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International 
agreement on 
growth In the first of his new regular columns, LGiU chief 

executive Jonathan Carr-West finds familiar local 
government themes across the Commonwealth – 
and a shared view that councils need to be in the 
driving seat for growth.

Last month I was lucky 
enough to attend the 
Commonwealth Local 
Government Research 

Colloquium: a two day meeting 
of local government academics 
and practitioners from across 
the Commonwealth which 
runs as an adjunct to the 
main Commonwealth Local 
Government conference, a 
grander affair involving local 
government leaders, ministers 
and heads of state.

The theme of both the research 
colloquium and the main confer-
ence was developmental local 
government: that is the role of 
local government in securing the 
economic, social and environ-
mental well being of the communi-
ties it serves. There was a recurring 
emphasis on local government’s 
place in driving economic growth.

We had a special focus on this 
in the last issue of c’llr as we know 
it is a key issue here in the UK. 
We considered a suite of growth 

policies that includes Local Enter-
prise Partnerships, City Deals, and 
the single pot funding suggested in 
the Heseltine review and we  argued 
that we need to avoid a ‘one size fits’ 
all approach to growth recognising 
that different communities will 
have different priorities, needs and 
attitudes to risk. Strong local lead-
ership will enable us to make the 
most of the new menu of economic 

development powers, flexibilities 
and resources potentially on the 
table for ambitious areas and to 
align these with ‘traditional’ local 
government growth levers such as 
education and training.

Given the centrality of growth 
to political debate in the UK, I was 
intrigued to see how far these 
debates were reflected in other 

countries. In my contribution to the 
background paper for the confer-
ence I had argued that across the 
anglophone Commonwealth there 
were a series of common pres-
sures, even for those countries 
with strong economic growth, that 
pushed for a much more localised, 
flexible approach to growth, but that 
we needed to develop the capacity 
to connect, adapt and aggregate 
local innovation.

It was fascinating to see very 
similar arguments emerge from 
across Africa and from India. There 
was a remarkable consensus 
amongst all the contributors that 
local government needed to be in 
the driving seat for growth. National 

programmes tended 
to see a dissipation of 
energy, focus and in 
some cases, money 
before they could 
have a real impact at 
local level whereas 
local government has 
the context specific 
tools, local know- 
how and capacity to 
deliver appropriate 

local growth strategies.
What varied of course was the 

degree to which local government 
had been given the freedom to 
implement growth and here too 
there were some salutary lessons 
to be careful what you wish for, 
as in the Zimbabwean case where 
local councils had become in effect 
fiscally independent thanks to 

a decade of complete economic 
and political melt down – though 
they seemed remarkably cheerful 
about this!

In addition to the specific 
insights on economic develop-
ment the event gave me cause to 
reflect on the value of learning and 
exchange between academics and 
practitioners, between different 
countries and between practi-
tioners themselves.

Inevitably perhaps, we always 
find it hard to do this enough. 
Despite the many excellent 
schemes that exist: the CLGF 
networks, the LGA international 
peer challenge and good old 
municipal twinning, it’s always 
hard to get our head above the 
parapet of daily demands and take 
a good look around to learn from 
others. We still have too few spaces 
in which to have open and frank 
discussions about the challenges 
and opportunities we all face.

Facilitating this sort of dialogue 
is a core objective for LGiU. Indeed 
we see the LGiU membership 
as precisely this sort of field of 
exchange in which innovation 
can be shared and adapted. We’ll 
continue to think hard about our 
offer in this regard and to talk to 
you, our members, about how we 
can help to facilitate learning within 
and without local government.   

Jonathan Carr-West is LGiU chief 
executive

“ There was a remarkable 
consensus amongst all 
the contributors that local 
government needed to be in 
the driving seat for growth.”



This month I have been 
suffering from a serious bout of 
acronymosity*.

I first experienced the condition 
back in 2007 when, as part of a 
community safely group, I read that 
“the ASB team are working with 
CSP, CSU and CFPS to determine 
the effectiveness of DAAT in SOA’s.” 

An appendix of “Commonly used 
abbreviations” exacerbated rather 
than alleviated the symptoms.

In its most intense form acro-
nymosity makes you grit your teeth 
and clench both your fists and the 
sphincter muscle that prevents 
you doing what you involuntarily 
articulate.

The most common form of 
treatment is to brew a cup of tea 
and explain, in the foulest possible 
language to anyone clustering 
round the kettle, why someone, 
something, or somewhere should 
be destroyed, nuked, fired, shot or 
shredded.

If the offending information is in 
manuscript form, scraping a biro 
across the paper and lacerating it 
in the process can cause a short 
term state of karma, but satisfac-
tion is usually short-lived.

If the item is on a screen, 
sending an email to someone can 
temporarily address the symp-
toms, but once the send button has 
been pressed cup-of-tea syndrome 
rapidly re-emerges.

Ironically, the latest cause of my 
incontrollable acronymosity was 
health itself, caused by reading 
that CCGs and LHW are manda-
tory members of HWBs which are 
responsible for JSNAs and JHWSs.

Even if it drives us to distrac-
tion, it’s too easy for councillors 
to slip into the language that our 
organisations use for shorthand. 
But remember, if it doesn’t mean 
much to us it will mean even less 
to the public. 

If anyone’s found an effective 
tablet, treatment or cure please let 
me know. The severity of the condi-
tion appears to be amplified by age.
TTFN :-D *Acronymosity is the anger, 
despair and frustration felt when 
organisations are so complex and 
acronym rich, that their purpose, form 
and functions are incomprehensible to 
all but insiders. 

Y is for Youth and Young People. 
They and their appurtenances 
dominate the Ys in councils’ 
A to Z listings – sometimes in 

inadvertently insightful ways. There’s 
a London borough, for example, whose 
only Ys are Youth offending and Youth 
service. The former might seem negative 
enough, but the latter too is all about early 
intervention to reduce school exclusion, 
offending and anti-social behaviour.  The 
unsubliminal message is that young people 
are a potential problem. 

Yet this is one of the many authori-
ties that now has its own elected Youth 
Councils, Cabinets, Forums or, in this 
case, a Youth Parliament. I’m sure it’s 
not an embarrassment, and indeed you 
can follow its activities on twitter, but not 
unfortunately on any dedicated pages on 
the council’s own website for, and designed 
to appeal to, young people.

As ever with local government, though, 
there are many converse examples – one, 
across the other side of London (small 
clue!), being Lambeth. Its Ys include Young 
people’s activities, youth groups and 
clubs, its Youth Mayor, and – the key to 
all these and much, much more – Young 
Lambeth, an online directory of services 
and activities for, and for use by, children, 
young people, parents/carers, and prac-
titioners, each of whom also have their 
separate ‘zones’. Young people here are to 
be engaged with, not dealt with.

A particularly noteworthy mode of 
engagement is the Young Lambeth 
Cooperative.  A key strand of Lambeth’s 
bid to become the country’s first coop-
erative council, it will bring together 
people of all ages (11+) in an independent, 

community-owned organisation, with 
responsibility for allocating budgets for 
young people’s services – like adventure 
playgrounds and one o’clock clubs – previ-
ously run by the council. 

Youth/Young Mayors are still as rare 
as elected mayors, and mostly found in the 
same authorities – Lambeth here being an 
exception. MYPs, however – Members of 
the (UK) Youth Parliament – are not rare. 
Every English education authority is a YP 
constituency, responsible for organising 
the election of up to six MYPs and their 
deputies. So there are roughly 600 – all 
thoroughly admirable, apart from a tempo-
rarily disconcerting tendency to tell you 
how fantastic being a member of UKYP is.

This UKYP was founded in 2000 by the 
late Andrew Rowe, a Kent Conservative MP, 
whose party is today, ironically, the chief 
obstacle to our following the lead of the 
Isle of Man, Jersey, Guernsey and Scotland 
and the wishes of the Welsh and Northern 
Ireland administrations by lowering the 
voting age to 16. Mixed messages again for 
our young people.  

Chris Game is with the Institute of Local 
Government Studies

is for...
YInitial 

impressions

Reality check Councillors’ A to Z

Dave Wilcox is  
chair of the LGiU
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LGiU new address
In the middle of April LGiU staff moved into 
a new office after about 13 years at Upper 
Woburn Place. Our new address is Third Floor, 
251 Pentonville Road, London N1 9NG. 

LGiU learning and 
development
LGiU in association with GlobalNet21 is holding a 
series of seminars at The Hub in Westminster on 
engagement in the digital age. The seminars are:

• Interfaith Dialogue and 21st Century 
Multiculturalism, 22 July

• Neighbourhood Agreements and Stakeholder 
Engagement, 17 September

• Local Authorities and the Changing Shape Of 
Police Commissioners: one year on, 15 October

• Listening In The Digital Age, 19 November

• Engaging Across Generations, 17 December

For more information about these events please 
go to www.lgiu.org.uk/events. 

The LGiU published The Big Lunch: 
feeding community spirit towards 
the end of April. LGiU has been 
assessing the social impact of The 

Big Lunch every year since it launched in 
2009. This report looks back over the past four 
Big Lunches, summarises our findings and 
presents the case for why we think The Big 
Lunch is important for a wide range of public 
policy goals. See page 29 for more details.

LGiU provided live coverage of the local 
elections this year via a rolling blog, as 
well as through regular tweets. We invited 
a guest panel to join the team and share 
their thoughts and analysis – this included 
Jonathan Werran from the MJ, Lewis Baston, 
guest psephologist, and Anthony Zacharze-
wski from DemSoc. A network of around 70 
Count Correspondents sent updates from on 
the ground – their updates ensured we were 
often as much as an hour ahead of the BBC.

On 20 May LGiU policy manager Laura 
Wilkes gave evidence to the Communities and 
Local Government Select Committee inquiry 
into community budgets.

There is a general consensus in social care 
that forestalling and issue before it arises 
rather than responding to the consequences 
is preferable for many social and economic 
reasons – prevention is better than cure. But 
policy makers often struggle to shift budgets 
away from acute services. The LGiU is working 
with London Borough of Camden, supported by 
the British Red Cross and Mears Group, to look 
at how much money the authority spends on 
preventing a chosen outcome, versus spend on 
responding to the consequences of the issue.

The LGiU and the Electrical Safety Council 
published the results of their research into 
the private rented sector, which revealed that 
the majority of councils want to play a greater 
role in the private rented sector. A full report 
will be published later in the year. For more 
information about the project please contact 
lauren.lucas@lgiu.org.uk. 

On Tuesday 16 April, the LGiU held the 
second RainGain National Observer Group 
meeting at the Greater London Authority. The 
EU-funded project, of which the LGiU is one of 
three UK partners, is developing and testing 
new technologies to improve the prediction 

and management of surface water 
flooding. Over 60 councillors and 
officers attended the meeting.  

The LGiU, in partnership with the 
specialist insurer Partnership, is 
currently conducting quantitative and 
qualitative research on local govern-
ment support for older people who 
fund their own residential care.  In 2011 
LGiU research found that self-funders 
who exhaust their own resources and 
“fall back” on state funding was costing 
councils £490m per year. For more 
information about the project please 
contact laurie.thraves@lgiu.org.uk.   

To build on successful work in 2012 on 
the strategic management of the school 
system, the LGiU in partnership with the 
NUT is producing a new research report on 
the impact of the government’s education 
reforms on school place planning that will be 
launched at the political party conferences in 
the Autumn.

The LGiU calendar over the next couple of 
months includes some interesting meetings 
and receptions. If you would like to know 
more about any of the following or are inter-
ested in attending then please contact lizzie.
greenhalgh@lgiu.org.uk: 

• Parliamentary launch of the LGiU inquiry 
into the future direction of the Local 
Government Ombudsman, Wednesday  
12 June

• All Party Parliamentary Local Government 
Group - Meeting with Lord Freud, Parlia-
mentary Under-Secretary of State  
for Welfare Reform, Tuesday 25 June

• LGiU and Hewlett-Packard joint drinks recep-
tion, LGA Conference, Wednesday 3 July

• All Party Parliamentary Local Government 
Group - Meeting with Nick Boles MP, 
Parliamentary Under Secretary of State  
for Planning, Tuesday 9 July

• Parliamentary summer reception,  
Monday 15 July

• Builders’ Breakfast, East Herts Council,  
Friday 26 July  

What’s new

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

LGiU policy development



Elections

Winners 
and losers

Many c’llr readers will have been deeply involved 
in the cut and thrust of  campaigning for this 
year’s local elections. Indeed many will be coming 
to this magazine for the first time as newly 
elected members, writes Jonathan Carr-West.

On 2 May  local elections 
were held in 27 English 
counties, eight unitary 
authorities and one 

Welsh authority. There were also 
two mayoral elections in Doncaster 
and North Tyneside. 

Away from the heat and dust of 
local electoral battle what national 
picture emerges from these results?

Eight councils went to no 
overall control, including some 
like Norfolk that the Conservatives 
would have expected to hold. UKIP 
has converted votes into seats 
very effectively. Labour missed out 
on Staffordshire and Lancashire 
but made gains across the coun-
ties and took back control of key 
midlands strongholds Derbyshire 
and Nottinghamshire.

In some ways this seems a 
rather paradoxical set of results: 
at once utterly extraordinary and 
rather uneventful.

Extraordinary in as far as UKIP 
took an unprecedented share of 
the vote for a fourth party and has 
converted this into seats. Under-
standably, this was the focus for 
the national media, which was full 
of speculation about a watershed 
moment for British politics. 

It’s certainly true that UKIP 
has done far better than it could 
possibly have imagined. This is likely 
to impact on national party policy. 
Nonetheless, talk of a transforma-
tive moment in our political land-
scape may be overblown. While vote 
share and seats matter of course, 
and give us an insight into the 
national political mood, we should 
never forget that these elections 
were really about determining how 
services are delivered for millions of 
people around the country.

That’s important because we 
know that local government has 
to exercise leadership around a 

range of issues from reforming 
adult social care, to reviving local 
economies. These challenges are 
the stuff of everyday lives, the 
things that really matter to people 
and we face some tough choices 
about how we deliver on them.

