprising that a couple months later he lost his seat when the council  
swung from conservative to labour in May 2012, writes Elizabeth Thompson.

John was first elected in 2006 
after a stint campaigning 
against a big housing 
development led him to  

       local politics. His professional 
background was in the energy 
industry; in project management 
roles that had seen him negotiating 
multimillion pound contracts. So 
after five years as a councillor it 
seemed natural he would accept 
the portfolio for climate change. 
“It was an obvious role for me 
because of my industry knowledge 
of energy efficiency. But I’ve 
always been interested in these 
issues; I put cavity wall insulation 
in my house back in 1980.”

During his time in office John 
worked hard to help people access 
the energy efficiency measures that 
would improve their quality of life. 
A good example is a partnership 
with British Gas to offer external 
insulation to properties with solid 
walls. John negotiated to get the 
scheme underway in Stroud where 
around 40 low-income households 
have since benefited from grants of 
up to £10,000. “In houses without 
cavity walls it is difficult to improve 
the insulation, so they can be hard 
to heat and damp. Very few local 
authorities are involved, or even 
understand this scheme so we were 
pleased to get on board.”

For John, perhaps his biggest 
achievement was a new kerbside 
recycling scheme that has gone 
down well with residents, improving 
the service while making significant 
savings. It involved increasing the 
number of materials collected for 
recycling and offering residents 
wheelie bins to accommodate 
these bulky items. There was just 
one problem - the cost. “We looked 
at all sorts of options but they cost 
more. I kept asking how could that 
be; we’re reducing the landfill tax? 
The reason was that putting paper, 
our most valuable material, in 
wheelie bins contaminated it with 
broken glass. So we asked people 
to hang on to their existing green 
boxes for paper, which preserved 
its value. The paper was worth half 
a million pounds a year to us rather 
than virtually nothing; so it covered 
the scheme’s costs.”

John led on energy efficiency 
at Stroud during a period when 
council buildings achieved an 
impressive 31 per cent reduction in 
carbon emissions over four years. 
He praised the efforts of staff in 
making that happen and says he 
accepted the award in recognition 
of their work. Measures included 
insulating leisure centres, putting 
LED bulbs in the council chamber 
and installing movement activated 
lighting and more efficient hand 
dryers. 

Another improvement was the 
addition of solar panels on the 
district’s two leisure centres. In 
addition to generating energy for 
the centres’ own use, the panels 
have brought the council £6,000 
in income since April. Ambitious 
plans to power the same leisure 
centres with energy harvested 
from food waste in an anaerobic 
digester were getting underway 
when John lost his seat on the 

council, which he admits was 
disappointing.

The 2012 election result was 
a surprise for John but he quickly 
moved on to other things, including 
efforts to save a library under 
threat by running it as a commu-
nity resource. According to John: 
“I’d been to see a few community 
libraries; because they are given 
much more freedom, their use 
is increasing, they become much 
more of a social centre and 

community groups tend to meet 
there.” The new community library 
staffed by volunteers reopened 
after a lick of paint on 6 November. 
And what about a return to politics? 
“For now” John says “things have 
moved on – I’m involved in other 
projects, but I’ll think about that in 
another three and a half years.” 

Elizabeth Thomson is a  
freelance journalist
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“ Perhaps his biggest achievement was a new 
kerbside recycling scheme that has gone 
down well with residents, improving the 
service while making significant savings.”

“ It was an obvious  
role for me because  
of my industry 
knowledge of energy 
efficiency. But I’ve 
always been interested 
in these issues.”
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Fair’s fair

Mark Smulian meets Andy Hull, the LGIU’s Scrutineer 
of the Year, Andy Hull, is a !rst-term councillor who 
chairs a somewhat unusual scrutiny committee.

While Islington’s 
community review 
committee does carry 
out conventional 

scrutinies, its main role since 
Labour took control in May 2010 
has been to help devise and 
implement the recommendations 
of the council’s Fairness 
Commission.

This has devised ways to reduce 
poverty and inequality and has 
drawn on local partners beyond the 
council and the opposition Liberal 
Democrats.

All members of the committee 
served on the commission, taking 
evidence on how to achieve these 
goals, and it now oversees progress 
in implementation.

Judges said they were “particu-
larly impressed by the way in which 
the recommendations from the 
Islington Fairness Commission’s 
report have been fully integrated 
into every area of the council’s work, 
and led to a number of tangible 
outcomes”. 

