
Special feature

Transformative government

December 2013

leaderShip
Kingston-upon-Thames 
leader Liz Green

For Councillors from the LGiU

www.lgiu.org.uk

Interview Transformative 
government

Award winner
Roberta 
Blackman-
Woods 

page 12

Manchester’s 
trams 

page 21

Clare Feeney 
Johnson 

page 28in
si

de



Contents

2 www.lgiu.org.uk

9  Ten things you 
need to know... 

 …about corporate parenting

10  Finance
 Budgeting for prevention

11  Social care
 Zero hours contracts deliver 

poorer care

12  The c’llr 
interview

 Shadow town centre 
minister Roberta  
Blackman-Woods

14  Environment
 Brent’s winning green  

civic centre

15  Leadership
 Kingston-upon-Thames’  

Liz Green

3  First words 
Jonathan Carr-West looks to 
the future

4   Chris Game’s 
local government 
marginalia

 Reality Check – 
Dave Wilcox 

5  LGiU Update
 The LGiU’s recent activity

6  Wheeler’s World 
 Heather Wheeler’s notebook

7  Media Watch 
 David Brindle – dog poo hits 

the headlines

8  Public Services 
 People still rate local 

government

16   LGiU
 The LGiU celebrates 

30 years serving councillors

Special feature  
on transformative 
government
17  Dave Burbage says dare to 

be different

19  Do elected Mayors make a 
difference?  

20  Transformed cities: 
transformed economies

21  Trams lead Manchester’s 
revival

22  Bucks – a commercial 
council

23  Sir Merrick Cockell on 
rewiring public services

24  The changing face 
of case work

26  Social Policy
 Kent’s troubled families 

programme

27  Food banks
 When success means 

failure

28  Environment
 C’llr award winner Clare 

Feeney Johnson

29  Housing
 The importance of tenant 

engagement

31  Another view
 Alan Waters argues for 

greater equality

32  Postcard from 
San Francisco

 Chris Mead on his city’s 
parking problems  

20

Yes
don’t know

I think  so
Yes!

Yes, I agree 
with that.

Absolutely!

De�nitely Good.

I think 
it’s true, yes!

No thanks

True

OK

I disagree

Maybe

Great!

8

31
Editor Alan Pickstock 
Deputy Editor Jane Sankarayya 
Design Whatever Design Ltd

Local Government  
Information Unit
Third Floor, 251 Pentonville Road, 
Islington, London N1 9NG
020 7554 2800
cllr@lgiu.org.uk



3www.lgiu.org.uk

Here’s to the 
next 30 years

This December marks an important milestone for LGiU, writes Jonathan Carr-West. We 
are thirty years old. That’s thirty years of supporting councils and councillors, thirty 
years of encouraging innovation and excellence and thirty years of making the case for 
greater localism and stronger local democracy.

First words

local economies; how to care for an 
ageing population; how to provide 
young people with the skills they 
need and decent homes to live in; 
how to build resilient supportive 
communities and many, many 
more, we will need local govern-
ment to play a crucial role.

These challenges are too 
complex and too particular to be 
solved by broad-brush national 
solutions. We will need local 
government to think and act inno-
vatively, to harness the creativity 
and civic energy of local communi-
ties and to generate new forms 
of partnership across the public, 
private and voluntary sectors.

As regular readers of c’llr 
will know we call this Connected 
Localism: connected across 
services, across places and across 
the public realm.

But while it is useful to think 

We’re tremendously 
grateful to elected 
members in all 
our LGiU affiliate 

authorities who have supported 
us over the years, both those who 
have participated formally through 
our management assembly or 
executive board and all those who 
have worked with us, argued with 
us and participated in our work in 
a myriad of ways. 

LGiU is owned by and driven by 
its members and that gives us a 
grounding and a depth of experi-
ence to draw on that few other 
organisations can emulate.

I’d also like to pay tribute to the 
LGiU staff team, past and present 
who have worked so hard; often way 
above and beyond the call of duty to 
make the organisation so successful.