When we think in these terms 
we might argue that these results 
are somewhat uneventful. Yes 
UKIP has done better than anyone 
predicted,  but on the other hand, 
locally not much has actually 
changed. UKIP will not be in a 
position to drive policy in any 
council. Labour has taken control 
of only two councils and while the 
Conservatives lost nine councils to 
NOC it remains the largest group 
within them and will be able to 
shape policy.

It’s hard to imagine that any of 
the three major parties will have 
been particularly happy with the 
results (though all, for one reason 
or another, may feel that it could 
have been worse), but in policy 
terms for most councils across the 
country it will have been business 
as usual ever since.

However, this high-level policy 
analysis obscures a level of real 
grass roots change that will be felt 
in all 28 local authorities in which 
elections took place. Hundreds 
of former councillors will be 
adjusting to the gaps in their 
diaries while hundreds of newly 
elected members will be feeling 
their way into their new role, 
discovering perhaps that what-
ever their policy manifestos and 

whatever degree of support and 
guidance they do or don’t get from 
their party machines, the ongoing 
day to day work of representing 
their constituents and trying 
to align their interests with the 
strategic priorities of the council is 
relentless, complex and ultimately, 
perhaps, the most rewarding part 
of their role.

LGiU works to support council-
lors of all parties and none in every 
type of local authority and we hope 
that C’llr magazine will continue 
to be a source of information and 
inspiration for new and returning 
councillors alike.  

Jonathan Carr-West is LGiU chief 
executive
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“ It’s hard to imagine 
that any of the 
three major parties 
will have been 
particularly happy 
with the results”

Nigel Farage’s UKIP were the surprise package in the local elections
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From 
pixels to print

A local newspaper in Wales is bucking the trend. 
Rather than turning from a print to an online paper, 
it’s going the other way,  with a print edition helped 
by a grant from the council spinning off from its 
web-based parent. David Brindle reports.

As you might expect, 
there’s lots of rugby 
union content on the 
Caerphilly Observer 

website. So it was necessary to 
stress that the game in question 
had in fact been soccer when 
the Observer reported that 
Caerphilly Castle Ladies had 
slipped up against Cardiff Metro 
University by a margin of 0-43.

In other Caerphilly news, the 
Puparazzi Dog Spa has opened 
(“fully trained and qualified staff 
with canine first aid certificate”), 
the local Tommy Cooper Society 
has launched Tommy’s Ticker 
Fund to buy defibrillators in 
memory of the Caerphilly-born 
magician/comedian, who died 
from a heart attack, and Spongy 
Mazegill has been found for the 
first time in Wales at a nature 
reserve in the county borough. 
That’s a rare fungus, apparently.

It’s all part of the rich diet 
of local media, a diet that has 
sustained regional newspapers 
for a century or more. But as this 
column has discussed previously, 
papers are struggling to survive 
in the digital era. Without them, 
only by going online might people 
hear about Tommy’s Ticker Fund, 
Spongy Mazegill or indeed the 
success of Caerphilly council’s 
combined library and leisure 
services smartcard, issued to 
more than half the borough’s 
population.

The Caerphilly Observer could, 
however, be pointing to a new 
model for regional media – and 
one that will still have a role for 
print. Launched as a standalone 
website in 2009, and having built 
an audience averaging 20,000 
unique visitors a month, the 
Observer is now to appear also in 
paper format. And it’s thanks to 

a grant from the 
council that it is 
doing so.

P a r t - f u n d e d 
by the European 
Agricultural Fund 
for Rural Develop-
ment and the Welsh 
government, the 
grant from Caer-
philly’s rural devel-
opment programme 
partnership is 
enabling the 
Observer to produce 
the first four 
editions of its free, 
fortnightly, 16-page, 
full-colour tabloid. 
A print run of 10,000 
is being distributed 
through local shops 
and other outlets. 
Ken James, the 
council’s cabinet 
member for regeneration, says: 
“We are delighted to support local 
businesses like the Caerphilly 
Observer in their ventures and we 
wish the newspaper the best of 
luck for the future.”

Neither the council nor the 
Observer is disclosing the scale 
of the grant. But Richard Gurner, 
who set up the Observer, admits he 
would have been unable to go ahead 
with the paper without it. “The grant 
is a platform to get at least four 
issues out,” he says. “Hopefully once 
people see it, they will say: ‘Great, 
let’s advertise’. My business plan is 
to get up to the revenue target that 
we need by issue four.”

With only one other colleague, 
a commercial specialist, drawing 
a salary, and relying on commu-
nity contributors for much of his 
content, Gurner’s costs are low. 
He is a journalist who has returned 
to the area where he grew up, and 

where he learned his craft, because 
of the gap he saw in provision of 
local news. No other media outlet 
covers Caerphilly council’s footprint 
exactly, he maintains, and (to the 
evident displeasure of established 
south Wales papers) he has a beady 
eye on income from the authority’s 
statutory notices.

“Nothing really beats being 
a local journalist on your home 
patch,” says Gurner who, notwith-
standing the grant, has given 
full coverage to controversy over 
pay rises for Caerphilly council’s 
senior staff.  “It’s a real privilege, 
to be honest. You get to meet the 
whole spectrum of life.”

For all the success of the 
Observer’s online platform, Gurner 
concedes that it fails to reach people 
who may pick up a free paper. Coin-
cidentally, the same thought has 
occurred to the founders of the Port 
Talbot Magnet website, launched in 

2011 just 30 miles away. They are 
planning a monthly print edition for 
a locality that has had no paper of 
its own since 2009. And across the 
Severn in Dorset, the Seeker News 
website, which launched in 2010, 
is turning the monthly magazine it 
started to produce last year into a 
fortnightly tabloid.

Is it a reprieve for the endangered 
local paper? Far too soon to tell. 
Sceptics have branded the emerging 
trend “pro bono journalism” 
because of what they see as the poor 
chances of commercial viability. But 
the initiative by Caerphilly council 
to pump-prime the Observer’s print 
venture adds an intriguing dimen-
sion. And it’s vivid proof of local 
government’s vested interest in the 
health of traditional media. 

David Brindle is The Guardian’s 
public services editor
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Communications

Shutting 
the stable door

As the government threatens further 
legislation to control local authority 
newspapers, Patrick Kelly wonders if 
their success irritates ministers

When I edited East End Life, the weekly newspaper of the 
London Borough of Tower Hamlets back in the early 90s, I 
used to get a lot of irate phone calls complaining about the 
paper. But the gripes were not about content, or even the 

cost to the taxpayer. Most people were calling to complain that they hadn’t 
got their copy. Somehow our distributors had managed to miss their 
house, or even their street and they demanded to know why they had been 
passed over. They enjoyed their weekly mix of local memories, quizzes 
and crosswords, TV listings and yes, stories about what their local council 
was up to - and they were damned if they were going to miss out. 

I was gratified – even as I was 
having my ear bent by residents 
for what they saw as the shambolic 
distribution of our esteemed organ 
– because we had deliberately 
set  out to make East End Life as 
unlike a municipal production as 
we possibly could. We wanted it to 
be lively, entertaining, easy-to-read 
and a delight to look at.  In short, we 
wanted it to copy the best features 
of a local newspaper. 

Eric Pickles’ annoyance that 
too many council publications are 
doing this job too well is perhaps 
an ironic tribute to the success of 
council publicity and the pioneering 
work we did at East End Life. 

It seems that the Communi-
ties Secretary would rather we 
went back to the days when local 
authority publicity lay untouched 
and unread in wooden racks tucked 
away in dusty corners of libraries 
and other municipal buildings. Or 
better still, chucked straight into 
the recycling bin along with the 
unwanted pizza offers and estate 
agents brochures that drop through 
letterboxes.

Indeed, one can hear the loud 
scrape of a stable door being locked 
with the government’s latest threats to 
those few council publications which 
insist on maintaining the regular 

distribution that attracts advertising. 
Mr Pickles’ case is that such publica-
tions threaten the livelihood of paid-for 
printed local papers – when most 
newspapers’ circulation is actually 
being destroyed by the Internet. 

The dear old East London Adver-
tiser said much the same when 
we started East End Life – but they 
quickly changed their tune when we 
did an advertising deal with them. 
I do not know what happened to 
that arrangement but I note that 
the Advertiser is not only still with 
us, but has carried off a clutch of 
awards and proved a sufficiently 
attractive commercial proposition 
for it to be purchased by Archant, 
one of the most successful regional 
newspaper groups.

The government also complains 
that council newspapers can be 
used to pump out political propa-
ganda on behalf of the political party 
running the council.  Leaving aside 
the stringent rules which already 
govern all local authority publicity 
and which we took at times painful 
care to abide by, one has to admit 
that East End Life’s success rate in 
this regard is abysmal. The Liberal 
Democrat administration at Tower 
Hamlets which set up the paper 
promptly lost the subsequent elec-
tion. More recently Labour, which 
has run the council since, managed 
to lose a mayoral election to an 
Independent. Not much value for 
your political pound there.

If the government does succeed in 
legislating to close the likes of East 
End Life, then I trust my successor 
as editor will have the opportunity 
to refer the irate calls from local 
readers, thus deprived of their 
weekly fix, to the Secretary of State’s 
office. East Enders vs Eric, now that 
would make a good front page.   

Patrick Kelly is a freelance 
journalist and local government 
communications adviser.  
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“ People enjoyed their weekly mix of local 
memories, quizzes and crosswords, TV 
listings and yes, stories about what their 
local council was up to – and they were 
damned if they were going to miss out.”



Communications
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Calling 
time on print?

Carol Grant wonders if the arguments about whether 
local authorities should be allowed to publish council 
newspapers is missing the point – are they really 
the most effective ways of communicating with the 
public in the digital age?

Eric Pickles is winding up 
people in local government 
again. He strengthened 
the Code on local 

authority publicity in March 2011 
to recommend that publication of 
council newspapers (aka ‘Town 
Hall Pravdas’) be limited to once a 
quarter. Now, irritated that some 
councils continue to disobey him, he 
wants to put the Code on a statutory 
footing to force councils to comply.

There are lots of vested interests 
here. The title of the consultation 
paper is telling – Protecting the 
Independent Press from Unfair 
Competition. The newspaper 
industry is lobbying hard to protect 
a dying product. 

On the local government side, 
there is clearly the principle of 
localism at stake, alongside the 
fact that, as Sir Merrick Cockell, 
LGA Chairman points out, ‘coun-
cils actually subsidise the local 
newspaper industry to the tune of 
£40 million a year’ by being legally 
required to pay to publish statutory 
notices in local papers.

So far, so predictable. What I 
find strange is that no-one seems 
to be interested in what should be 
the biggest vested interest here – 
the public.

Sir Merrick, in the LGA response, 
says that ‘council newsletters are 
the most cost-effective way to 
keep communities abreast of local 
services and issues’.

I’m not sure that claim holds 
water any more. Apologies if I 

appear to be a poacher turned 
gamekeeper. Back in the 
day, 2002 to be exact, I was 
part of a national project, 
Connecting with Commu-
nities, funded by CLG’s 
predecessor depart-
ment, which looked at 
the most effective ways 
for councils to commu-
nicate with the public. 

Research for the project by 
Ipsos MORI found a consistent 
link between citizens feeling well 
informed and being satisfied with 
the local authority. Council news-

papers made a key contribution to 
this and we recommended that all 
authorities should have one.

Fast forward ten years. Most 
councils do now have a council news-
paper or magazine. What worries 
me is that so many authorities are 
still producing them in the same old 
way. Many are still produced in hard 
copy and posted through letterboxes. 
Lead-in times are long. Sometimes 
there is a nod to the digital age by 
making the paper version available 
online in PDF format.

Evaluation is often weak. Some 
councils can point to research 
among residents that show the 
magazine is the most popular 
source of information about the 
council but I often wonder if deeper 
questions would produce more 
valuable customer insight. I also 
treat accolades such as ‘award 

winning’ with caution, since 
they are often given 
by peers from other 
councils who also 
like producing 
council maga-
zines in the 
same way. 

The reason local newspapers 
are dying is because people now 
consume news in a different way 
– online and via a variety of plat-
forms. The latest Ipsos MORI tech-

nology tracker reports 
that 84 per cent of 
adults now access the 
internet, with 48 per 
cent accessing it via a 
mobile phone. 

Yes, there is a 
digital divide and there 
are demographic 
factors affecting how 
people like to receive 
information. But the 

world is changing fast. According to 
a recent Deloitte survey on the state 
of the media, tablet computers are 
as likely to be found in the hands of 
the over 55s as they are among the 
under 24s. Smartphone adoption is 
nearing 50 per cent.

The issue for councils is no 
longer how many editions of a 
magazine to produce, but whether 
to produce one at all. We need 
some intelligent thinking about 
how to get the message out in 
more effective ways through 
multiple channels. I spoke recently 
to someone who now works in the 
public sector who had previously 
come from the online banking 
world. His mantra was simple – 
always follow the customer. 

Is local government in danger 
of fighting a battle to give its 
customers yesterday’s news in 
yesterday’s format? Fly the flag 
for localism by all means, but 
let’s think differently about how to 
inform our citizens. 

Carol Grant is a director of  
Grant Riches

“ The reason local newspapers 
are dying is because people 
now consume news in a 
different way – online and 
via a variety of platforms.”



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.

The All Party Parliamentary 
Local Government Group 
has followed up its 
important report on social 

care for older people with a report 
on disabled working age people.

The joint inquiry by the Local 
government Group and the All 
Party Disability Group, supported 
by Scope, called on the govern-
ment to break the NHS ring fence 
and allow councils to have access 
to £2bn from the NHS budget for 
social care. We argued that this is 
the only way to solve the social care 
crisis for disabled people.

The inquiry was set up to provide 
an additional level of scrutiny about 
how the government’s reforms of 
social care could meet the specific 
needs of disabled people, whose 
voices have largely been ignored 
as the debate has focused on the 
needs of older people. 