Islington is a sliver of inner 
London with a trendy image but 
where people with a hundredfold 
difference in income can live in 
close proximity.

Andy explains: “The main prob-
lems to address were poverty and 
inequality. “Islington is the 14th most 
deprived borough in the country, 
which is not how people think of it 
because we do have millionaires, 
but also half of elderly people are in 
fuel poverty and we have the lowest 
male life expectancy in London.

“Poverty and inequality are 
not the same thing. For example, 
it has become apparent that the 
best off kids do 10 per cent better 
in academic attainment than the 
worst off and that the life expec-
tancy of the most affluent is seven 
years longer than the least.

“Many of the causes are interna-
tional or national, but we felt there 
were things we could do in the 
borough.”

One example flowing from the 
commission is payment of the 
London Living Wage as a minimum 
both to council staff and, through 
its procurement clout, to staff of 
council contractors.

“We were the first council in 
the UK to be recognised as a living 
wage employer by Citizens UK,” 
Andy says.

“It is paid to 80 per cent of staff, 
but the remaining 20 per cent is 
the difficult bit, mainly social care 
where the whole market is based 
on low pay.

“This has involved a big cultural 
shift with our procurement people, 
who have had to look at getting the 
lowest prices but must now also 
make sure that contractors pay 
staff properly.”

Another activity arising from the 
commission is help for residents 
in severe debt to stabilise their 
finances.

“We are using what powers we 
have to control gold shops, pawn-
brokers and payday loan firms that 
charge exorbitant rates of interest,” 
Andy says.

This involves trading standards 
and planning enforcement, offering 
financial education and seeking to 
build up the local credit union as a 
low-cost alternative to payday loan 
firms.

“The credit union can now 
make loans rapidly, which was the 
problem before that it could not  
be fast enough for people desperate 
enough to use payday loans,”  
he says.

Andy concludes that the commis-
sion’s recommendations “affect 
everything we do and provide clarity 
and definition to the council’s work; 

people do not have to like it but they 
know what it is and it underpins all 
that we do”. 

He is determined the committee 
is not a talking shop, noting “at its 
worst scrutiny can be something 
given to backbenchers to keep 
them quiet. 

“Here, if recommendations 
are accepted by the executive, as 
usually happens, they become 
council policy.

“Timing and sequencing are 
important if you are trying to influ-
ence decisions because you must 
carry out a scrutiny before they are 
made, which is not always easy. 

“For example, with welfare 
reform coming next April we have 
looked at how the council has 
responded to past welfare reforms.”

He is particularly proud that nine 
other councils have set up fairness 
commission’s in Islington’s wake 
and that there is talk of creating a 
national commission.

“It has attracted interest from 
Labour parliamentarians and it would 
be good if it influenced the develop-
ment of party policy,” he says. 

Mark Smulian is a  
freelance journalist

“ We are using what powers we have  
to control gold shops, pawnbrokers  
and payday loan firms that charge 
exorbitant rates of interest.”
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Looking  
back, looking ahead

Wigan leader, Lord Peter Smith, has clocked up 
thirty-four years as a councillor. Here he looks 
back at some of the challenges he’s faced in local 
government in changing times – and says that 
the road ahead doesn’t look any easier.

It was 1978 when I was first 
elected onto Wigan Council, 
representing a seat in my 
home town of Leigh. I’ve 

been a councillor ever since. My 
election was dramatic. It was the 
days of Jim Callaghan’s unpopular 
minority government and anger 
at the 1974 local government 
reorganisation was still raw. I won 
by one vote after a series of re-
counts. For many years afterwards 
people would say to me: “I was 
your one vote.”

The council I joined had not come 
to terms with reorganisation, which 
had merged 14 authorities into 
one. There were still three working 
pits, several active cotton mills and 
many heavy engineering factories. 
Much of that traditional industry 
vanished soon after, leaving the 
borough with just the visible scars 
of pit heaps and empty factories as 
reminders of our past.

 With a closed shop, trade unions 
were a force within the council, and 
services reflected the interests of 
those providing them rather than 
receiving them.

During my campaign, I had 
picked up a number of complaints 
about how the council treated 
people in my ward’s older terraced 
properties. We were too insensi-
tive about condemning properties 
and too slow at dealing with them 
when we did. I met one lady, a war 
widow, whose property was rightly 
condemned. But she’d been forced 
to live with buckets catching the 
rain for years. I quickly got her 
moved into a new bungalow. 