But while we may permit 
ourselves a moment’s self-congrat-
ulatory backwards glance, we’re 
much more concerned with shaping 
the future than with celebrating the 
past. To that end we’re marking our 
birthday by asking thirty leading 
thinkers and practitioners to tell us 
how the council of thirty years time 
might look different to local govern-
ment as we know it now. We’ve 
been showcasing the results on our 
website for the last month and will 
be releasing the whole collection 
as publication this week. Extracts 
from three of our eminent contribu-
tors, including our first Chair, can 
be found on page 16.

While predicting the future 
inevitably offers hostages to 
fortune, we are confident that if 
we are to address some of the 
profound and complex challenges 
we face as a society: how to reset 

in broad terms about the future, 
we also need to look through the 
other end of the telescope and ask 
ourselves what these ideas might 
mean in practice and how they 
should influence the ways in which 
councils work now.

So rather than resting on our 
birthday laurels, we’ve been 
working hard to do just that.

We recently published new 
research with the Mears Group, 
Strong Foundations: Building 
better dialogue between tenants 
and landlords which found that 
while spend on tenant engagement 
has increased in the last financial 
year, residents are likely to need 
additional advice and support 
services in future. Purely transac-
tional relationships between tenants 
and landlords will not suffice to 
provide this support. Relationships – 
not transactions – are the key. 

We’ve also been working with 
the London Borough of Camden to 
help them map their preventative 
spend and the impact it has. 

In January we’ll be publishing 
research with CAMRA on how 
local authorities can encourage 
and support community pubs. 
And we’re building towards our 
Personal Debt Summit, a major 
national conference on how local 
authorities can improve people’s 
capacity to mange their finances 
more effectively.

In all of these instances we’re 
highlighting how councils are 
thinking and acting differently; 
how they are reconfiguring 
public services and engaging 
with communities; how they  
are reconceptualising the very 
nature of a local authority;  
how they are building the future 
right now. 



When I was a kid I remember being 
called “specky-four-eyes.”

It wasn’t a term of endearment. 
But in retrospect, I realise it helped 
me develop the rhino hide that has 
shielded the sensitive parts of my 
anatomy and psyche for the last 
thirty years. 

Hurtful comments are 
unfortunately part and parcel of a 
councillor’s life.

I’m generally of the view that in 
the council chamber you only lock 
horns and trade the odd exchange 
with beasts who dish it out, based 
on the principle of a “fair fight.”

As Chair of the County Council 
nowadays I have to admit that I miss 
participating in the cut, thrust and 
theatre of the formal meeting.

By way of compensation, I find 
perverse enjoyment in responding 
to emails spattered with insults and 
derogatory observations.

I simply seek to give deserving 
recipients a coronary spasm.

“Thank you for your recent email 
and particularly your carefully 
considered remarks.”

“My parents didn’t share with 
me some of the details which you 
have clearly accessed to reach 
your judgement.”

“It’s always a pleasure to hear from 
you. You may wish to write again.”

They rarely do.
On the odd occasion a further 

response can potentially raise 
some more blood pressure.

“Please accept my apology for 
failing to advise you earlier that our 
correspondence had already ended.” 

Of course you resist the line 
you’d like to use.

“I never use a spell checker, 
either.” Whilst most of the offensive 
surfers hide in the anonymity of 
email, there’s a risk that you might 
meet them in the street.

In those circumstances my only 
realistic plea is, “You can’t hit a man 
in glasses!”

Alternatively, there’s karate.
Happy surfing. 

Today’s themes are treating, fluting 
and dagging. For me, treats 
forever recall my immediately 
post-war childhood: extra pocket 

money, chips in newspaper, Southend 
illuminations, ice creams, and, yes, cream 
cakes for Sunday tea. 

Treats are exciting; maybe slightly 
‘naughty’, but hardly corrupting, surely?  
Or so Labour by-election candidate, Sue 
Shinnick, probably assumed, as she treated 
some sheltered housing residents in her 
ward in Thurrock, Essex, to tea and cakes 
(cream or otherwise is still sub judice). 