We argued that cash from the 
ring-fenced NHS budget should 
be made available through Local 
Health and Wellbeing Boards for 
councils and the NHS to jointly 
spend on preventative social care.

Other recommendations included  
ensuring social care services 
promote disabled people’s independ-
ence to prevent them from reaching 
crisis and a call for eligibility for state 
funded social care support to be set 
at the right level – ‘moderate’ needs’, 
rather than the widely anticipated 
‘substantial’ mark. 

Local authorities tell me that 
meeting the current and growing 
demand for social care support for 
older and disabled people is the 
single biggest challenge they face. 
Our report maintained that funding 
preventative social care will actu-
ally save the NHS in the long term.
All MPs want to do their bit 
to help businesses in their 
constituency – that’s where 

Derbyshire Day at the House of 
Commons comes in.
Along with other Derbyshire MPs, 
I welcomed food and drink compa-
nies from my patch to a special 
event at the House of Commons. 
The Speaker, the DEFRA Minister, 
the Chancellor of the Exchequer 
and the Prime Minister all came 
along to find out what fabulous 
fare our County produces.
And a local business that’s doing 
it’s bit to help others is Dairy 
Crest who are setting a price for 
milk that’s better for farmers.

Dairy Crest and Dairy Crest 
Direct (DCD) were joined by David 
Heath, Farming Minster at an 
event in the House of Commons 

to launch the new milk price 
formula to parliamentarians.

As the number one British dairy 
company, Dairy Crest, with a large 
Processing plant in South Derby-
shire, is committed to supporting 
and working closely with its  300 
dairy farmers. That means paying 
a fair, market-related price for 
milk which recognises the tough 
conditions our farmers continue 
to face. I was delighted to support 
the announcement of an increase 
of 1.5p per litre to our farmers on 
a standard liquid milk contract – a 
record high.
The success of another local 
business is a good sign for the 
economy.

Keystone Lintels opened a new 
building which is the beginning of an 
expansion programme which will see 
two additional new warehouses being 
built, creating more growth, more jobs 
with hundreds of thousands of pounds 
of investment in South Derbyshire. 
Justice Minister, Chris Grayling MP 
came along to open officially the new 
renovation works at the Keystone 
Lintels site. At a ceremony attended 
by directors, staff, suppliers and 
merchants Mr Grayling presented a 
plaque commemorating the opening of 
the new building.  

Heather Wheeler is MP for South 
Derbyshire
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Heather Wheeler and Dairy Crest CEO Mark Allen and David Heath
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Pushing 
for prevention

Catherine Heffernan reports 
on the drive to vaccinate young 
people to counter the low levels of 
immunisation against measles.

In recent weeks, measles has 
been hitting the headlines.  
An outbreak in Wales 
prompted media attention 

across the country, including 
images of queues for vaccines 
and a public outburst of worry 
and confusion.  Almost 15 years 
after the public had been scared 
about a discredited link between 
MMR and autism, a generation of 
unvaccinated children is now at 
risk of measles.   

In response, NHS England 
along with Public Health England 
and the Department of Health 
launched a catch-up programme to 
encourage those who are partially 
or completely unvaccinated to get 
their two doses of the MMR vaccine.  
The programme is targeted at 
10-16 year olds as they are the 
group at biggest risk as many of 
them had missed out on their MMR 
vaccinations in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s.  

Across the country, it is esti-
mated that up to a million children 
and young teenagers have not been 
vaccinated with the full two doses 
of MMR, leaving them vulnerable to 
infection. Measles is a viral infec-
tion that can cause serious illness. 
It is transmitted through direct 
contact with an infected person 
or through the air by coughs or 
sneezes.  A person with measles 
is usually infectious to others from 
four days before the onset of a rash 
to four days after.  If you have not 
been immunized, you have a 90 per 
cent chance of being infected.  

The MMR catch-up programme 
which is due to run for six months 
comprises of young people being 
encouraged to come forward to 
their GP practices to be vaccinated.  
At the same time, there continues 
to be an emphasis on achieving 
herd immunity – that is, a 95 per 

cent uptake for the first and second 
doses of MMR in the under fives.  
This age group is the group most 
affected by measles and communi-
cable diseases in general.  In addi-
tion, small children are quite apt at 
transmitting infection.  Ensuring 95 
per cent coverage against vaccine-
preventable disease not only 
protects the individual child but 
also prevents them from spreading 
the infection to others.  This is 
important especially if they are in 
contact with children and adults 
who are immunosuppressed or 
young babies.  

An interesting point is that 
measles has had its resurgence at 
a time when the UK is committed to 
eliminating measles by 2015.  Whilst 
rates of measles have fluctuated in 
the past 10 years, since 2006, there 

have been contained outbreaks in 
some communities.  Indeed, MMR 
uptake has increased over the past 
six years but there remains groups of 
people who refuse to have their chil-
dren vaccinated.  Cases of measles 
(as well as mumps) are reported 
within these unvaccinated groups.  

Childhood immunisations are 
developed and introduced to protect 
children from dangerous diseases.  
This summer, a new Rotavirus 
vaccine (to be given orally as droplets 
to 2 month and 3 month old babies) 
will be introduced to protect children 
against one of the main causes of 
hospitalisation, dehydration and 
gastroenteritis in 0-5 year olds.  Like-
wise, the removal of one dose of MenC 
vaccine (at 4 months) to be replaced 
with a dose at age 13-14 years will 
provide long-term immunity for 

our children from meningococcal 
disease (i.e. meningitis).   

The outbreak in Wales is a good 
reminder that childhood diseases 
are still around and we need to 
achieve World Health Organisation 
recommended level of 95 per cent  
herd immunity.   The social media 
are awash with messages about 
fights against cancer and mending 
‘broken hearts’ for heart disease.  
The same can be said about  
eliminating unwanted childhood 
diseases like measles, mumps and 
rubella.They are easily preventable; 
they are vaccine preventable.  

Catherine Heffernan is Principal 
Advisor for Early Years Commis-
sioning, Immunisations & Vaccina-
tions NHS England

Lucy Butler,15, getting ready to have her measles jab at All Saints School in Ingleby 
Barwick, Teesside during the national vaccination catch-up campaign
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being a new councillor

Localism

Let 
councils lead

If austerity and demand are the 
issues then proper local government 
is the answer, writes Rod Bluh, 
former leader of Swindon.

I have long held the view that 
the fundamental weakness 
in our democracy is the 
imbalance of responsibility 

between central and local 
government.

All governments have fiercely 
resisted any serious devolution of 
power down to local authorities.   
We were told in 2009 by the then 
Leader of the Opposition, David 
Cameron, that this situation would 
change when he became Prime 
Minister in a new era of “localism”.   
This localism we were told would 
happen this time because top down 
government had failed. I believed 
him because in my mind the 
evidence was overwhelming and 
the financial crisis would make the 
change absolutely essential.

So for me it is unbelievably sad 
and depressing that this era of 
localism has become the label for 
some of the most serious centrali-
sation of power seen to date. It is 
not the power of the local authori-
ties that is being challenged – it is 
their very existence.

I accept that budgets need to 
reduce and it will be tough, but 
the bigger threat is the totally 
misplaced view by some in White-
hall and shared by many MPs that 
local authorities are the problem 
rather than the solution.

I am first to acknowledge that 
local authorities needed to change 
and mature.  I am not aware of many 
that haven’t done just that over 
recent years. In my own council we 
have seen massive change from an 
old tired service delivery model of 
governance to a focus on outcomes, 
partnership working, integrating 
health and social services and 
working to deliver a One Swindon 
leadership model with public 
agencies, business and voluntary 
sector working together to achieve 
joint outcomes and respond to 
those local issues that need to be 
addressed.

In my mind it is really quite 
simple. Nearly everything that 
affect people’s daily lives and that 
they most care about happens 
locally whether its clean streets, 

safe streets, cared for communi-
ties, education, good roads or good 
local health services. Every place 
is different with different popula-
tion profiles and different needs.   
Whitehall never has and never could 
micro manage these diverse needs 
with universal central policies.

We know that the UK is a heavily 
centralised state that has some of 
the poorest social outcomes.  This 
is not a coincidence, it is a conse-
quence and until there is a radical 
shift of funding and responsibility 
away from Whitehall to properly 
constituted local government there 
will be no fundamental change.

We need an effective efficient 
affordable public sector that can 
provide essential services and 
provide that vital safety net for our 
vulnerable people. This can only 
be achieved by local people finding 
local solutions to local problems.   
We will need to create a completely 
new culture where the whole 
community has a part to play in 
creating that better place in which 
to live.

So austerity may appear to be 
the current issue but where is the 
joint working between central and 
local government to deal with the 
perfect storm that is building by 
the day through massively rising 
demand with falling resources?   
Where are co-created policy 
solutions?

 We need to harness all the 
leadership talent that exists in our 
country to face the challenges. A 
lot of that talent is being ignored 
and even abused by our Whitehall 
masters. How can a system of 
government that entrusts to 120 
Ministers determination of almost 
all the policy for 60 million or so 
residents be healthy or workable? 

The capacity of all local authori-
ties is being reduced to the point 
that there will be little or no 
resource left to create the new 
ways of working necessary.  For 
many that time is nearly upon us. 

What we need are less lectures 
on what our bin policy should be 
and what literature we cannot 
produce. We need an end to inter-
ference on what Council Tax we 
should set.  What we need is a lot 
more engagement in how we all 
work together to deal with the real 
issues.

We have seen a massive 
missed opportunity with the so 
called “localism” agenda of the 
past three years. The government 
can, of course, choose to carry 
on as before but I am absolutely 
convinced it will only serve to add 
to the problems it is trying to solve, 
ultimately lead to much higher 
public sector spend pressure and 
see quality of life decline for all! 

Roderick Bluh is former Leader  
of Swindon Borough Council  
(May 2006 to April 2013)
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Rod Bluh looks on as The Duchess of Cornwall (2nd 
right) tours the Swindon Museum and Art Gallery.
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things you need to know about the 

Many congratulations to all you newly elected 
councillors out there. Hopefully you are settling in 
to your new roles – here at c’llr we have put together 
10 top tips for getting to grips with the job.

being a new councillor

10
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Stay on top of your email – constituents are 
impressed by a quick reply, and once a backlog has built 
up you’ll be going downhill fast. Remember to delete, 
archive and file email messages. And be ruthless with 
the paperwork: a lot of what you get sent won’t be 
needed – you can research information as necessary. A 
small caveat though is casework – it pays to hang on to 
casework records for a while, as you never know when a 
file might become active again. 

Study the winning party’s manifesto – if you are 
on the winning side, you’ll be challenged on what you’re 
doing to deliver; if you are not, it’s your job to do the 
challenging.

Try to understand who runs your council – you 
may have a ‘strong leader’, or an all-controlling 
chief executive, your council may be officer-led or 
member-led: you need to know where the power is. But 
also take time to meet council officers face to face and 
build up personal relationships; their advice and support 
will be invaluable throughout your time on the council 
and especially when you are just starting out.  

Make sure you’ve got a good photo on the council 
website, with your contact details: and don’t forget your 
surgeries – even if hardly anyone ever comes, the one 
you skip will be the one that someone especially in need 
of help turns up to. Carry a small notebook and pen or a 
mobile device with you at all times so that you can make 
a note of issues that are raised. 

Find out about your council committees – which 
make a difference, which don’t – and work out which you 
want to get on to (or avoid!).

Go for a coffee with your local journalist – it’s 
important to build some kind of relationship if you can, 
before they have some reason to chase you. Check whether 
your party political group has any kind of press protocol; 
and always be clear with journalists about which of your 
comments are ‘on the record’ and for quoting and what 
should not be quoted.

Make sure you know your council’s procedures in 
terms of recording Members Interests and declaring any 
entertainment or gifts that you benefit from – they’re easy 
to keep up to date, but also easy to get caught out on if you 
forget. At council meetings you must declare any personal 
interest in a matter that is being discussed as soon as you 
are aware of it – this is in addition to anything you may have 
declared in the register. 

Know your council’s constitution – the rules for debates, 
for asking formal questions, for inviting deputations or 
making petitions – or better still, get someone to tell you 
which sections matter, out of what may be a 200 page 
book. Don’t be afraid to ask officers to explain how things 
are done, including how officers themselves make their 
recommendations to Members.

Make sure you’re getting LGiU’s services – our 
essential policy briefings will keep you informed across a 
range of local government topics from finance to social care, 
the Daily News tells you what the national press is talking 
about first thing every morning, and of course C’llr magazine 
is always a good read! Ask your Member Services officer 
about signing up for our briefings and Daily News or email 
chris.naylor@lgiu.org.uk

Explain your new role to your friends and relations 
– you will be busy! But it is important for you and your family 
and friends that you get the work-life balance right.

Ten things
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The c’llr interview

Anna 
Soubry

The new Public Health minister tells Mark D’Arcy 
that local authorities should build public health into 
the range of their activities – and that ring fencing is 
there to help it take root in local government.

In the Commons Tea Room in 
March, doubtless concerned 
for MPs’ blood pressure, they 
removed all the salt pots for 

National Salt Awareness Week. 
The new Public Health Minister, 
Anna Soubry, far from applauding, 
went and had what she called “a 
full scale discussion” with the 
staff, and told them the salt should 
be put back. Her concern was that 
her colleagues would demand salt, 
and defiantly sprinkle more than 
usual on their meals. 

In her new job, (she joined the 
Government in September) she’s 
firmly against the nanny state/
old testament prophet approach 
to encouraging people to make 
healthier choices – and with a Public 
Health role restored to local govern-
ment for the first time in 40 years, 
she would like to see that approach 
reflected in the activities of the new 
Health and Wellbeing Boards, which 
will link the NHS, local authorities 
and other agencies. 

Soubry bubbles over with exam-
ples of good practice, resulting 
from local agencies devising local 
solutions to local health issues. In 
her own patch in the suburbs of 
Nottingham GPs are prescribing 
guided walks around a nature 

reserve for those in need of a little 
gentle exercise – more fun, more 
social and less grim than some of 
the alternatives. 