The council was not joined up 
in many ways. Education was the 
exception. We had a strong team 
providing much better services 
than previously. Our results were 
the envy of similar authorities. 
Back then, every penny spent on 

education came through the local 
authority and some of that was 
used to broaden opportunities for 
the borough’s children. We funded 
a local arts centre and an outdoor 
pursuit centre in the Lake District. 
Now most education spending 
by-passes the council altogether. 
That’s meant we were unable to 
maintain these facilities. However, 
we were able to keep the outdoor 
centre open with the help of a 
partner agency. 

Today, our greatly-improved 
services do reflect what people 
want. But we, like everyone in local 
government, face three challenges. 

 Firstly, funding will be severely 

squeezed in the short to medium 
term, with little prospect of 
improvement whoever wins the 
next election. As chairman of 
finance during the Thatcher years, 
I can confirm things are worse now.

 Secondly, the increasingly 
elderly population is placing new 
pressures on services. Many may 
predict 2024 as the crunch year for 
the NHS but it is already experi-
encing bed-blocking. This will get 
steadily worse.

Thirdly, the 
welfare reforms 
will have conse-
quences for our 
c o m m u n i t i e s . 
Already food 
banks are the 
norm across the 
country. Whatever 

the intentions of these reforms, the 
effects will be to make life impos-
sible for many people and will 
drive them into the willing arms of 
payday lenders.

 Happily, I am 
confident most in 
local government 
are up to facing 
these challenges. 
This will involve 
delivering less 
directly as a 
council. We’ll be 
working more 
strongly in partner-
ship with others 
while having wider 
influence across 
areas like health.

 Meanwhile, 
elected members 
will see a signifi-
cant change in 
their roles. Rather 
than being the 
direct conduit 
between the public 

and council services, they will need 
to understand a more complex 
pattern of delivery. It will be a 
member’s role to guide the public 
to who can meet their needs. 

 They will need a new relationship 
with the electorate and the local 
community. It will be about encour-
aging people to develop the capacity 
to look after themselves and not just 
to rely on public services.

 However, even in these dark 
days, there are opportunities to 
provide improvements to services. 
The work we have done so far on 
the Greater Manchester Commu-
nity Budget pilot has convinced 
us of that. If public services come 
together, and deal with causes and 
not just symptoms of problems, we 
can save money and produce better 
outcomes. If we don’t change, the 
prospects are unimaginable. 

Lord Peter Smith is leader of 
Wigan council

Councillors
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“ We were too insensitive  
about condemning properties 
and too slow at dealing with 
them when we did.”
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Spirit  
transcends tragedy

The brutal and unprecedented murder of two women 
police o"cers – Fiona Bone and Nicola Hughes – will 
have a lasting and profound impact on us all, writes 
Kieran Quinn. But, he says, it’s unfair to condemn the 
estate where the tragic event took place.

As the news emerged, 
the shock and disbelief 
served as a terrible 
reminder of the selfless 

risks police officers face every day 
in keeping our communities safe. 
There was also the bewilderment 
of the people of Hattersley in 
Tameside trying to come to terms 
with how this could have happened 
where they live - and all played out 
in the full glare of 24-hour media.

Hattersley, a small community, 
was built in the 1960s as part of 
the housing clearance of east 
Manchester. The relentless news 
spotlight began to feel intrusive at 
such a raw and vulnerable time. 
The estate was caricatured by the 
tabloid press as being an example 
of “broken Britain”.

It was variously described as 
“bleak”, “crime-ridden” and “a 
place where no one wants to live”. 

With such a unique tragedy, and 
in the face of intense media atten-
tion, what can a locally-elected 
representative do for the commu-
nity to defend its reputation? Led 
by the three Longdendale ward 
members, who represent the area, 
we immediately offered all the help 
we could. I visited several times 
with our most senior officers to 

show support for residents and 
Greater Manchester Police, and to 
pay respects to the fallen officers.

We took every opportunity to 
dispel the myths and show the 
real Hattersley. It was a message I 
constantly promoted in the many 
television and radio interviews I 
undertook as the Council’s execu-
tive leader. In truth, Hattersley is a 
regeneration success story. It has 
become a place where people want 
to live. It has been transformed by a 
£250 million estate-wide regenera-
tion programme, led by the Council, 
its partners and the local residents.

The social landlord, Peak Valley 
Housing, has renovated its entire 
stock of more than 1,300 proper-
ties at a cost of £40 million. The 
Pennine View housing development 
is one of the most visited Barratt’s 
sites in Britain. New properties are 
being taken up as fast as they are 
completed.