You possibly saw the story, but unfor-
tunately, with most media lacking this 
publication’s cerebral news values, reports 
focused more on the cakes than the stakes 
– which were high.

Thurrock Council was hung: if the 
Conservative candidate won, Labour lost 
its overall control. He didn’t, managing 
only 570 votes to Shinnick’s 646. Someone, 
however, was miffed and reported her 
alleged treating to Star Trek’s pointy-ears 
Leonard Nimoy – sorry, to Essex Police’s 
SPOC, the Single-Point-of-Contact officer 
for election-related crime. 

Today, treating is rightly a serious 
offence – directly or indirectly providing 
food, drink or entertainment to corruptly 
influence any voter. But the emphasis is 
everything: there must be demonstrable 
corrupt intent, which here seems unlikely.

The last parliamentary election voided 
for treating was Bodmin in 1906, the Liberal 
MP having spent his campaign touring 

local pubs, openly buying rounds of drinks 
for allcomers. Guilty of both corruption and 
living in the wrong century. 

Sixty years earlier, he’d have been 
fine, if considerably poorer. Typical cost of 
winning a mid-19th Century election was 
around £3,000. In today’s money, that’s 
£220,000 using the retail price index, and 
ten times that using average earnings – of 
which a third might go to innkeepers and 
perhaps another fifth to euphemistically 
termed ‘outvoters’.

But enough of that. 21st Century 
public life and government are about not 
spending money, with no more zealous 
champions than The TaxPayers’ Alliance. 
I’ve space for only one of their latest ‘201 
Ways to Save Money in Local Government’, 
but it’s a classic. No. 70 – “Where appro-
priate, use cattle and sheep to graze on 
council land rather than spending money 
on grass cutting”.

Sheep in parks: great! New infrastruc-
ture investment: public-friendly, sheep-
proof boundaries; electric fencing; lambing 
sheds. New officer skills: shearing, clip-
ping, worming, fluking (for liver disease), 
dagging (trimming around the bum – the 
sheep’s, not the officer’s – to stop excretion 
mixing with wool)… all commencing during 
a major ongoing funding crisis. Fantastic – 
nail scissors, let alone scything, suddenly 
sound visionary. 

Chris Game is with the Institute of Local 
Government Studies

Reply in kind

Reality check Chris Game’s 

Dave Wilcox is  
chair of the LGiU
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What’s new

The LGiU aims to keep councillors and those working 
in local government informed about the latest 
developments – here we take a look at some of the 
highlights of our recent work.

This month we are marking the 30th anniversary 
of the LGiU. We have just published a short 
collection of essays – we asked 30 contributors 
to tell us how they thought that councils 

would be different in 30 years from now. Contributors 
include: Councillor Tony Jackson, Leader of East Herts 
Council; Councillor Lib Peck, Leader of LB Lambeth; Sir 
Merrick Cockell; and David Blunkett. You can read all 
the futuristic ideas at www.lgiu.org.uk/publications. We 
also asked for photographic submissions celebrating 
local government and were really pleased with the large 
response. You can see our favourite 30 photos at www.
lgiu.org.uk/30birthday. LGiU chief executive Jonathan 
Carr-West talks about our anniversary on page 16.

In October the LGiU published Tracking your 
preventative spend. This is a toolkit designed to help 
local authorities begin to look at the proportion of 
budget spend on preventative measures versus acute 
services when hoping to achieve a certain outcome. 
This toolkit is the result of a project that the LGiU ran 
with the London Borough of Camden, supported by the 
British Red Cross and Mears. You can read an account 
of that project on page 10 and the toolkit can be down-
loaded from www.lgiu.org.uk/publications.