It’s early days, but her impres-
sion is that the HWBs are bringing 
agencies together and developing 
a more effective approach to 
public health – underpinned by a 
significant funding increase of up 
to 10 per cent from government. 
In most cases Public Health has a 
place at the top table in Town Hall 
hierarchies, and the members 
and officers leading on the new 
responsibilities are high-calibre, 
she believes. 

“There’s a danger that people 
get slightly snooty about local 
authorities and say that they’re 
not up to it,” Soubry says. “But 
they’re showing themselves more 
than capable and competent.”

And she thinks the voters will 
be watching; if one area manages 
to make a real difference to the 
public health of its residents – 
which might mean anything from 
teen pregnancy rates to obesity 
levels, to cuts in drug and alcohol 
use – Soubry suspects that 
people in neighbouring areas will 
soon be asking their local leaders 
why they’re not delivering similar 
improvements. 

“If you look, post county 
council elections, at why some 
people are re-elected in difficult 
political times, in mid term, one 
reason is that some councillors 
and administrations can point to 
some amazing results – people 
could see when a councillor had 
worked hard and brought real 
benefits to their community. That 
means votes, and smart council-
lors can already see that public 
health gives them a new oppor-
tunity to make that kind of real 
visible difference.”

Her role will not be to sit at 
the top of some organisational 
pyramid, delivering judgements 
and issuing edicts on the perfor-
mance of particular areas; she will 
be attempting to deliver smart, 
nuanced national campaigns 
on issues like 
obesity and child-
hood obesity, in 
particular, which will 
be underpinned by 
local action, decided 
locally. “We are a 
localist Govern-
ment,” she insists. 

GPs and local 
health professionals 
such as school 
nurses have learned 
to handle obesity 
issues much more 
sensitively and 
effectively, realising 
that the problem 
may well be linked to other issues 
that need to be addressed at the 
same time. Overweight children are 
often bullied, so the issue of their 
weight can be raised in a discussion 
of the bullying. Soubry’s impressed 
by a boot camp initiative for obese 
children in Rotherham, which 
she describes as phenomenally 
successful, not just in dealing with 
weight problems but in helping with 
other issues like self-esteem.

The Government wants to get 
across the message that children 
who are physically active and eat 
good fresh food will be happier 
and healthier, and do better at 
school – but that means crafting 
a careful, subtle campaign that 
avoids being judgemental or 
telling people what to do.

What about the close correlation 
between lifespan and social class? 
Soubry says that traditionally 
people on low incomes had their 

health undermined by bad water, 
poor sanitation, damp housing and 
malnutrition. Now poor diet is a 
particularly significant problem, 
with many cheap foods laden with 
sugar, salt and fat, and a perception 
that healthy, fresh food is unafford-

able. The problem is particularly 
acute where people live chaotic 
lives and rely on fast food rather 
than planning meals across a week. 
But she stresses that bad diet is not 
confined to poorer people – plenty 
of the better-off feast on takeaways 
and drink too much, too.

One big issue for multi-agency 
attempts to tackling obesity, or 
other public health problems, is 
data-sharing. To what extent can a 
school’s concerns about a child’s 
weight be shared with GPs or social 
services, without falling foul of 
data-protection legislation? Soubry 
doesn’t believe there’s a problem; 
too many people in public services 
have been fed blood-curdling warn-
ings about the legal dangers of any 
data-sharing, to the point where 
sensible and entirely legal uses of 
data are instinctively rejected. She 
says there should be no problem 
in, for example, closer cooperation 
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“ She stresses that 
bad diet is not 
confined to poorer 
people – plenty of 
the better-off feast on 
takeaways and drink 
too much, too.”

“ We need to ensure that 
public health takes root 
in local authorities. We’re 
returning it to its traditional 
and logical home, but ring 
fencing was needed to allay 
concerns that the money 
would not go to its target.”
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between consultant geriatricians 
and housing departments, to make 
sure that an elderly person who’s 
just emerged from hospital is prop-
erly looked-after in the community. 
Which brings her to another 
priority; making sure that where 
there’s two-tier local government, 
and the counties are taking the lead 
on public health, the district and 
borough councils, with their critical 
role in housing, are fully wired into 
public health decision-making, too.

While local government 
welcomed its new public health 
role, one aspect that led to groans 
and rolled eyes was the decision 
to ring-fence the budget for it. 
It’s a decision Soubry defends, 
with what may prove to be a 
significant phrase: “It’s there as 
a starting measure. We need to 
ensure that public health takes 
root in local authorities. We’re 
returning it to its traditional and 
logical home, but ring fencing was 

needed to allay concerns that the 
money would not go to its target. 
But there’s a two year funding 
deal, guaranteeing substantial 
increases, which was an inspired 
decision by the Secretary of State, 
and that means local authorities 
can deliver.”

And she adds that she is not 
over-prescriptive about how the 
money should be used. She could 
easily imagine public health money 
being used to promote cycling, as 

an ingredient for a healthier life-
style. “Local authorities shouldn’t 
be over-concerned that they will be 
accused of raiding budgets in a way 
they shouldn’t do,” she added.

Was she disappointed by the 
non-appearance in the latest 
Queen’s Speech of a Bill to impose 
a minimum price for alcohol, 
something supported by many 
doctors? Soubry sidesteps neatly: 
“but we’re getting minimum 
pricing locally.” She describes 
an initiative in Ipswich, where a 
decision to tackle problems with 
alcohol abuse led to a deal under 
which the local supermarkets 
stopped selling ultra-cheap lager 
and beer. The results, she says was 
a drop in crime and in the number 
of people showing up at A&E. It’s 
win-win.” Other authorities – she 
name-checks Newcastle – are 
looking “openly and honestly” at 
their local drinking culture and 
working out ways to address it. 

Which brings her onto the 
general point that public health 
needs to be built into the whole 
spectrum of local policy-making. 
Planners need to be aware of the 
need for safe cycle routes and new 
developments need to be acces-
sible on foot, she says. Providing 
green space where kids can play 
is important, as is use of planning 
and licensing powers to control 
alcohol sales, and keep fast food 
outlets away from schools. “It’s not 
as simple as keeping out the identi-
fied bad guys,” she says, “but these 
powers are among the tools in the 
box.” And Soubry’s keen to see 
what local government can build 
with the kit and the funding now at 
its disposal.  

Mark D’Arcy is a Parliamentary 
Correspondent with BBC News. 
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RICHMONDSHIRE

HAMBLETON

Shared services

Sharing 
the pain

Shared services have been heralded as the 
way forward for councils looking to improve 
efficiency and cut costs. But things don’t always 
work out as planned as Patrick Kelly reports.

We are all in it  
together – at least  
as far as shared 
services are 

concerned. According to the Local 
Government Association, 337 
councils across the country are 
engaged in 325 shared service 
arrangements resulting in £278m 
of efficiency savings. Conferences, 
seminars and consultancies extol 
the virtues of this approach to 
saving costs and meeting service 
targets. 

However, you are unlikely to find 
anyone from Hambleton or Rich-
mondshire at such events.  The two 
district councils were, back in 2008, 
among the pioneers of the shared 
services revolution. Their joint chief 
executive, Peter Simpson, became 
a kind of poster boy for the move-
ment, winning awards and national 
leader status.

Two years later, Simpson was 
gone and the system he had presided 
over had unravelled. Both authorities 
have reverted to having their own ceo 
and senior management and have 
almost completed a decoupling of 
their workforces, although some 
services are provided for each other 
under service level agreements. 

In 2007, Richmondshire, having just 
reorganised its senior management, 
was on the lookout for a new chief 
executive and suggested to Hambleton 
that they share theirs. Hambleton, 
seeking efficiency savings, readily 
agreed and together they extended 
the plan to share senior managers 
and back office staff. From that point, 
the plan acquired a momentum of its 
own, says Richmondshire’s current 
managing director Tony Clarke, and a 
programme to share almost the entire 
workforce was quickly implemented.  
Amid much fanfare, both councils 

announced that they would save more 
than a £1m each on the scheme, 
without making staff redundant. 

So what when wrong? 
Councillor Neville Huxtable, who 

has just stepped down as leader of 
Hambleton, is quite clear. 

“Officers who should have 
been working for this authority 
were spending too much time with 
Richmondshire.” What should have 
been a 50/50 split was ending up 
with 90 per cent of time being spent 
with Richmondshire, he claimed.

John Blackie, leader of Rich-
mondshire District Council, has a 
different view. “The politicians in 
Hambleton fell out of love with their 
chief executive. They decided he 
needed to be replaced and that they 
were going to restructure their senior 
management without telling us. They 
expected Richmondshire simply to go 
along with what they wanted to do – 

like the junior office boys.”
Councillor Blackie also 

claimed that there was an 
attitude amongst some 
officers and politicians that 
Hambleton was a first class 
council and their partners 
weren’t, a comparison which 
he rejects.  Once Hambleton 
had made its decision, there 
was little point in continuing 
the agreement. 

Explanations from officers 
for the collapse of the shared 
service agreement are more 
nuanced but it’s clear that 
some disparities between 
Hambleton and Richmond-
shire did arise in the course 
of the agreement.  Phil 
Morton, now chief executive 
at Hambleton, says that 
officers were spending quite 
a lot of time in Richmond-
shire but budget problems 
were at the heart of that. 

Hambleton could absorb the cuts in 
grants announced after the coalition 
government took power in 2010, 
Richmondshire, without substantial 
reserves,  was not able to so that. 
“The then chief executive took the 
view that resources would be thrown 
at problems to get them cleared out 
of the way.”

Tony Clarke says that perception 
counted for more than reality and 
although there were some tensions 
over the split in officer time, “On 
the whole, the shared services 
worked very well.“ He added, “Some 
eyebrows were raised about speed of 
the programme and slightly arbitrary 
nature of 20 per cent savings which 
had to be made in the business plan 
of every service – but there was a 
trade-off between speed and making 
those savings, which were the point 
of the whole exercise.”

Both agree that marrying the 
different cultures of the two author-
ities was the biggest difficulty in 
establishing shared services and 
since decoupling, staff morale 
seems to have improved. 

Both authorities are reluctant 
to put a figure on how much the 
return to standalone authorities 
has cost.  They add that although 
shared services meant savings, 
restoring separate systems has 
not meant the return of previous 
inefficiencies. Phil Morton says, 
“When people say ‘What happened 
to the savings?’ – they assume we 
go back to where we started – but of 
course we don’t. We have continued 
to make savings. However, what we 
can’t quantify so well is the missed 
opportunities that result from too 
much time spent on organisational 
matters – that’s the real loss.“  

 

Patrick Kelly is a freelance  
journalist
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What do we mean by 
commissioning? For 
some, the term is 
seen as synonymous 

with outsourcing, and assumes a 
move away from in-house services. 
LGiU would argue however that 
‘commissioning’ describes the 
strategic process of designing 
services and choosing delivery 
agents, rather than proscribing 
a particular form of provision. 
As such, it is central to resource 
allocation, irrespective of the choice 
of service provider, whether that 
be a private sector organisation, or 
in-house provision. Most definitions 
describe a cyclical process including 
the following steps:

• assessing the needs of a 
population

• setting service priorities and goals

• securing services from providers 
to meet those needs

• monitoring and evaluating 
outcomes.

Appropriately, different communi-
ties will need different models of 
service provision, and this is at least in 
part a political decision. But whether 
the service provider is ultimately a 
private sector organisation, a charity, 
a social enterprise, in-house service 
or a dynamic mixture of all, the 
commissioning process remains the 
basis for decision-making about the 
design of a service. 

However, the traditional 
‘commissioning cycle’, though 
useful as a shorthand can also 
over-simplify the process and 
sometimes lock out debate about 
what we mean by commissioning 
and what that implies. Commis-
sioning is a complex process, and 
raises plenty of questions: some of 
its associated concepts illustrate 
that complexity. 

Coproduction: how can we 
ensure that the end users of a 
service and the wider community 
are meaningfully involved in each 
of the four stages identified above, 
and that they have the power to 
shape decision making processes 
that affect their lives?

Asset based approaches: how 
do we move away from a model of 
service delivery that identifies prob-
lems and seeks to address them 
as they arise, and towards a more 
holistic understanding of where the 
assets lie in our communities and 
how we can best use our resources 
to invest in them?

Market management: whether 
we are buying services in, or 
commissioning them internally, what 
is the best way to make sure we have 
a balanced range of providers and 
services available, so that the council 
gets the best deal when forming part-
nerships and that service users have 
a meaningful choice about the sorts 
of services they receive? And how can 
we make sure frontline workers have 
the skills and resources they need to 
deliver high quality services?

Outcome-based commissioning: 
how do we measure the right things 
when judging the success of services 
and ensure we are rewarding 
providers for delivering better 

outcomes for individuals, rather 
than giving them false incentives by 
measuring their activities, instead of 
their impact?

Social value: when commis-
sioning services externally, how can 
we keep one eye on the long-term 
social value of services, as well as 
their cost-effectiveness?

Decommissioning: in difficult 
financial times, how can we decide 
when services should be decom-
missioned (and recommissioned), 
and how can we do this sensitively 
and with the minimum disruption to 
service users?

These are by no means the 
only questions we need to ask 
ourselves before we embark on a 
commissioning journey, but they do 
highlight some of the challenges of 
the process, and help us to move 
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“ whether the service provider is ultimately 
a private sector organisation, a charity, 
a social enterprise, in-house service or a 
dynamic mixture of all, the commissioning 
process remains the basis for decision 
making about the design of a service.”

away from the over-simplification 
of a ‘commissioning cycle’. 

Commissioning contains within 
it decisions about how we use 
resources, how we work with 
partners and what we want our 
communities to look like in future. 
As such it should be complicated 
and require considerable thought 
and debate on the part of commis-
sioners, providers, service users 
and elected members. We hope that 
the articles in the following section 
will stimulate discussion about the 
meaning of ‘commissioning’ and 
raise useful questions for those 
of you currently building your own 
commissioning strategies.  