Businesses have been swift to 
see the opportunities Hattersley 
offers. Only a few months ago Tesco 
opened a £23 million supermarket 
and petrol station. A new community 
centre and library, plus a revamped 
railway station, are scheduled to 
open before Christmas. The Ken 
Ward Sports Centre is part of a £9 
million scheme which includes 
the Tameside Gymnastics Centre. 
The estate also has new primary 
schools as well as a high school 
which boasts record examination 
results.

As for crime, Hattersley has 
one of the lowest rates in Greater 
Manchester. British Crime Survey 
statistics show a very impressive 
decrease of more than 50 per cent 
over the last few years. What’s 
more, the residents wasted no time 
in showing their support for the 
police in the wake of the tragedy. 

There was no wall of silence. Their 
instantaneous response was to set 
up a temporary memorial and to 
approach officers with offers of food 
and hot drinks. Seven days later 
residents organised a candlelit vigil.

However, most importantly, 
there is community spirit in spades. 
I could easily list the many groups 
that exist in Hattersley, but there 
is one event that truly proves my 
point. Shortly after the murders I 
was asked to attend a 90th birthday 
party for Nancy Lawrence, a woman 
forced to move out of her home to 
allow forensic investigations to 
take place. The celebration wasn’t 
a council event, it was organised by 
Nancy’s caring neighbours.

The picture I have painted is not of 
a bleak and decaying estate buffeted 
by biting Pennine winds. Hattersley 
is a modern, forward-looking 
community full of warm-hearted 
people who look out for each other.

Of course, regenerating the area 
was a relatively straightforward 
job. The difficulty lies in getting the 
media to report that fact. 

Kieran Quinn is Tameside Council’s 
executive leader

“ The residents 
wasted no time 
in showing their 
support for the 
police in the wake  
of the tragedy.  
There was no wall  
of silence.”

Memorial vigil organised by residents a week after the shooting 

Councillor Quinn at 
the 90th birthday 
party for Nancy 
Lawrence organised 
by neighbours 
after Nancy had to 
be moved out of 
her home because 
of the police 
investigation
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Bruce-Lockhart Scholarship taken to new heights
There are few higher points in local government than the Mayor’s Parlour of Westminster City Council! 

High above the London skyline, the top floor room was packed in 
anticipation of the LGIU’s 2012 Councillor of the Year Awards including 
the presentation by the Secretary of State of the first Bruce-Lockhart 
Member Scholarship worth £10,000 to the lucky winner.

In making this award, Eric Pickles not only recognised Shona 
Johnstone from Cambridgeshire County Council’s excellent proposal 
to explore how localism can be delivered in new communities – areas 
where housing is planned and where the communities simply do not 
yet exist. He launched the Bruce-Lockhart Leadership Programme 
into an exciting new phase, adding the Member/Councillor Scholarship 
to both the award for officers and the Annual Bruce-Lockhart Lecture.

The Bruce-Lockhart Leadership Programme aims to fulfil a unique 
role, combining localism, international learning and leadership.  
In offering support today, we are aiming to encourage and develop 
our civic leaders of tomorrow.

Joining Shona this year as winner of the LGA’s Local Government 
Challenge and our officer scholarship is Paul Knight, whose work 
has charted the difference between good and exceptional leaders, 
and Lord (Michael) Howard of Lympne, whose Bruce-Lockhart 
Lecture challenged local government to ride the perfect storm of  
an economy needing a significant boost, reduced funding for many

public services and reforms from Government which cry out for  
local leadership if they are to deliver.

I am delighted that the LGIU, Kent, Essex and East Sussex County 
Councils have joined forces to offer the Bruce-Lockhart Member 
Scholarship and with the support and interest already shown by 
many councils and councillors in this initiative, as witnessed by  
the quality of applications in 2012.

So we urge you to take inspiration from Sandy’s record of civic 
leadership, to show us how you can advance localism and make a 
real difference for local people and to consider scaling the heights  
as Shona did last year. A £10,000 scholarship may await.

We look forward to your application!

Lord Howard’s Bruce-Lockhart Lecture, including feedback from, the second Bruce-Lockhart Scholar is available at: www.localis.org.uk/images/SBL_2012_WEB.pdf 

The Age UK Award 
The Age UK award will be given to a councillor who has made a signi!cant contribution to improving 
services or neighbourhoods in the area they represent so as to bene!t older people. It could be 
campaigning for better lighting, arranging more seating or increasing the number of public toilets.