In November we published Planning – Problem or 
Solution? This is a collection of views and suggestions 
from key commentators that the LGiU collated for the 
Liberal Democrats’ CLG Parliamentary Committee. 
Contributors include: Sir Andrew Stunell OBE MP; 
Lord Shipley OBE; Councillor Ruth Dombey, Leader 
of LB Sutton; and Stephen R Hodder MBE, President 
of the Royal Institute of British Architects. To view this 
publication, go to www.lgiu.org.uk/publications.

November also saw the launch of Strong Founda-
tions: building better dialogue between tenants and 
landlords. This is the final report of an LGiU project, 
supported by the Mears Group, which looked at how 
social landlords are engaging with their tenants on the 
ground. The project surveyed and interviewed registered 
social landlords, ALMOs and retained stock authorities. 
The findings are presented in the report and drawing 
on this research the report makes four broad prac-
tical recommendations that social landlords should 
consider in shaping more proactive conversations with 

their tenants. You can read an account of the project by 
one of the report’s authors on page 29 and you can read 
the full report at www.lgiu.org.uk/publications. 

LGiU will be following up this new report with a 
series of regional roundtables, starting in December in 
Manchester. We will be discussing the impacts of welfare 
reform and other socio-economic trends on the way social 
landlords engage with their tenants. Attendance is by 
invitation – if you are interested in taking part please get 
in touch with Andrew Walker; Andrew.walker@lgiu.org.uk.

As part of our project with CAMERA to look at how 
local authorities can help to protect community pubs, 
we are holding a round table on 13 January, bringing 
local authority representatives together with pubs 
Minister Brandon Lewis MP. For more information on 
this project contact Andrew.walker@lgiu.org.uk. 

On 21 January 2014, the LGiU and Step Change 
are holding a national policy conference on debt. The 
Personal Debt Summit: Living on the edge will provide 
a national forum for councillors and senior officers from 
local government to come together with influencers 
and stakeholders to examine the challenges faced by 
communities struggling with personal debt. The confer-
ence will focus on how to tackle the complex issues 
faced by local authorities and those with an interest in 
the financial health of individuals. To find out more and 
to book a place go to www.debt-summit.co.uk. 

One of the pictures from LGiU’s 30th birthday collection: Mayor of Worcester, Councillor David Tibbutt 
taking part in a pancake race outside Worcester’s historic Guildhall.



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 wheels of government 
don’t always turn as fast as we 
might like, but the Chancellor’s 
response to concerns about the 
concessionary fuel allowance for 
miners was speedy and sensitive.

I was one of a number of 
MPs who raised this issue with 
George Osborne. The allowance 
was a benefit to miners, but I was 
concerned that my constituents 
who were affected by the closure of 
Daw Mill and the ongoing problems 
with UK Coal would miss out.

Some of my constituents live in 
properties with coal-fired central 
heating. They do not have gas, and 
there is no other way of heating their 
property, so what are they supposed 
to do? The situation is costing my 
constituents £1,300 a year.

In total, around 1,500 former 
mine workers will be entitled to 
continue to receive their allowance 
in the form of cash or coal. They will 
be entitled to choose up to £1,300 of 
free coal, or up to £600 cash in lieu 
of coal per year – in line with the 
current beneficiaries of the scheme.

In November, George Osborne 
announced that the government 
will guarantee the conces-
sionary fuel allowance for around 
400 mine workers who lost their 
jobs as a result of the recent 
restructuring of UK Coal.

The government will also guar-
antee the allowance for around 
1,000 retired workers previously 
employed by the company.

The National Concessionary 
Fuel Agreements were put in 
place between British Coal and 
mining unions in the 1980s. When 
the British Coal Corporation was 
privatised in 1994, the government 
retained the obligation to provide 
concessionary fuel to former British 
Coal workers entitled to it. The 
concessionary fuel arrangements 

for UK Coal were funded by UK Coal 
as part of their inheritance as a 
successor company.

I met with the Prime Minister, 
David Cameron to discuss my 
campaign to stop scam mail.