Lauren Lucas is an LGiU policy 
manager

‘Commissioning’ must be one of the most frequently 
discussed terms in local government, but like many buzzwords 
it often means different things to different people. Over the 
next few pages we step back and unpack some of the thinking 
around this contentious subject. Lauren Lucas sets the scene.



Commissioning 
Academy for 
shared learning

Two themes emerge from the discussion 
of commissioning in this edition of C’llr: 
first that we often lack a shared language 
to talk about commissioning, and second 
that the best learning about this subject 
often comes from peer to peer exchange. 
A new Cabinet Office initiative seeks to 
address both these issues.

Commissioning
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the Cabinet Office, Staffordshire 
County Council, Essex County 
Council, the London Borough of 
Barnet, Waverley District Council 
and Surrey County Council. The 
second cohort involved Bradford 
City Council, Birmingham City 
Council, Cambridgeshire PCC, 
the Department for Work and 
Pensions, Norfolk County Council, 
Oldham Council and the South 
Yorkshire Police Authority. The 
organisational cultures may 
differ, but many of the ideas and 
challenges are the same for very 
different public sector bodies.

The experience of the pilots has 
been thoroughly positive, with great 
feedback from cohort members. 
Based on this, the Cabinet Office 
is rolling the programme out to 
a further three cohorts this year, 
with a further five potentially 
coming online in the autumn. We 
are looking forward to working 
with new groups of commissioners 
as the programme unfolds, and 
will undoubtedly learn as much 
from them as they do from the 
programme.

More information about the 
Academy and details of how to get 
involved can be found at: https://
www.gov.uk/the-commissioning-
academy-information  

Jonathan Carr-West is LGiU chief 
executive

“ The core idea of the Academy 
is that learning is generated 
from the participants 
themselves and not just  
from external experts”

SSince June last year, 
the Cabinet Office has 
been running a pilot 
programme focused on 

supporting better commissioning 
in the public sector. The scheme, 
championed by Minister for the 
Cabinet Office Francis Maude, 
is dubbed the Commissioning 
Academy and brings together 
around 20 commissioners from 
across the public sector over a 
series of eight full day events.

The Academy covers a wide 
range of commissioning subjects: 
defining commissioning; outcome-
based commissioning; the provider 
perspective; markets and funding 
models and policy and legislation, 
which they explore through presen-
tations, workshops and discussion. 
The series also includes a site visit 

to one authority or organisation to 
share best practice on the ground.

A central aspect of the Academy 
is the 100-day plan. At the begin-
ning of the programme participants 
are asked to identify their biggest 
commissioning challenge and over 
the course of the eight days, they 
begin to develop a plan to respond 
to it when they return to their own 
organisations. The series culmi-
nates in a day dedicated to sharing 
and challenging each others plans. 
The LGiU will be delivering this part 
of the programme on rollout and 
working throughout the Academy 
to make sure participants have the 
time and space to share ideas

From our perspective, one of the 
main benefits of the programme 
has been the opportunity it gives 
to commissioners from different 
organisations to step back, and 

think about commissioning 
practice away from the day-to-
day pressures of the office. A 
core value of the Academy is that 
learning is generated from the 
participants themselves and not 
just from external experts. Partici-
pants are given the opportunity to 
discuss commissioning issues with 
one another over the course of the 
Academy, and are given plenty 
of time for informal learning. 
This creates an open space in 
which different organisations can 
compare challenges and discuss 
potential solutions in a non-critical 
and supportive environment.

Participants in the first pilot 
have been taken from across 
the public sector, but largely 
from local government. The first 
cohort included Cheshire West 
and Chester Council, the National 
Offender Management Service, 



starting 
over

From 2009 to 2011 Surrey County 
Council decommissioned its services 
for young people and recommissioned 
a unique new youth offer that 
increased services and cut costs.  
Garath Symonds tells the story.
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The council had decided 
what it wanted for 
teenagers was to help 
them become more 

employable. We set about 
decommissioning services and 
concurrently designing and 
building a new offer for residents 
aligned to our strategy of 
employability. From 2009 to 2011 
we decommissioned Connexions, 
the youth service, the Youth 
Offending Team and our 14-19 
education planning team. In doing 
so we  saved £4.5m, or 25 per 
cent of our 2009 base budget,  but 
increased front line services for 
young people. 

Commissioning is a political 
process. It is concerned with the 
prioritisation of resources to improve 
outcomes for residents. Commis-
sioning should not be dismissed as 
a bureaucratic activity that officers 
do, but a way  councils can think and 
do strategically. Decommissioning 
is then acutely political as it is inevi-
tably driven by having to cut budgets. 
It involves dismantling services to 
release resources to reinvest in new 
models of delivery. 

Our journey was phased over 
three years. In 2010 the new coali-
tion government announced cuts 
to Connexions. Equipped with a 
robust understanding of need and 
an agreed strategy we produced a 

decommissioning policy and then 
wrote a decommissioning report, 
evaluating 21 Connexions contracts 
worth £5.3m. The contracts 
included two private sector compa-
nies, including one that had 73 per 
cent of the total contract value and 
19 voluntary sector organisations. 

The voluntary sector groups 
lobbied hard for their survival, 
levering their relationship with 
councillors. Applying a proportionate 

‘salami slice’ to all providers 
would have seen some 
organisations in the commu-
nity bankrupt, something 
the council wanted to avoid, 
recognising the sector’s wider 
community value. 

The  decommissioning 
report told us that the 
private sector provider was 
better value for money than 
the voluntary sector. This 
was based on the known 
impact on performance 

targets, discounting the unknown 
or unmeasured impact of the 
voluntary sector on the social 
return on investment. We assigned 
all of the cuts to the large private 
sector provider and our own back 

office because we had a clear vision 
of the shape of our future market. 
We made a strategic decision to 
decommission the provider that 
was least likely to feature in the 
new market we were building. 
This decision was something of a 
leap of faith in that we could not 
prove that the voluntary sector 
delivered greater social value than 
the private sector but sometimes 
instinct trumps evidence.

By 2012 we had terminated all 
contracts and restructured our 
in-house services to be aligned with 
our strategy for employability. The 
new youth offer saw investment in 
voluntary sector providers double 
and the number of council staff 
working face to face with teenagers 
increase by 10 per cent. 

Despite the threat of cuts the 
relationship with the voluntary 
sector improved. This exercise 
helped us demonstrate to the 
market place our financial context 
and challenge in a way that helped 
them understand things had to 
change. We endeavoured to move to 
a relationship defined by strategic 
partnership not a financial transac-
tion. Interestingly, our relationship 

with the private sector provider also 
improved despite a £1.6m reduction 
in contract value. We learned that 
decommissioning is about change 
and leadership; talking to providers 
about the future and managing risk 
together was vital.

Two years on we have a completely 
new youth offer. Political leadership 
was vital: such a step change would 
not have been possible without the 
commitment and vision of the coun-
cillors. Decommissioning is different 
from cutting because it involves 
recommissioning or investment, 
not downsizing but reshaping and 
re-imagining services. Having less 
to invest forces the commissioner 
to think or imagine what is the best 
model to deliver the outcome. 

In 2012, we began to see results 
of our approach; we reduced the 
number of young people not in 
education, employment or training 
during the year by 30 per cent  
compared to the years from 2003 
to 2011.   

Garath Symonds is Assistant 
Director for Young People, Surrey 
County Council

“ Commissioning should 
not be dismissed as a 
bureaucratic activity that 
officers do, but a way 
councils can think and 
do strategically”



Consider the 
alternatives

Too many councils approach commissioning 
with a presumption that they should 
withdraw from service delivery and instead 
fulfil their functions through the medium of 
contracts with an external provider. But the 
evidence suggests this isn’t always the best 
route, writes Helga Pile.
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This pre-determined 
direction of travel then 
shapes the process of 
assessing needs and 

designing services – and the scope 
of commissioning is immediately 
narrowed.

The starting point for commis-
sioning should be robust evidence 
about current performance of 
services which in turn informs a 
process of consultation and involve-
ment of service users and front-line 
staff. This will produce an answer to 
the sixty four thousand dollar ques-
tion, ‘What do we want to achieve?’

Before reaching for the procure-
ment manual, councils should think 
about what they will be giving up. 
Directly provided services provide 
greater flexibility to respond 
to changing need, budgets and 
priorities without the need to spend 
months renegotiating contracts.

Directly provided services 
are better able to create links 
and forge connections between 
services and between sectors of 
the local economy. 

With directly provided services 
there are shorter lines of account-
ability. They allow elected members 
to effect change and pursue public 
concerns directly, whereas contract 
monitoring and contractual 

penalties can be blunt instruments. 
When things don’t go well, swap-
ping one contractor for another can 
be time-consuming and expensive. 
When changes to working prac-
tices or outputs are needed from 
contractors, months of negotiations 
and additional charges often result.

Instead of automatically going 
down the procurement route, coun-
cils should consider commissioning 
in the context of the wide range 
of powers they have to charge, to 
trade, to enter partnerships with 
other councils and, in England, the 
general power of competence.

Anything contractors can do 
in return for extracting a profit, a 
council can do for itself.

Local government has long expe-
rience of privatising services where 
the primary driver has been cost 
cutting, and the primary source of 
savings has been employment costs. 
Elected members may feel that their 
focus is outcomes while the employ-
ment conditions of contractors’ 
staff delivering council services are 
simply a matter for providers. 

But in reality these employ-
ment practices impact directly on 
outcomes – and nowhere is this 
seen more starkly than in homecare 
services. Cut-price commissioning 
has created an industry where zero 
hours contracts and non-payment 
of travel time between visits are 
increasingly the ‘norm’. This matters 
not only because it unlawfully drives 
the wages of care workers below 
the national minimum wage, but 
because it robs people who rely on 
homecare visits of the time they are 
entitled to, the dignity they should 
expect, and the safety and well-
being they need to live.

In a recent UNISON survey of 
homecare workers, Time to care, 
80 per cent of respondents said 
their schedules were affected by 
call cramming; nearly 60 per cent 
were not paid for travel time; 40 per 

cent were on zero hours contracts 
and 40 per cent were not given 
specialist training in areas such as 
dementia care.

This is the outcome of a 
commissioning process that dices 
and splices the art of caring into 
15 minute slots because these are 
the units of transaction that suit the 
contracting process. 

As one of our members put it: 
“The council have put a time to each 
client we have and sometimes they 
are not possible to do. You cannot 
rush elderly people and sometimes 
you don’t know what you are going 
into...they may have fallen etc.”

UNISON is campaigning for 
councils to apply the Ethical Care 
Charter to their commissioning of 
homecare. The Charter commits 
councils to procure homecare 
only from providers which meet 
a number of minimum standards 

including no call-cramming, 
payment for travel time, addressing 
needs not tasks, good training 
provision and the living wage.

The Ethical care charter is an 
attempt to stop the rot of casualisa-
tion and undervaluing of care. But 
commissioning needs to be brave 
enough to go much further - not 
‘Who can provide this service for the 
right price?’ but ‘What do people 
want and what kind of workforce do 
they need to get it?’  
For more information on the ethical 
care charter see: www.unison.org.
uk/localgov/timetocare.asp 
For more information on commis-
sioning see UNISON and LGIU guide 
Think twice – the role of elected 
members in commissioning: www.
unison.org.uk/acrobat/B5150.pdf

Helga Pile is National Officer for 
UNISON.

“ When changes to 
working practices 
or outputs are 
needed from 
contractors, months 
of negotiations and 
additional charges 
often result.”
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Care, support  
and inclusion – 
a radical approach

Unlike some  more traditional 
commissioning of social care, 
shared lives is firmly based on 
the needs of individuals. Alex Fox 
explains why this brings benefits 
across service boundaries for the 
people using services.
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As former Care Minister 
Paul Burstow MP writes 
in the foreword to our 
recent pamphlet, The 

New Social Care, strengths-based 
approaches, (RSA www.rsa.org.
uk), social workers are increased 
deployed as ‘border patrol’, 
policing access to ever-diminishing 
resources, in a world of ever-
increasing need. No one believes 
this results in the best care and 
support for older and disabled 
people, nor that it is sustainable. 
It is also commonly accepted that 
prevention is better and cheaper 
than cure and that we would prefer 
to live in communities where 
people were willing and able to do 
more to support and include each 
other, rather than relying solely 
upon services. 

These truisms can seem hard 
to act upon. The evidence base 
for which, if any, approaches to 
prevention and community action 
are successful, is weak. Tackling 
societal challenges like loneliness 
in old age, at a time when budget 
constraints are affecting even crisis 
services, can seem ambitious.

In The New Social Care, contribu-
tors including councillors and the 
current President of ADASS, set out 
how a radically different approach to 
care, support and inclusion is not only 
achievable, but is the only sustain-
able approach to meeting demo-
graphic challenges. A strengths-
based approach is based on the 
observation that a system designed 
only to measure need, will find only 
need, and prescribe only services 
to address the deficits in families 
and communities. A strengths or 
assets-based approach looks first 
for capacity, potential, skills and 
informal support networks, working 
alongside people to build those 
capacities and relationships. This is 
a ‘networked’ model of care in which 
the informal and the formal support 
systems work more collaboratively; 
integration not just across service 
boundaries but across the bounda-
ries between the paid and the 
unpaid, with the strengths of both 
recognised and maximised. 

Shared Lives, for example, is a 
family-based model of care in which 
approved Shared Lives carers are 
matched with older or disabled 

people who need support. They then 
share family and community life, 
with the adult who needs support 
moving in to live as part of the family 
or becoming a regular visitor. Shared 
Lives is regulated by the Care Quality 
Commission and Shared Lives are 
paid to provide accommodation 
care, but also provide much which is 
unpaid, involving their family, friends 
and neighbours. Creating a frame-
work in which ordinary families 
can support vulnerable adults, with 
back-up from a local scheme, has 
allowed Shared Lives to grow quietly 
to support around 15,000 people, 
with a scheme in nearly every area. 
The average saving when someone 
with a learning disability moves into 
Shared Lives is £25,000 per annum, 
with more modest savings when older 
people with dementia visit a Shared 
Lives carer rather than a day centre. 