Councillors nominated for last year’s award 
championed the needs of older people in 
many different ways: from working with 
community groups to improve a local park 
area, to finding funding for an older people’s 
group to fighting the closure of much-needed 
local care homes.

A variety of councillors, in a range of 
authorities across England, told us their 
stories and successes:

‘During my term of office, I have managed 
to have a number of additional bus shelters 
installed around the ward, seating on the 
local park with more to come! Constantly 
tackling the problems of vehicles being 
parked indiscriminately, the stopping of 
anti-social behaviour and making sure, where 
possible, elderly people are looked after by 
neighbours.’

‘With my highways project money I am 
having a waste area changed by having it 

resurfaced and a seat, bus shelter, parish 
notice board and some garden area, to 
brighten up the area for the residents.’

‘I believe we have won our fight to maintain 
the public toilets around us, at present, and 
dealing with overgrown shrubbery and other 
obstructions is a constant battle.’

‘None of us has a ‘magic wand’, although 
this would be darned useful on occasions,  
but most work hard to ensure all members  
of the community, particularly the elderly  
and infirm, are listened to and helped to 
the best of our ability.’

The winning councillor will have a  
track record of:

• making time to listen to older  
people, actively engaging with them  
and understanding the issues that  
concern them

• bringing about changes that directly 
benefit older people, as a result of 
those concerns

• ensuring that any improvements are 
maintained in the long term and that  
older people continue to be consulted  
and involved.

So if you know a councillor who has  
improved the local neighbourhood for  
older people, please nominate them for  
the Age UK Award now.

Alex King, Deputy Leader of Kent County Council

Awards

Go to www.lgiu.org.uk/cllrawards to find out how to nominate 
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The LGiU has been speaking up for local 
government for almost thirty years. Dave 
Wilcox argues our longevity is down to  
our ability to adapt to changing times. 

I t’s surprising how birthdays 
can catch you out. Your 
own birthdays creep up on 
you from nowhere. Others’ 

birthdays would be missed 
were it not for diary notes or a 
spouse’s reminder. And even 
then, there’s no foolproof way of 
making sure you remember to 
post the card.

I’ve taken people to the local 
Tesco garage late at night to 
purchase flowers for a forgotten 
anniversary, though I’ve never 
been bold enough to ask whether 
the proffered roses were well 
received. I’m not sure if the “better 
late than never” maxim applies 
in such circumstances. I know 
some people who in that situation 
might be provoked into offering an 
imaginative range of options on the 
most appropriate place to shove 
the bunch.

I mention birthdays in this 
edition of cll’r magazine (issue 
number 40, since you ask) because 
our own organisation, the LGIU, 
reaches its 30th birthday next year. 
I’ll also have been in the chair for 
the last ten years. “Well Dave, that’s 
a decade, and you’ve decayed a lot 
during that period.” I can hear you 
suggest. The truth is often painful.

Anyway, following the result of 
the Corby by-election where Andy 
Sawford was elected to Parliament, 
we’ll also begin the new year with a 
new chief executive being recruited. 

Back in the 1980s the LGIU was 
a flagship organisation fighting the 
cuts. In the 90s it was a vanguard 
for resisting the development of 
grant maintained schools. Over the 
years its focus and fortunes have 
shifted, but “localism” has been a 
consistent and important thread.

In the noughties we had 40 
staff and a turnover of around £3 
million. Today we are a slimmer, 

slicker organisation with less than 
half that number of staff, but a 
host of specialist associates who 
produce many of our briefings and 
bring expertise from all aspects of 
governance to your inbox.

As an organisation we’ve been 
lucky to be able to sustain what we 
do well and stop doing things that 
are not seen as core business. We’re 
now in the process of producing a 
new business plan. If it’s like the 
versions of earlier years, it’ll be out 
of date in about six months, such is 
the pace of change. 

Our achievements in recent 
years have included the formation 
of the All Party Parliamentary 
Local Government Group made up 
of MPs and Peers from all parties. 
They take evidence from member 
authorities and have recently 
published a well considered and 
well received report on funding 
options, challenges and opportuni-
ties posed by an ageing population.

In terms of elected members, 
our cll’r Achievement Awards, 
which we’ve developed in conjunc-
tion with the local authority 
investment managers CCLA, have 
been well received. The number 
of requests for us to recognise 
the contribution of councillor 
colleagues continues to grow. 