My campaign is to end Royal 
Mail delivering scam mail to house-
holds, particularly by targeting the 
bulk delivery at source with Trading 
Standards and Police.  Recently, 
police seized 50,000 mailshots due 
to be sent out from a commercial 
mailing company.

These frauds costs our country 
£3bn a year, with the money gener-
ally being sent to oversees crimi-
nals – money from elderly, vulner-
able people. Anyone receiving these 
mail shots can ask the local sorting 
office to stop delivering them.

I was pleased to discuss the 
campaign with the Prime Minister 
and I am delighted to say he has 
agreed to place a box to collect 
examples in his constituency office 
in Witney. Many other MPs are 

supporting the campaign and gath-
ering examples of scam mail from 
their constituents. 

I am passing the examples of 
scams I receive to East Sussex 
trading standards, who are co-ordi-
nating work with the police.

Manufacturing continues to go 
from strength to strength.

I have written here before about 
Toyota, whose Burnaston factory is 
in my constituency. I was pleased 
to visit again recently with pupils 
from John Port School in Etwall.  
The students had a tour of the plant 
before being set tasks of putting 
together brake parts.

Toyota has really good record in 
terms of offering apprenticeships 
to local people as well, of course, 
as full time jobs.

And the investment in the plant 
and in people – and the workforce’s 
hard work – is clearly paying off, 
with car production having risen 
by 10 per cent in the last year – 
82 per cent of that production is 

exports. This is wonderful news 
for the British economy.

I was interviewed by a local 
school student as part of local 
democracy week.

Reece Hollis, a Year 10 Student 
at The Pingle School in Swadlin-
cote had some searching ques-
tions for me – including some 
‘quick fire’ questions that really 
put me on the spot!

The interview was videoed and 
played in the school assembly and 
put on the school’s website during 
Local Democracy Week to introduce 
the students to their local MP.

Among other things, Reece 
asked me how, as an MP, I help the 
community; what I love about South 
Derbyshire (it’s because the people 
are straight talkers, since you ask!); 
what an MP’s surgery is; and my 
views about the voting age. 

Heather Wheeler is MP for South 
Derbyshire
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Where there’s muck 
there’s headlines

Sometimes a newspaper headline rocks you back on your heels. Flicking through the 
Blackpool Gazette, while visiting west Lancashire, my eye was caught and my page-turning 
hand frozen by the arresting words: “Horses’ nappies just not working”, writes David Brindle.

Who could pass on 
through the news, 
features, classified 
and sport without 

wanting to know what on earth 
this lead on the letters page 
was all about? Then again, local 
readers would likely be more 
familiar with the concept of an 
equine diaper. For it turned out 
that Blackpool resident Keith 
Gledhill had written to complain 
about the shortcomings of “nappy 
bags” that the borough council 
has, since 2008, required of 
horses pulling landau carriages 
along the town’s promenade.

This column, I am afraid to say, 
is all about poo. More specifically, 
it is about media coverage of the 
problem of animal waste being 
deposited on our streets and in 
our parks. And while Mr Gledhill 

was concerned about a stretch of 
promenade “absolutely full of horse 
droppings”, councillors across the 
country will not need to reminding 
that it is more usually dog mess 
that gets people up in arms.

According to recent research 
on public attitudes towards litter, 
carried out by the charity Keep 
Scotland Beautiful, almost seven in 
10 people rate dog dirt as the most 
bothersome item discarded on 
streets, in parks and on beaches.  
And no wonder: this nation of 
animal lovers, estimates suggest, 
keeps some seven million dogs 
responsible for the discharge of 
1,000 tonnes of the stuff every day.

For local media, councils’ strug-
gles to keep their streets and green 
spaces clear of this unpleasant 
health risk make good copy. Some 
even take an active part: in 2010, 

the Bolton News distributed bone-
shaped bag holders for dog owners 
to carry their pets’ deposits once 
they had been dutifully scooped up.