Other approaches which build 
upon close relationships to create 
new networks of support include 
Homeshare (currently very small 
in the UK), in which an isolated 
older person with a spare room is 
matched with a younger person 
who needs accommodation and 

“ Shared Lives is a 
family-based model of 
care in which approved 
Shared Lives carers are 
matched with older or 
disabled people who 
need support.”

can offer a little help. Whilst moves 
towards Direct Payments have been 
criticised by some for marketisation 
or promoting a consumer culture, 
some Direct Payment holders now 
pool their budgets and support 
networks to purchase or co-design 

tiny ‘micro-enterprises’ which 
are highly tailored and offer more 
opportunities to contribute as well 
as receive care. Leeds council is 
supporting some of its ward-level 
Neighbourhood Networks to pool 
their volunteer resources with funds 
brought by Direct Payment holders. 

Each of these approaches requires 
investment and a structure within 
which to work safely and sustain-
ably. The state is not absent, but in a 
supporting, rather than controlling, 
role. These approaches offer not 
just care, but also inclusion and the 
chance to be more active citizens. 
The added value they create suggests 
that creating inclusive communities in 
which older and disabled people can 
live well may not be as unaffordable 
as it sometimes seems.   

Alex Fox is CEO of Shared Lives 
Plus (www.SharedLivesPlus.org.
uk), Chairs the Care Provider 
Alliance (www.careproviders.org.
uk) and co-Chairs Think Local, Act 
Personal (www.thinklocalactper-
sonal.org.uk). 



Community 
engagement

Local 
government  
South African style

Shona Johnston won the first Bruce-Lockhart 
Member Scholarship in 2012.  Here she reports 
on her experience of visiting South Africa as 
somewhere where we might have something to 
learn about community engagement. 

The end of April saw 
me heading off to 
Johannesburg, to spend 
a week visiting a number 

of local councils, the South African 
Local Government Association, 
the Ministry, an NGO and most 
importantly, spending time with 
local ward councillors. 

27 April 1994 saw the biggest ever 
change in South African politics with 
the first free elections leading to an 
ANC government. The new govern-
ment wanted to put decentralisation 
and a strong local government at 
the heart of its programme – where 
have we heard that recently! 

The new Constitution, adopted in 
1996 and subsequent white paper 
in 1998, provides for three spheres 
of government – national, provin-
cial and local – with each having 
specified powers and functions.  
These three spheres, as opposed 
to tiers, are distinctive, but inter-

dependent and interrelated. The 
municipalities consist of six (unitary) 
urban metropolitan municipalities, 
encompassing the major cities such 
as Johannesburg. Outside these 
areas are district municipalities, 

akin to our County Councils and 
finally local municipalities. Many 
of their responsibilities are similar 
to those in the UK, with provincial 
government responsible for educa-
tion and housing, but local govern-
ment having control over public 
protection, primary health care, 
local roads, water and sanitation, 
and utilities, as well as planning 
matters. 

The biggest difference is that 
there are two types of councillor. 
First there is what we would 
understand as a traditional ward 
councillor, representing a local 
area on the council. The other 
50 per cent of councillors are 
based on party lists and almost 
exclusively occupy the cabinet or 
executive functions. 

The advantage of this system 
is that it does mean that the ward 
councillor can concentrate on local 
issues, but the opportunities for 

progression are more 
limited. It also means 
that the executive 
members can take 
a more strategic 
view with less risk of 
being punished at the 
ballot box in quite the 
same way if they take 
an unpopular deci-
sion. I can imagine 
that system might 
have its attractions 
in some circles after 

this year’s local elections. 
What impressed me most 

though was the fact that ward 
councillors all have their own 
office in the local centre, where 
they spend much of their working 

day. It means that their constitu-
ents know where to go to find their 
councillor and it is where council-
lors hold their surgeries, often two 
or three times a week. Community 
engagement is enshrined in the 
constituent and public meetings 
happen every month, where the 
ward councillor reports back to his 
or her constituents on the work 
of the council. These meetings 
frequently attract in excess of 300 
people – a level of engagement at 
ward level that many of us could 
only dream of. One councillor I met 
holds his public meetings at 8am 
on a Sunday morning, allowing 
people to attend before they go 
to church! I asked all the ward 
councillors about what filled their 
mailbox and the answer surprised 
me – potholes, streetlights and 
sanitation; not much different from 
the UK. 

However, one of their biggest, 
unsaid challenges, is managing the 
expectation that the ANC will deliver 
real change to the lives of many of the 
poorest. This has not yet happened, 
leading to resentment and anger; 
South Africa is therefore a country 
on the edge.  I spent some time in 
Soweto, which really impressed me 
as it was totally different from the 
images I was used to seeing. All 
the streets are tarmaced and sitting 
outside a restaurant having lunch, 
apart from the “Vote ANC” slogan 
painted on the opposite wall, it could 
have been any European street, such 
was the vibrancy of the atmosphere. 
I hope this is the example of the 
South Africa that lasts.  

Shona Johnstone is the winner of 
the first Bruce-Lockhart Member 
Scholarship

22 www.lgiu.org.uk

“ What impressed me most 
though was the fact that 
ward councillors all have 
their own office in the local 
centre, where they spend 
much of their working day.”



Older people
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Challenging 
stereotypes

A passionate and influential advocate for 
older people in Manchester, Sue Cooley has 
championed their interests for the past ten 
years.  Sue won the Age UK trophy in this 

year’s c’llr awards for her efforts 
to achieve a cultural shift in 
attitudes to age across the city. 
Elizabeth Thompson reports.

Sue became Manchester 
City Council’s lead on older 
people in 2003 but her 
interest dates from her 

career as a social worker: “I was 
around older people a lot. I very 
quickly realised that the things that 
stopped them from living full lives 
were not about health but about 
equality - in access to services and 
the way people perceived them.” 

For Sue the city had complex 
relationship with its elder citizens: 
“Manchester was, and still is, a 
very vibrant place for young people.  
It was establishing itself as a place 
with lots to do and it seemed that 
some of the city centre spaces had 
been claimed by younger people.”

At the same time many people 
needed support, to stay active and 
connected with society.   “We asked 
what we could do to make life in 
the city easier and enable them to 
maintain their independence and 
freedom.  It was about health, but 
also transport, the environment 
and the intergenerational experi-
ence.  One of the biggest issues we 
felt was isolation and loneliness.”

The first initiative involved 
major consultation.  Realising that 
councillors couldn’t speak for older 
people with an authentic voice, 
they carried out surveys and held 
events. Participants included those 
who would eventually become the 
older people’s board that helps 
shape policy in the city.  An open 
forum was also launched to hold 
the regular, fun events, that are 
used to gauge opinion too. 

According to Sue: “It was a 
massive change, not just because 
older people were giving their views 
but because other organisations, 
including universities and housing 
trusts, started to listen.”  This 
has led to joint working to create 
age-friendly areas of the city where 

there are wider pavements and 
better lighting plus seating and 
better access to toilets.  Recognition 
is made of the large numbers of 
people with dementia who live in the 
community, not residential care, and 
who need to be considered in every-
thing from clear signage to sensitive 
treatment in shops and offices. 

Sue has also worked on projects 
to challenge stereotypes. “We ran a 
poster campaign because I’d noticed 
older people were usually depicted 
as frail, forgetful and vulnerable.  

We had posters on bus stops to 
challenge this showing them doing 
the kinds of things that would make 
you think, ‘crikey, even young people 
aren’t able to do that!’”  

“We realised, looking at the 
loneliness aspect, that lots of 
women in their 60s become single, 
either because they lose their 
partner or think ‘I’ve got another 
20 active years, I don’t like this 
relationship any more.’ So we 
published a relationships and sex 
guide for the over 50s.” The guide 

received some sensational press 
coverage, and drew a few acerbic 
comments from Ann Widdecombe, 
but was hugely successful among 
residents.

While many of the issues are 
still the same as a decade ago, the 
austerity agenda has brought new 
ones, in particular a shift towards 
scapegoating older people in the 
welfare debate. “Big at the moment, 
is a perception fuelled by the media 
and some politicians, that older 
people are ok financially. There’s 
no such thing as a rich pensioner in 
my view, if you have money in the 
bank and need long term care that 
will be swallowed up. It’s one of the 
biggest worries I find.”   

At the same time as confronting 
these attitudes Sue’s challenge for 
the future is to continue to widen 
the age-friendly programme, 
bringing together agencies to look 
at what needs to change in each 
area – and this could be as complex 
as rethinking housing policy or as 
simple as putting a sign in a shop 
windows to say there’s a seat for 
weary shoppers.  

Elizabeth Thompson is a freelance 
journalist

“ I very quickly 
realised that the 
things that stopped 
older people from 
living full lives were 
not about health 
but about equality”



Finance

Balancing act

Every council wants to do the double of cutting spending 
while maintaining services in the present climate, and if 
Central Bedfordshire has done that it’s largely down to 
Maurice Jones, judges at the LGIU c’llr Achievement Awards 
decided. Mark Smulian spoke to him for c’llr.

Councillor Jones took the 
award for outstanding 
contribution to financial 
performance, sponsored 

by CCLA, for work that was 
complicated by his council’s recent 
creation.

Central Bedfordshire is a unitary 
that covers the former districts of 
Mid and South Bedfordshire and 
part of the old Bedfordshire County 
Council.

When created in 2009 it inherited 
three different sets of cultures, 
priorities and finances.

Councillor Jones recalls: “I 
was finance portfolio holder on 
Mid-Bedfordshire and was I was in 
favour of the unitary authority as it 
removed some of the complication 
over who provides public services.

“We found the new council was 
not in a great state. I felt the county 
had done finance and other things 
in a top-down way, whereas I’ve 
always been a believer in bottom-
up and giving power to people at the 
lowest level.

“We had to change the culture so 
that services became responsible 
for their own finances.”

The first step was to arrive at 
accurate budgets that reflected 
what the council did.

That took about a year, after 
which councillors had to “get heads 
of services to take responsibility 
for them, when they were used to 
a top-down approach. That was a 

cultural change that could not be 
done overnight”.

Councillor Jones has tried 
where possible to accommodate 
the public’s priorities within his 
shrinking budget, using a draft 
budget out for initial views in August 
followed by detailed consultations 
with local groups in the winter.

He says: “We’ve made savings 
by identifying and cutting waste 
and without cutting our front line 
services.

“The main waste I found was 
duplication of effort. One person 
would do something, then another 
person the next stage, and a third 
the last and there were too many 
serial processes. If you’ve got one 
person doing the whole thing you 
could find savings.”

Central Bedfordshire has lost 
about 800 of its original 2,700 staff, 
“which is quite a big drop, but I 
think services have been unaf-
fected”, he says.

The consultation-based budget 
has seen costs cut by £40m since 
the council’s inception but, for 
example, this year will see an extra 
£1.7m spent on disabled adults and 
£1.4m on social care.

There have also been ‘invest 
to save’ initiatives, including 
wider automation in libraries and 
improvements in leisure centres, 
where it was discovered that income 
would increase if their appearance 
and facilities were appealing.

Councillor Jones is glad of the 
wider freedoms over spending 
brought by localism, but still thinks 
Whitehall’s hands are too tight 
around local government.

“I think the government is still 
far too ready to micromanage 
councils and that too much funding 
is ringfenced,” he says.

“It’s true that some ringfences 
have been removed but that has 

been a way of making cuts, and 
there is a danger that more cuts at 
this rate could endanger services, 
and we could get to the point where 
if the government wants still more 
cuts something will have to go.”

Councillor Jones represents 
the Biggleswade North ward and 
has lived in the town for 45 years, 
originally commuting to Cambridge 
where he had a computer busi-
ness, mainly in voice processing 
– “I provided those systems that say 
‘press 1’ or ‘press 2’”, he says.

He sold the business in 2000 
after illness and became an adviser 
to the Department for Trade and 
Industry on business grants.

Having long been an inactive 

Conservative, he entered local 
politics winning at his first attempt 
in 2003.

He has little involvement in 
politics outside his area. “I don’t 
get involved with LGA committees 
as I prefer to talk to other forward 
thinking councils and swap ideas,” 
he says.

“One I have particular links with 
is Bracknell Forest, which went 
through the unitary process in the 
mid-1990s and so have a lot of expe-
rience we can draw on.”  Others may 
now seek his advice.  

Mark Smulian is a freelance 
journalist 
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“ We’ve made savings 
by identifying and 
cutting waste and 
without cutting our 
front line services”



Localism
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Creative solutions; 
local solutions

Joe Caluori won the Bruce Lockhart scholarship in 
this year’s c’llr achievement awards. Here he writes 
about the project that so impressed the judges.

In a time of austerity in which 
local authorities are facing 
cuts of a magnitude that 
would have been unthinkable 

a few short years ago, there is a 
clear challenge to councillors of 
all stripes to show leadership and 
develop a local vision for their 
administration when times are 
hard and resources scant. 

The foundation of my project 
is the belief that when councils 
merely passport central govern-
ment cuts to their own citizens by 
salami slicing budgets, they are 
abrogating responsibility, acting as 
local managers of central govern-
ment policy, not as local leaders. 
This could in turn breed disillusion-
ment and cynicism, when voters 
talk to their representatives about 
the things that matter to them and 
are told ‘our hands are tied’. 

If localism is to mean anything, it 
must provide a rubric for local politi-
cians when times are bad, showing 
the importance of listening to your 
community, setting local priorities 
and making real choices about how 
to use the resources available – even 
if that means making trade-offs 
which may be painful.

There are differing views on 
whether the cuts local government 
have already taken and will face in 
the future are necessary and are 
being made fairly, and whether 
the scale of cuts go beyond what 
is acceptable or realistic. The fact 
that I am a Labour councillor repre-
senting an inner London Borough 
may provide a clue to my views on 

the subject. However, given the 
reality that the cuts will continue, 
politicians of all parties must 
decide how they will respond.