We’ve frequently aspired over 
the years to reduce our depend-
ency on member subscriptions and  

to build up income from consul-
tancy, seminars, policy networks 
and partnerships. We’ve also 
established a couple of social 
enterprises which continue  
to offer opportunities around  
the Green Deal and  
Community Energy.

This year, our membership has 
increased by almost 20 authorities, 
bringing us close to the 150 mark. 
Ironically, our success could mean 
an even greater proportion of our 
income coming from membership 

subscriptions.
I’m hoping our next 30  

years will be invigorating and 
exciting. We have the staff and an 
experienced and committed execu-
tive board to make it happen. 

Whoever gets the chief execu-
tive’s job will be a lucky person, 
particularly as in the next 30 years 
I’ll be long gone. 

Cllr Dave Wilcox is chair of  
the LGiU

“ Over the years our 
focus and fortunes 
have shifted, but 
‘localism’ has been 
a consistent and 
important thread.”

The LGiU
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Happy  
birthday to us!



 

The free day-long event at Facebook’s London headquarters will 
be an opportunity for local politicians to share how they’re using 
social and digital media to engage, campaign and change the way 
services are delivered to their residents.

The day will include panels and quick-fire presentations from 
politicians and industry experts from Facebook and other 
big-names on the internet, as well as participant led ‘openspace’ 
sessions where guests can discuss what they want to. 

There will also be a learning zone open throughout the day for 
practical help in everything from email lists to broadcasting live 
video from your phone.

Go to www.councillorcamp.com to book a free place.

COUNCILLOR 
CAMP 2013
The LGiU is pleased to be supporting 
FutureGov’s Councillor Camp event  
on Saturday 12th January. 
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On  
the buses
When the budget for 

2011/2012 was 
being drawn up, I 
was aghast to hear 

that the reduction in subsidy for 
evening and Sunday services 
totalling £465,000 meant the 
complete withdrawal of all 
subsidies at those times. It was 
stated that journeys at those 
times were mainly for leisure 
but no supporting evidence was 
forthcoming to substantiate this. 

Now Cabinet Member for 
Finance and Resources at Buck-
inghamshire County Council I 
am painfully aware of the tough 
choices facing local government 
as we try to support the country 
to cut the deficit and nose out of 
recession. When Buckinghamshire 
announced the plans you might 
have expected me to sign on the 
dotted line. But I was sure this was 
not the right decision for the local 
economy or the community…and I 

happen to know a thing or two about 
buses.

Knowing the area well after 35 
years as a councillor I had a strong 
sense that services were vital for the 
majority of people who used them. In 
the spirit of localism I set off to meet 
the passengers, find out why they 
were travelling and what impact a 
reduction in services would have on 
their lives. I ended up travelling on 
every one of the evening services 
Monday to Friday and around three 
quarters of the Sunday routes in the 
Wycombe area.

Over 200 hours of bus travel 
and 3000 face-to-face interviews 
later, I was able to prove to my 
colleagues on the council that the 
services were not only well used, 
but essential to get people to and 
from work and college, supporting 
the local economy and protecting 
much needed jobs. 

Almost half of all evening jour-
neys and a quarter on Sundays were 
for work or education. On Sundays 
over a third of trips were for shop-
ping. Already it was clear there 
were crucial economic benefits to 
enabling these journeys to take 
place. In addition, bus travel is a vital 
component of a sensible, sustain-
able transport strategy. It takes cars 
off the roads and encourages social 
interaction, which can be a lifeline 
for elderly and vulnerable people.

When I had enough evidence I 
presented it to my colleagues. The 
decision to reinstate £225,000 of 
funding out of £465,000 of proposed 
savings in order to retain vital 
Sunday and evening services was 
widely welcomed.

Despite a good outcome, to even 
the most conscientious councillor 
this exercise might seem above 
and beyond the call of duty. It was 
certainly time-consuming and in 
varying degrees cold, wet and tiring. 

However, it was great to get out and 
meet people un-staged, un-managed 
and hear their views on this issue and 
other matters. I should also add that 
it was a busman’s holiday for me 
because as a bus enthusiast, and the 
proud owner of a 1966 Routemaster, I 
loved (nearly) every minute of it.

My overall message would be 
for councils to recognise the local 
knowledge councillors have about 
their communities. When decisions 
are taken without local consultation 
the consequences can be far from 
what was intended, for example 
greater isolation can potentially 
lead to increased dependency on 
social care.