A glance at recent Bolton 
News stories shows that even this 
inspirational initiative enjoyed 
only limited success. “More staff 
to patrol Rossendale dog fouling 
hotspots”, “Man fined for allowing 
dog to foul in Colne” and “Under-
cover dog wardens to crackdown on 
dog fouling in Hyndburn” suggest 
that the issue is a preoccupation 
across the circulation area. They’re 
not bad stories, either: those 
Hyndburn wardens were said to 
be preparing to use covert surveil-
lance and night-vision goggles to 
trap miscreant dog owners.

The Hull Daily Mail gets more 
column inches than most out of 
dog mess, thanks to East Riding of 

Yorkshire council’s 
particularly ener-
getic approach to 
its responsibilities. 
A recent rash 
of court cases 
brought by the 
council saw three 
dog owners fined, 
one having to pay 
a total of more 
than £700, for not 
cleaning up after 
their pets. And the 
authority has since 
2009 maintained 
dog control orders 
on some 300 open 
spaces, either 
banning dogs or 
requiring them to 
be on leads.

This raises the 
hackles of local 
dog owners, as 
the Mail’s letters 
column reflects, 

which may be why papers rarely 
carry their own editorials on 
the dog-dirt controversy when  
they are quick to comment on 
other matters.

The national Daily Mail has, 
however, recently opened up 
debate via one of its trademark 
“why-oh-why?” columns. Dog 
owner Simon Heffer was, if you 
will excuse the pun, unleashed 
to deliver a classic tirade against 
East Riding’s “scorched-earth 
policy against canines”. He railed: 
“The bigotry of a minority of cyno-
phobes – those with an irrational 
fear of dogs – has been placed 
above the liberty of Yorkshiremen 
and women to take their dogs for 
a decent walk.”

Heffer, who was pictured 
cuddling his “somewhat decrepit” 
Norwich terrier, Bert, warned that 
Britain was becoming “virulently 
anti-dog”. Not many of those 
readers who commented on his 
article seemed to agree, but as we 
know the Daily Mail prides itself 
on having its finger on the pulse 
of middle England. Do not rule out 
a sustained campaign.

For national and local media, 
then, dog mess is a gift that keeps 
on giving. And the latest present 
comes from Pembrokeshire county 
councillor Wynne Evans who, the 
Western Telegraph has delightedly 
reported, is offering £10 rewards 
from his own pocket to people 
who shop dog owners for failing to 
clear up after their animals on the 
streets of Narberth.

“It will be money well spent  
if it cleans up my town,” Evans 
told the paper. Its headline?“ 
Poo-dunnit.”  

David Brindle is The Guardian’s 
public service editor

H
A

R
R

Y 
VE

N
N

IN
G



Yes
don’t know

I think  so
Yes!

Yes, I agree 
with that.

Absolutely!

De�nitely Good.

I think 
it’s true, yes!

No thanks

True

OK

I disagree

Maybe

Great!

Public services

A matter  
of opinion 

Carol Grant’s been looking at 
survey information that levels 
of trust in local government 
remain high – and many people 
think public services are alive 
and well despite the cuts.

Is it necessary to invest in 
public services to make 
people feel satisfied with 
them? When the coalition 

government was formed in 2010, 
many predicted a dystopian 
future of closed services and 
social unrest as people took 
to the streets to protest about 
budget cuts.

Three years on, it appears 
that reports of the death of public 
services have been greatly exagger-
ated. A BBC poll this autumn found 
that many people in Britain think 
some public services have improved 
since the introduction of austerity 
measures. Despite widespread 
cuts, more people believe refuse 
and recycling, parks and libraries, 
schools and bus services have got 
better, rather than worse. Separate 
research for Ipsos MORI shows 
that over two thirds of people agree 
with the statement ‘I haven’t really 
noticed any changes to the services 
provided by my local council’. 

The picture is similar in the 
health service. Most people (70 per 
cent) remain satisfied with the 
running of the NHS, a figure that 
has remained stable over the last 
two years. Pride in the NHS has 
risen and now almost eight in ten 
people agree that Britain’s National 
Health Service is one of the best 
in the world. The IPSOS MORI 
research even found a small but 
significant rise in satisfaction with 
social care services.