I drew inspiration for this 
project from the Islington Fair-
ness Commission, of which I’m 
extremely proud to have served as 
a Commissioner. We decided that 
our objective was to investigate and 

assess the impact 
of inequality on our 
citizens, and collec-
tively decide which 
policy interventions 
could best help 
tackle those negative 
impacts and build 
a fairer Borough. 
We ran consultation 
meetings attended 
by many hundreds 
of local people, 
collected evidence 
from diverse sources 
and produced a 
report with 19 key 
recommendations. 
The findings of our 
Commission have 
given us a ‘lens’ 
through which we 
are able to take 
strategic decisions, 
and explain to local 
people why we have 
made the choices we 
have made.

This model has 
been replicated by 
other local authori-
ties around the 

country, but of course there are a 
wide range of different responses 
to austerity from other councils, 
depending on their political priori-
ties and the particularities of the 
challenges they face.

My project will focus on a study 
of six local authorities, representing 
a spread of political control and a 
mix of urban and rural populations, 

who have embraced localism by 
responding creatively to austerity 
by developing their own local 
vision, engaging local people and 
implementing their plans. For each 
local authority I’ll do initial desk 
research into the local context, then 
visit the area to talk to Councillors, 
Officers, and a range of other local 
stakeholders to develop a richer 
understanding of the local picture.

Finally I’ll pull together a report 
showcasing some of the most 
imaginative and effective local 
approaches, focussing on:

• A menu of the different types 
of local visions – what are the 
different roads you can go down?

• The optimal ways of consulting 
and engaging people – who 
should be involed and at what 
stage?

• Analysis of the most creative 
policy interventions – what is ‘on 
the table’?

• ‘If I had to do it all over again…’ 
– what lessons can we learn from 
the pioneers?

• How should we tell our story? 
How can local authorities best 
communicate their vision in order 
to build local support?

If you think your local authority 
has done work in this space which 
others could benefit from hearing 
about, then please get in touch 
using the contact details below, I’d 
love to hear from you.  
caluori@gmail.com, @Croslandite

Joe Caluori is Executive Member 
for Children and Families, London 
Borough of Islington

“ My project will focus on a study of six local authorities 
who have embraced localism by responding creatively to 
austerity by developing their own local vision, engaging 
local people and implementing their plans.”



Community

List 
your local

The Campaign for Real Ale (CAMRA)’s Claire Cain explains why it 
wants more pubs to be listed as Assets of Community Value

High property values and 
planning laws mean 
that more and more 
pubs are being targeted 

for conversion into supermarkets, 
betting shops, and housing 
developments. Housing aside, 
these conversions can happen 
without planning permission, 
leaving many communities 
powerless to keep their local pub.

CAMRA is arguing for government 
to close these loopholes, and live up 
to their promise to give communities 
power over their neighbourhoods, 
including the opportunity to object 
to a new development and fight to 
retain their pub.

Until such a victory is achieved, 
the Localism Act has provided 
councils with new powers to list 
Assets of Community Value (ACV). 
Once a listed asset goes up for sale 
it gives the power to “stop the clock” 
and give time to communities to put 
in a bid to buy the asset, transfer 
it into community ownership and 
protect it from change of use.

CAMRA has launched a 
campaign to encourage commu-
nities to list their local pub as 
community assets. Our List Your 
Local campaign aims to get 300 
pubs in England listed as ACVs 
in 2013. We support the growth 
in community-owned pubs and 
provide guidance for our members 
interested in pursuing this route.

However we also advocate that 
listing a pub as an ACV has value in 
itself and is a small step in helping 
with some of the problems attrib-
uted to the planning loopholes.

First, we hope listing an asset 
will help deter developers looking 
for a hassle free purchase.

Secondly its ACV status could be 
used as a material consideration 
against a planning application. We 
are awaiting a case study to set this 
as a precedent.

Most importantly it will put the 
sale and potential conversion of 
the pub in the public domain and 
present the opportunity for the 

community to have a say. Too often 
sales of pubs to supermarkets, 
for example, take place with no 
community consultation because 
planning permission is not required.

Listing a pub does not guar-
antee the conversion won’t take 
place, but at least it means that 
the sale and loss of a community 
pub does not happen behind closed 
doors and it gives the community 
or another publican the chance to 
put in a bid to buy it.

So far about 50 pubs have been 
listed around the country. One of 
the most successful of these is the 
Ivy House in London which was the 
first pub to be listed as an ACV and 

has subsequently led to a successful 
buy-out from the community.  

We look forward to the campaign 
developing over the next year and 
are working to increase awareness 

around the existence and 
benefits of these new powers, 
not just among our members 
and pub goers but also among 
local authorities. Despite the 
scheme coming into play last 
September many councils are 
still not prepared to receive 
nominations.

There are a lot of people 
out there who are passionate 
about protecting their valued 

local pub. We expect to reach the 
300 challenge with ease, so we urge 
councils to find out more about the 
campaign, and get ready to receive 
those nomination forms.

CAMRA, the Campaign for Real 
Ale, is a consumer group with 
150,000 members who campaign 
and support real ale and commu-
nity pubs.

For information about the 
campaign and guidance notes please 
go to camra.org.uk/listyourlocal or 
call the government-funded Locality 
advice line on 0845 345 4564.  
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“ CAMRA has launched a 
campaign to encourage 
communities to list 
their local pub as 
community assets.”
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Sitting around a pint in their soon to be sold 
local pub a small group of residents decided 
to save the pub from redevelopment into flats 
and bring it into the community’s hands.

The newly formed campaign group to save 
the Ivy House pub in South London success-
fully applied to Southwark Council to list the 
pub as an Asset of Community Value. 

This enabled the group to spark the six-
month moratorium period and gave them time 
to raise funds to buy the freehold. Listing the 
pub also opened doors to a number of funding 
streams and advice, and the group secured a 
£500,000 loan from the Architectural Heritage 
Fund and a grant from Locality’s My Commu-
nity Rights programme.

In March this year the community group’s 
bid was accepted by the owners and the well-
loved London local, with its splendid 1930s 
interior and music stage secured its future as 
a hub for the whole community to enjoy.

One of the five-strong steering group 
leading the campaign was local resident 
Tessa Blunden, a solicitor and regular visitor 
to the Ivy House who even held her wedding 
party there a few years ago.

Tessa said: “We knew the Localism Act had 
just come into force, so with help from the 
Peckham Society and advice from Locality, 
we applied to Southwark Council to list the Ivy 
House as an asset of community value. It was 
certainly the first asset Southwark had listed, 

and quite possibly the first asset to be listed in 
the whole country”.

The campaign group have now launched 
a Community Share Issue scheme to raise 
working capital to initially set up and run 
the pub. The Community Shares have raised 
£70,000 in just two months which shows the 
passion and willingness from local communi-
ties to play a part in keeping open their local 
pubs. Councils need to support this by being 
prepared and helping to list chosen Assets of 
Community Value.

For more information on the Ivy House 
please go to www.ivyhousenunhead.com

Community
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The Ivy House pub – first to use the Right to Bid

Drinks Reception

LGiU and Hewlett-Packard 
are hosting a drinks 
reception at the LGA 
Conference to celebrate 
the launch of HP Insights 
- a new programme of 
interactive and thought-
provoking events that look 
at how new technology and 
new thinking can equip 
councils for the future.

OK, COMPUTER: 
HOW WILL TECHNOLOGY SHAPE THE 
COUNCILS OF THE FUTURE?

Wednesday 3rd July 6.00pm – 9.00pm  
in The Lord Mayor’s Parlour,  
Manchester City Council Town Hall

Keynote speakers:
Nick Wilson  
UK Managing Director, Hewlett-Packard

Sir Howard Bernstein  
CEO, Manchester City Council

Cllr Nick Forbes  
Leader of Newcastle City Council

Dr Jonathan Carr-West CEO, LGiU (Chair)

Drinks and canapés will be 
served from 6pm with speakers 
taking the floor from 6.30pm. 

This event is by invitation only. 
Please contact Lizzie Greenhalgh  
lizzie.greenhalgh@lgiu.org.uk 
020 7554 2800 
by 12th June

“ THE FUTURE IS ALREADY HERE –  
IT’S JUST NOT EVENLY DISTRIBUTED.”
William Gibson, tech futurologist and acclaimed science fiction author 



Community safety

Hate 
crime 
hurts everyone 

Adults with learning disabilities may be at particular 
risk from hate crime. Bernie Sheehan looks at what 
councillors can do to raise awareness and support 
them and other victims.

Despite the high-profile 
case of Fiona Pilkington, 
who killed her disabled 
daughter and then 

herself in 2007 after years of 
harassment from local youths, 
disability hate crime recently 
reached its highest level since 
records began. Last year, four 
per cent (1,744) of all hate crimes 
recorded by the police in England 
and Wales related to disability. 
Race was a factor in the vast 
majority (82 per cent), with sexual 
orientation (10 per cent), religion 
(4 per cent) and gender-identity 
(1 per cent) making up the 43,748  
total (source: Home Office).

The government defines a hate 
crime as “any criminal offence which 
is perceived, by the victim or any other 
person, to be motivated by hostility or 
prejudice based on a personal char-
acteristic.” Incidents may range from 
name-calling, text messages and 
online abuse to bullying and harass-
ment, spitting and physical attacks, 
graffiti and damage to property. 

Local councils have a duty to 
monitor and respond to hate crimes 
and incidents under Section 17 of 
the Crime and Disorder Act 1998. 
However, victims may not report an 
incident because they see it as part 
of everyday life, don’t believe the 
authorities will take it seriously, or 
don’t want their employer or family 
to know sensitive information about 
them, such as their sexuality. 

Councillors have an important 
role to play in persuading victims 
that coming forward will actually 
make a difference: that they will be 
supported and that action will be 
taken against the perpetrators. 

Raising awareness
Manchester City Council, working 
with Greater Manchester Police, 
the Crown Prosecution Service 

and local residents’ groups, held 
an awareness-raising week in 
January to educate the community 
about what hate crime is, who can 
be affected and how incidents can 
be reported. “These events aren’t 
being organised by people because 
they have been victims of hate 
crime, but by people who realise 
how important this issue is, how it 
affects everyone and how we need 
to spread awareness about it,” 
said Bernard Priest, Manchester 
City Council executive member for 
neighbourhood services.

Northampton Borough Coun-
cil’s recent internal review of its 
hate crime reporting procedures 
recommended incorporating 
awareness training into induc-
tion programmes for all staff and 
councillors, with annual refresher 
training for relevant frontline staff. 
The review also recommended the 
appointment of a councillor as a 
hate crime reporting champion. 

Reaching out to victims
Hate-crime reporting proce-
dures need to be responsive and 
accessible. The language used 
in media campaigns should be 
open and clear to maximise the 
audience, and tailored on-site 
presentations may be necessary 
for hard-to-reach groups. Not 
all victims will be able to file an 
online complaint, and others may 

not feel comfortable going directly 
to the police. Shropshire Council’s 
multi-agency protocol,‘We Won’t 
Tolerate It’, offers reporting 
centres in libraries, housing asso-
ciations, colleges, leisure centres, 

and CAB and 
council offices 
throughout the 
county, fully 
listed in an 
e y e - c a t c h i n g 
campaign leaflet.

Anyone who 
reports a hate 
crime should feel 
supported, with 
regular updates 
about what is 
happening about 

their case through a single point of 
contact at the council. 

Targeting action
For council resources to be mobi-
lised and allocated effectively, 
councillors need an accurate 
picture of the scale, severity and 
nature of hate crime in the locality. 
Northampton Borough Council 
plans to produce an annual report 

containing the number and types of 
reported hate crime incidents, and 
a map of hotspots (such as the city-
centre night-time economy) over 
the 12-month period. 

Ensuring strong council repre-
sentation on local hate crime forums 
helps build an understanding of the 
motivations and circumstances 
of perpetrators, so that councils 
can work with partners to design 
appropriate interventions. The Great 
Yarmouth Hate Crime Forum, for 
example, meets bi-monthly to help 
resolve individual and community 
issues and support victims. The 
borough council, local residents, 
statutory agencies and voluntary 
sector organisations work together 
to identify trends from reported 
incidents (such as hotspot loca-
tions), tackle emerging community 
tensions and ensure that good prac-
tice is shared across Norfolk.  
Further info www.stophateuk.org/
www.homeoffice.gov.uk/crime/
hate-crime/

Bernie Sheehan is a freelance 
journalist  
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“ Anyone who reports a hate 
crime should feel supported, 
with regular updates about 
what is happening about their 
case through a single point of 
contact at the council. ”

 Flowers next to a memorial plaque in memory of those who died in the Admiral 
Duncan bomb attack in 1999
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Community action
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The Big 
Lunch 
Feeding Community Spirit

Since 2009, LGiU has been analysing the 
social impact of The Big Lunch – last month we 
launched a report pulling together these findings 
from the past four years, writes Laura Wilkes. 

We wanted to 
understand where 
Lunches took place, 
who participated 

and the difference that this 
made in communities. What we 
discovered was profound. Through 
the simple act of sharing lunch 
with neighbours, The Big Lunch 
strengthens communities and 
builds social capital.

The Big Lunch, founded by the 
Eden Project’s Sir Tim Smit and 
Paul Twivy, has a simple aim: to 
encourage people across the UK to 
have lunch with their neighbours, 
once a year, as a simple act of 
community, friendship and fun.

The first ever Big Lunch took 
place in July 2009, when almost 
600,000 people sat down to eat 
with their neighbours. Since 2009, 
the Lottery-funded Big Lunch has 
grown significantly and in 2012 
The Big Jubilee Lunch attracted 
8.5 million people – a 350 per cent 
increase on 2011.

Our report shows that Big 
Lunches can have a lasting and 
profound positive effect on British 
communities at a time when social 
capital in the country is declining.