I think I have shown that through 
an understanding of my community 
it has been possible to inform the 
budget consultation process with 
evidence that would not otherwise 
have come to light. This resident 
focused approach ensured that the 
council was able to act in the very 
best interests of the community and 
the local economy. 

Peter Cartwright is Cabinet 
Member for Finance and 
Resources at Buckinghamshire 
County Council

“ Over 200 hours 
of bus travel and 
3000 face-to-face 
interviews later, I 
was able to prove 
that the services 
were not only well 
used, but essential.”

When Buckinghamshire County Council proposed to  
save nearly half a million pounds by reducing o#-peak bus 
subsidies one of its own senior councillors had di#erent 
ideas. Peter Cartwright has a passion for representing  
his constituents: he also owns three vintage buses. 
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The  
future in the past?

Alan Waters !nds resonances in today’s UK with the 
Shanghai of the 1920s and 1930s, where wealth and 
poverty existed side by side. 

Towards the end of his life 
the novelist, J G Ballard, 
wrote a memoir, ‘Miracles 
of Life Shanghai to 

Shepperton – An Autobiography’. 
He describes how his childhood in 
Shanghai in the 1930s became a 
rich creative source for his prolific 
output as a writer.

“Shanghai was one of the largest 
cities in the world, as it is now, 90 
per cent Chinese and 100 per cent 
Americanised. With its newspapers 
in every language and scores of 
radio stations, Shanghai was a 
media city 
before its time, 
celebrated as 
the Paris of the 
Orient and the 
‘wickedest city 
in the world’, 
though as a 
child I knew 
nothing about 
the thousands 
of bars and 
brothels. Unlimited venture capi-
talism rode in gaudy style down 
streets lined with beggars showing 
off their sores and wounds. There 
were fierce street battles in the 
1920s between the Communists 
and Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang 
forces, followed in the 1930s by 
frequent terrorist bombings, 
barely audible, I suspect, against 
the background music of endless 
night-clubbing, daredevil air shows 
and ruthless money–making. 
Meanwhile, every day, the trucks 
of the Shanghai Municipal Council 
roamed the streets collecting the 
hundreds of bodies of destitute 
Chinese who had starved to death 
on Shanghai’s pavements, the 
hardest in the world”.

The young Ballard was viewing 
Shanghai from the privileged, insu-
lated world of Amhurst Road in the 

English concession at the edge of 
the city. For him a kaleidoscope of 
clashing realities jostled on a daily 
basis with extremes of wealth and 
poverty mediated by the aggressive 
pursuit of money. 

This extract from the early part 
of the book, has resonances with 
Britain today: the mirror of history 
held up to tell us something of 
our own times. As one of the most 
unequal societies in the ‘advanced’ 
industrial world, with a divide liter-
ally growing by the day and a barely 
unconstrained capitalism contin-

uing to run virtually out of control 
with a steady stream of stories in 
the media of tax avoidance; interest 
rate rigging; money laundering and 
miss-selling, Britain has acquired 
the dubious reputation of being 
one large tax haven; tinged with 
corruption.

The consequences of this have 
seeped into wider society: the 
dismembering of the welfare state 
reflected in the mushrooming of 
food banks and the undermining 
of local government through 
punitive funding settlements 
(more eye watering cuts to come 
in the next spending review). It 
makes Ballard’s description of the 
Shanghai Municipal Council’s job 
sweeping up the dead bodies not 
as entirely outlandish as it should 
be; particularly when you think 
that councils are sweeping up 

residents caught by the inhumane 
and entirely arbitrary government 
housing benefit cap and dropping 
them in a sort of internal exile, 
sometimes hundreds of miles from 
their old homes and communities 
of which they were once part. 

And for local government - with 
the exception of some ‘Tea Party’ 
enthusiasts (you know who you are) 
this is an existential crisis – carrying 
out the will of a centralised State to 
hurt its own citizens. Despite the 
rhetoric, the State is not going to 
shrink; get smaller or wither away. 
It will only be smaller in the sense 

that it sheds its obligations to an 
ever larger number of people, who 
are stripped of many of their rights 
and entitlements as citizens. The 
starkness of this dystopian view 
may be disputed; but there has 
definitely been a coarsening of our 
political culture to the point where 
it does not seem impossible that 
a residualised local government 
(shades of Shanghai) will be left to 
literally pick up the pieces. 