There are areas where the 
picture is less consistent, and less 
rosy. The BBC survey found that 
satisfaction with elderly care and 
road maintenance had declined. 
Ipsos MORI found that fewer people 
feel the government has the right 
policies for social care. 

A third of people in the Ipsos 
MORI survey thought that the NHS 

will get better over the next few 
years while another third thought it 
would get worse. There is a wide-
spread belief that the NHS will face 
a severe funding problem in the 
future. And while they may not have 
felt the impact of cuts to council 
services personally, almost half of 
people questioned thought the cuts 
had gone too far ‘and will lead to 
social unrest’. 

So where is it? There is no doubt 
that the austerity package has lead 
to scenes of quiet, and not so quiet, 
desperation for some individuals 
and communities. But the masses 
are not rising up as one to protest. 
These research findings suggest that 

the public seems to be in that classic 
British mode of ‘mustn’t grumble’.

When apportioning responsibility 
for cuts, more people blame the 
coalition or the last Labour govern-
ment than blame local government. 
When it comes to trust, people are 
overwhelmingly more likely to trust 
their local authority to make impor-
tant decisions about local services 
than they are to trust the government 

(79 per cent 
versus 11 per 
cent).

As councils 
make more 
hard decisions 
about priori-
ties, accept-
ance and trust 

are strong foundations on which to 
base a relationship with citizens. 
However, stoicism has limits and 
the great conundrum still exists. 
Two thirds of people don’t want to 
see a rise in council tax levels even 
if this means further cuts. And over 

half don’t personally want to accept 
less from their council. 

Councils already consult local 
communities on their budgets and 
some say they are having the diffi-
cult conversations. My own local 
authority sent me a questionnaire 
on the budget. I have a reason-
able working knowledge of how 
councils work, but the consultation 
document had so little background 
context that my contribution was 
ineffectual. I was left with the 
feeling I had been consulted for 
form’s sake.

The research findings, coupled 
with the medium term financial 
forecasts, suggest that the most 
difficult conversations are still to 
come. Let’s hope that the trust which 
has been built up allows for genuine 
engagement with citizens on the 
future shape of council services.  

Carol Grant is a director  
of Grant Riches
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“ These research findings 
suggest that the public seems 
to be in that classic British 
mode of ‘mustn’t grumble’.”



things you need to know about the 

As a councillor, you have a 
duty of care for looked after 
children. But what does that 
mean in practice?

corporate parenting
10

Thanks to the 
National Children’s 
Board for providing 
this article. ‘Putting 
Corporate Parenting 
into Practice –  
A Handbook for 
Councillors’ is 
available at: 
www.ncb.org.uk/
corporate-parenting

What is corporate parenting? 
Corporate parenting can be thought of as the collective 
responsibility across services and across local authorities, 
to safeguard and promote the life chances of looked after 
children. Local authorities need to be as good as any parent 
in how they go about looking after children and fulfilling 
their role as corporate parents. 

How did the notion of corporate parenting come about? 
Local authorities have always provided alternative care 
for children who, for whatever reason, cannot live at 
home. However, elected members were not always at the 
forefront. In 1998, the then Secretary of State for Health 
Frank Dobson wrote to all councillors reminding them they 
were ultimately responsible for the quality of care provided 
by their council. This responsibility has become known as 
corporate parenting.

Current government policy 
The coalition has stated that improving the lives of children 
in care is a national priority. Edward Timpson, the Minister 
for Children has reiterated that councillors ‘have no greater 
responsibility than when they are acting as corporate parents’.

Prioritising looked after children 
The reasons for children needing to be looked after, such 
as parental abuse, neglect or abandonment, will have 
already placed them at a disadvantage. It is essential that 
their experiences in public care compensate for this disad-
vantage rather than compound it.