We found:
• 82 per cent of participants felt 

closer to their neighbours as a 
result of The Big Lunch

• 88 per cent of people met new 
people at the event

• 81 per cent thought the event had 
made a positive impact on their 
community (2009 –11)

• 74 per cent of people feel a stronger 
sense of community (2012)

• 82 per cent of participants from 
2009-2011 had actually kept in 
touch with people they had met at 
previous Lunches

As an organic, community-led 
initiative, The Big Lunch acts as an 
indirect policy intervention, which 
engages people outside the usual 
political channels to create a lasting 
sense of community and social capital. 

We know that high levels of 
social capital in communities 
have positive impacts on people’s 
health, educational performance, 
crime rates and socio-economic 
inequality in an area. Boosting 
social capital has been a major 
policy goal of successive British 
governments; but we also know 
that building and encouraging it is 
really difficult.

The Big Lunch strengthens 
communities: people who take 
part in The Big Lunch meet new 
people, feel closer to their neigh-
bours and find out more about 
community issues. 

This strengthening of social capital 
takes place in all sorts of communi-
ties all across the UK. Moreover, The 
Big Lunch’s success comes from the 
fact that it is light touch, community 
led and, most of all, fun.

We all know that good intentions 
often come to nothing and that a 
key problem with many community 
initiatives is that they run out of 

steam after an initial stimulus. The 
Big Lunch appears to be different. 
Nearly nine out of ten of the people 
we surveyed had actually kept in 
touch with their neighbours and 
many of them had participated in 
joint activities with them.

We also found when we revisited 
The Big Lunch that lunches were 
attended by a mixture of people who 
had been in the previous year and 
people who were participating for 
the first time. People also reported 
a mixture of different age groups 
taking part in the lunches.

By building social capital within 
communities, The Big Lunch 
creates support networks and 
contacts that make those commu-
nities more resilient and makes the 
people living in them feel better 
about society.

As an organic, community led 
initiative with no central direction, 
The Big Lunch is a unique form of 
indirect policy intervention which is 
all the more powerful because it is 
light touch and non directive whilst 
tending towards a vital but elusive 
social goal.

Our results show that Big 
Lunches works. Participants meet 
new people, feel closer to their 
neighbours and make lasting 
connections. What is more, it is also 
sustainable – the lunches bring 
together a diverse set of people 
from differing age groups. This can 
have a profound impact on commu-
nities, at a time when social capital 
is thought to be declining.

To find out more about The Big 
Lunch, please visit their website: 
www.thebiglunch.com   

Laura Wilkes is an LGiU policy 
manager
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Economics

The 
road from recession

As the in/out debates rage on, 
Dave Wilcox argues that working 
with European partners offers the 
best way out of recession.

In his recent Parliamentary 
eulogy to Margaret Thatcher, 
David Cameron referred to 
her as being responsible for 

making “our country great again.”
In his speech to last year’s 

Labour party conference, Ed 
Milliband adopted Disraeli’s “One 
Nation” as the bedrock on which 
Labour would fight the next general 
election.

In the recent County Council 
elections, Nigel Farage’s barrage, 
that Europe is at the heart of the 
British malaise found resonance 
with many of the public.

And there’s not even an organ-
ised rebuttal in sight.

Thank goodness then, that there 
are voices like those of George 
Soros, who in Frankfurt last month 
suggested that even Germany was 
in line for a downturn unless it 
pursued options which its finan-
cial and political leaders will find 
unpalatable.

Soros put simply what others 
seem unable to grasp and articu-
late. Austerity works if you are 
the only country practicing it. If 
everyone does the same it simply 
causes more austerity.

Coming from someone who has 
made a fortune from understanding 
markets, so Keynesian a statement 
may come as a surprise to many. 
Unfortunately today, one nation 
adopting a Keynesian approach 
isn’t enough.

Because of the economic might 
of the USA, Obama’s efforts to boost 
markets and encourage investment 
could have a positive impact on 
American growth. Unfortunately, 
the stranglehold he’s now placed 
in by the Republican dominated 
Senate means that in the next 
financial year public expenditure 
will fall. Let’s see if economic 
recovery goes the same way. If I’m 
right, the post 2013 US recovery will 
wither on the vine.

But of course, Britain is no 
America. We could boost spending 
by billions of pounds and simply 
suck in more Chinese exports as 
a consequence. Although we’re 
still the sixth richest nation in the 

world, a boost to world 
demand from Britain 
acting alone would be 
about as significant as 
the ripples caused to 
the surface of a pond by 
a passing butterfly.

We are bit players 
when it comes to 
economic growth. Yet 
our national politi-
cians pretend, or even 
more frighteningly may 
believe, that the solution 
lies in their hands. When 
we ruled the world it 
might have been possible 
to make a significant 
impact, but not today.

Our only route out of the crisis is 
to work with Europe in providing the 
boost. Unfortunately, grasping and 
in particular articulating this option 
is something of which senior British 

politicians are seemingly incapable. 
Better to cower or pander to the 
leader writers of the redtops than 
challenge those who would have us 
out of Europe seems to be the order 
of the day.

It’s much easier to blame Europe 
for the problem than to seek a solu-
tion. Better to wrap ourselves in 
Britannia’s flag and blame Gordon 
Brown. As long as people believe 
it was ‘im- wot-dunnit’ there’s no 
need for considered analysis. 

Putting the crisis in Iceland, 
Ireland, Italy, Greece, Spain, 
Portugal, Cyprus and Slovenia down 
to Gordon Brown shows how crass 
that conclusion is, but in modern 
Britain, once there’s a scapegoat 
who cares? 

Ironically, it doesn’t even matter if 
George Osborne’s latest budget has 
a Keynesian tinge, or whether he has 
a plan B for Britain. The sooner we 
recognise that George Osborne and 
Ed Balls are at best minnows in our 
recovery, the sooner people might ask 
the question “what do we need to do 
to worm ourselves out of the crisis?”

Although I don’t concur with 
Soros on many elements of policy, 
Eurobonds backed by the remainder 
of the non Euro-zone Countries 
offers the only intellectually cred-
ible solution on offer. It needs balls 
to be an advocate.    

Dave Wilcox is LGiU chair and a 
Derbyshire councillor
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“ Soros put simply what 
others seem unable to 
grasp and articulate. 
Austerity works if you 
are the only country 
practicing it. If everyone 
does the same it simply 
causes more austerity.”
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What 
has Homer 
ever done for us?

Alan Waters looks to a Greek 
classic for lessons about how local 
government is at the mercy of 
forces beyond its control.

Boris Johnson, Mayor of 
London, says that the Iliad 
is his book of choice, a 
companion for the desert 

Island. It may be a generalisation, 
but classical literary interests 
go with a classical education and 
by turn strong associations with 
private schooling.  Johnson went to 
Eton, as did Cameron and Osborne; 
the recently appointed Archbishop 
of Canterbury is from the same 
stable. Another Eton educated 
Johnson is running the policy team 
at Downing Street. No doubt all of 
them had at least a smattering of 
Homer’s great works. 

This article could have taken 
a number of different directions: 
an exploration of the resilience of 
political elites at the top of govern-
ment that would have been familiar 
to Lord Salisbury the 19th century 
Prime Minister. Or I could have tried 
a parody of the education policies of 
Michael Gove (the reality is quite 
enough thank you!) making the 
Iliad a set text for primary school 
children to be read in the original 
Greek. Perhaps testing the idea 
of the Iliad as an engine of social 
mobility – read the book (however 
small the log cabin you came from) 
and you can become a captain of 
industry/foreign secretary/ passing 
the Port at top table.

Tempting as these themes are, 
it is what guidance the Iliad can 
offer local government at a time 
of great danger to its existence to 
which I have turned my thoughts. 
To this end I am indebted to Alberto 
Manguel who has written a biog-
raphy of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. 

Manguel quotes Raymond 
Queneau (1947), who observed that 
“Every great work of literature is 
either the Iliad or the Odyssey”: 
in short a study of the human 
condition.

Manguel notes that by the 
6th Century “among the Greeks 
it became important to study in 
Homer the errors of Agamemnon, 
the devotion of Achilles to Patroc-
ulus, the resolution of Hector, the 
mulled over experience of Nestor, 
the wily strategies of Ulysses. A 
formal education was deemed 
impossible without reference to 
Homer’s work”. 

Manguel illustrates Homer’s 
contemporary relevance with a 
story about an initiative in the 
1990s by the Colombian Ministry 
of Culture to set up an itinerant 
system of libraries to take books 
to the inhabitants of remote rural 
regions. In one community they 
requested to keep the Iliad and it 
was given as a gift. Why did they 
want the book? “They explained 
that Homer’s story reflected their 
own: it told of a war torn country 
in which mad gods mix with men 
and women who never know exactly  
what the fighting is about , or when 

they will be happy or  why they will 
be killed”.

We also live in Homeric times. 
In Britain ministers have close to 
untrammelled power, particularly 
over local government.  One instance, 
the sweeping powers through Henry 

VIII clauses embedded in much 
legislation - the Localism Act is a 
fine example – of the exercise of a 
kind of ‘divine right’ that can be used 
to remove from local councils, this 
or that power; cut budgets; hand 
over resources, assets and services 
to the great and increasingly bloated 

outsourcing giants – plenty of 
Ambrosia for them!

Local government has done 
more than its fair share of 
appeasing the Gods of Whitehall 
through ‘efficiency savings’; new 
models of service delivery; trading 
‘power for influence’; but with no 
sense that any of this makes a 
difference. June’s Comprehensive 
Spending Review can only mean 
that the ‘jaws of doom’ for local 
government will get wider.

Manguel remarks, “in this 
uncertain universe, as Homer made 
clear, human beings had to depend 
on their own resources and wit, not 
on unreliable divine behaviour”. In 
short – it’s time for local government 
to stop worshipping the Gods  

Alan Waters is LGiU’s learning and 
development manager. The views 
in this column are his own and do 
not necessarily reflect the views of 
the LGiU.

“ Local government 
has done more than 
its fair share of 
appeasing the Gods 
of Whitehall”



So waddya think?” I said. 
My wife and I were 
peering at a maze of wood 
samples laid out in front 

of us. Following the Great Flood 
of 2nd Street [see the last issue 
of c’llr] we were trying to select 
new flooring. The choices were 
bewildering so we did what any 
regular couple would do: asked 
our gay friends.

Having a gay friend in San 
Francisco is not difficult; at least 
15 per cent of the city’s residents 
identifying themselves as gay 
– the highest proportion of any 
American metropolis. When we 
moved to the city we bought our 
condo from a gay couple and we 
sold our old house in the East 
Bay to another gay couple. Indeed 
there are times when we feel like 
the last straights in captivity. Mind 
you, not everyone has got the 
message. Our hair-stylist Gene 

reported the following dialog 
taking place when he applied for 
a mortgage:

Bank clerk: “I see that you are 
married; what is your spouse’s 
name?”

Gene: “Kevin”
Bank clerk: “Er, could you spell 

that for me?” 
Gay marriage has been a hot 

issue in San Francisco for the last 
decade. In 2004 the city’s then 
mayor, Gavin Newsom, created 
a worldwide stir by instructing 
staff to issue same-sex marriage 
licenses. Like so many American 
social issues the whole thing 
ended up in court. Eventually in 
2008 California’s Supreme Court 
declared gay marriage legal, only 
to have the ruling overturned by a 
voter-approved proposition. Now 
the whole thing is being mulled 
by the US Supreme Court with a 
decision – guaranteed to create 

uproar whichever way it goes – 
expected at any time. 

Domestic partnership certifi-
cation in California started much 
earlier – Berkeley began registra-
tion back in 1991. I remember it 
vividly; the City Clerk was charged 
with issuing the certificates and on 
the appointed day a joyful crowd 
of same-sex partners turned up 
in the lobby of City Hall. Me and 
my co-worker Ralph happened to 
carry a laser printer through the 
crush and very nearly ended up 
getting hitched. 

Why are there so many gays in 
the Bay Area? The basic answer 
is simple: a lot of people decided 
to move here. It is difficult to 
imagine how liberating it must 
have felt during the 1960s for 
a gay man to come here from, 
say, Aardvark, Alabama. Before 
the 2003 Supreme Court ruling 
homosexual sex was still illegal in 
thirteen, mostly Southern, states. 
(BTW, the willingness to get up ‘n’ 
go highlights one of the differences 
between the UK and USA: Ameri-
cans are much readier to move to 
wherever there’s a job or simply 
somewhere better to live. Even 
I got the bug, twice dragging my 
butt clear across this great nation 
in the space of five years.)

San Francisco’s attraction 
was undoubtedly its laissez-faire 
reputation that goes right back to 
19th century. During World War II 

Third Floor, 251 Pentonville Road,
London N1 9NG
020 7554 2800

Postcard from San Francisco

Court 
date for marriage lines

As gay marriage continues to be a subject of contention 
for church and state in the UK, Chris Mead reports that 
although it’s been long-established in California, the 
issue is still subject to a Supreme Court ruling.

millions of American servicemen 
got to see the city for themselves 
as they passed through on their 
way to the conflict in the Pacific. 
Some came back to set up home 
in Eureka Valley, a working-class 
district centered round Castro 
Street. Today the Castro is the city’s 
gay hub; ironically as it has become 
so fashionable property prices have 
increased to the point where most 
people – gay or straight – cannot 
afford to live there.

The gay population grew 
dramatically during the seventies 
but it was the AIDS epidemic in 
the following decade that trans-
formed a collection of men with 
similar sexual preferences into 
a real community. Like African-
Americans during the civil rights 
movement gays realized that this 
was first and foremost their own 
fight. Nowadays it is impossible to 
imagine San Francisco without its 
gay population. 

Back at our condo, our neigh-
bors Kevin and Michael, lured by 
blindingly smart cocktails, visited 
to check out the flooring samples. 
Eventually we agreed on distressed 
white oak, not the cheapest selec-
tion – but never fear dear reader, all 
the distress will be borne by the All 
State insurance company.  

Chris Mead was IT director of the 
City of Berkeley, California
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“ It is difficult to imagine how liberating it must 
have felt during the 1960s for a gay man to 
come here from, say Aardvark  Alabama”
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