Alan Waters is the LGiU’s learning 
and development manager

“ This extract...has resonances 
with Britain today: the mirror 
of history held up to tell us 
something of our own times.”



“Vegas Baby!”  
my wife shouted.

She was right.  
(She is always right.)

I had asked for suggestions on 
how to entertain my brother 
Clive who was arriving from 
England for a ten-day holiday. 

Over the years I have taken many 
visiting Brits to Las Vegas and 
whatever their reservations they 
invariably end up loving the place. 

Until 1977, when gambling 
was legalized in Atlantic City, 
Vegas was the only legal place in 
the USA to lose the farm. By that 
time it had become a superbly 
engineered machine for separating 
people from their money. Even 
when gambling became ubiquitous 
throughout the country Las Vegas 
continued to flourish by broadening 
its appeal. Nowadays you can eat at 

a three-star Michelin restaurant, 
be pampered at a fabulous spa, 
ride a roller-coaster, and see 
world-class entertainment. And 
you can continue losing the farm. 
As a result, American and overseas 
visitors still flock here at the rate of 
39 million a year.

Clive and I, having mastered 
elementary statistics, don’t 
gamble, but we found plenty of 
low-cost entertainment on hand. 
For a start, the people-watching is 
fantastic and it is a far better place 
to see the average US citizen than 
my own little enclave of Babylon 
by the Bay. Surveying passers-by 
on the Strip reminds me that most 
Americans are, not to put too finer 
point on it, rather porky, in some 
cases tremendously, oh-good-
grief-are-you-serious, porky. These 
globular types can be always be 
found in their natural habitat at one 
of Vegas’s many all-you-can-eat 

buffets, an invitation that is often 
treated as a challenge.

On the upside, most Americans 
are far nicer to one another than 
we are in San Francisco, forcing 
me to recalibrate my manners. 
Fr’instance, back home we do not 
flatten ourselves against the walls 
of the elevator so that a woman at 
the back can get out first. (The first 
time I encountered this phenom-
enon was when I lived in LA – I 
thought someone had pulled a gun.) 

If you ever get to Vegas I highly 
recommend a visit to the Hoover 
Dam, located less than an hour’s 
drive away. The sheer scale of the 

engineering is breath-
taking but the huge 
reservoir created by 
the dam, the superbly-
named Lake Mead, 
tells another story. All 
around the Lake is a 
white layer not unlike 
the scum round a dirty 
bathtub, except that this 
one is over a hundred 
feet deep. Climate 
change has reduced the 
snow melt that feeds 
the Colorado River 
and as a result Lake 
Mead is drying up, fast. 
The most pessimistic 
forecasts predict that 
water and hydroelectric 
power will disap-
pear within a decade. 
Can you imagine? In 
Berkeley we thought 
new parking meters 
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Postcard from Las Vegas

Viva  
Las Vegas!

Nowhere is the saying a fool and his money are soon parted, 
truer than the gambling capital of the world. But Chris Mead 
proved he’s no fool on a trip to Las Vegas – where money 
doesn’t look like it can stave of climate change 

were a pretty big deal but here local 
officials are facing a metropolitan 
area of two million people running 
out of water. 

The city’s problems do not end 
there. In the go-go days of the 
housing boom developers were 
throwing up properties with all the 
forethought of a drunk at a high-
stakes roulette table. (Back then 
the city was admired in municipal 
circles for the way it was handling 
mega-growth.) Now, just like the 

drunk, everyone 
is left with 
empty pockets 
and one hell 
of a hangover. 
Las Vegas is 
the foreclosure 
capital of 

America where house prices have 
plunged to less than half their 
pre-2007 value with two out of three 
owners owing more than homes are 
worth.

The good news is that tourism 
is back to pre-crash levels and the 
hope is that the rising economy will 
eventually lift real estate values. 
Looking round the packed casino 
at the MGM Grand I found myself 
asking “recession, what reces-
sion?” BTW, one of the reasons 
Brits love Vegas – along with the 
292 days of sunshine a year – is 
that booze is free while you gamble. 
Although not prone to betting, I did 
experiment with the video blackjack 
embedded in the counters of most 
bars. Through countless hours of 
selfless research I found that if you 
wager slowly and drink fast you can 
actually come out ahead. Good to 
know for when the water runs out. 

Chris Mead is recently retired  
as IT director of the City of 
Berkeley, California
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“ Local officials are facing a 
metropolitan area of two million 
people running out of water.”