Why should corporate parenting matter to me? 
Almost every conceivable council activity has some relation 
to the lives of looked after children or those making the 
transition to adult independence. So corporate parenting is 
the whole council’s responsibility. However, front line staff 
can only do a good job if there is effective governance and 
strategic leadership from councillors.

A strategic approach to corporate parenting
The most effective corporate parenting results when a 
single body within the council has over-arching respon-
sibility – often known as the ‘Corporate Parenting Group’. 
The group should work closely with local authority depart-
ments, other council committees and partner agencies 
such as Clinical Commissioning Groups. It should have the 
authority to provide powerful oversight and leadership.

Working with looked after children 
Every local authority is expected to have in place a ‘Chil-
dren in Care Council’ to consult with looked after children 
themselves. Effective corporate parenting requires a clear 
mechanism to work the Children in Care Council. Consulta-
tion with children who are placed outside the local authority 
area or who are in youth custody is equally important.

Making sense of data on looked after children 
Corporate parents will receive performance data on their 
council’s service to looked after children, such as attainment 
at school. This can be difficult to evaluate. For example, a 
decline in the number of babies coming into care could indi-
cate a successful local ‘early help’ programme or a failure 
to identify children at risk at an early age. So data must 
be accompanied by a clear narrative with comparisons with 
past performance and data from comparable councils.

Should councillors advocate for specific 
looked after children? 
While it is not a councillor’s role to develop personal rela-
tionships with children there may be other, more indirect, 
ways of following progress. For example, meeting regularly 
with the Children in Care Council will give councilors the 
chance to hear in detail about young people’s experiences 
and what they think needs to change. 

Working in two-tier authorities 
Responsibility for corporate parenting does not rest solely 
with top-tier local authorities. District councillors will 
be involved in, for example, providing leisure facilities 
or public transport. As corporate parents they should 
consider whether these services are accessible to looked 
after children and their carers.
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On the 
right track
There is a consensus 

among local authorities 
that prevention must lie 
at the heart of any re-

sponse to the impending crisis 
in council finances – but little in-
formation on the proportion of 
their current budget devoted to 
it. LGiU’s recent project, support-
ed by Mears and the British Red 
Cross, takes this consensus as its 
starting point, and looks at how 
councils can use ideas around 
prevention to respond to one of 
the most substantial pressures 
facing local government at the 
moment: our ageing population. 

This project, piloted in partner-
ship with the London Borough 
of Camden, explores the practi-
calities of mapping the council’s 
preventative spend against one 
of their key outcomes from the 
Adult Social Care Outcomes 
Framework: to keep older people 
living independently for longer, by 
‘delaying and reducing the need 
for care and support’.

Despite the widespread 
acknowledgment that taking a 
long-term approach not only leads 
to better outcomes for individuals 
in many cases, but also to huge 
savings in service provision, imple-
menting a preventative programme 
has proven a real challenge for 
local authorities in the past. This 
has to do with a number of barriers, 
including the culture within public 
services, increased demand on 
acute services, the need for huge 
budgetary savings and the desire 
from councillors to see a return on 
their investments during their term 
in office. But arguably the most 
significant barrier to prevention is a 
lack of clarity around what consti-
tutes preventative activity, how this 
links to outcomes and how much 
money councils spend on it overall. 

This pilot project makes a start 
in understanding how to approach 
tracking councils’ preventative 
spend. In October LGiU published a 
step-by-step guide to the approach 
we adopted, covering: establishing a 
project sponsor and steering group; 
identifying and agreeing aims, 
objectives and scope of project; 
understanding the outcomes; 
mapping preventative services 
for the chosen outcome; and 
analysing and mapping budgets. 
The guide also defined preven-
tion into primary, secondary and 
tertiary categories of prevention. 
Primary prevention was defined 
as preventing, or minimising the 
risk, of problems arising – usually 
through universal policies like 
health promotion or a vaccination 
programme. Secondary prevention 
was defined as targeting individuals 
or groups at high risk or showing 
early signs of a particular problem 
to try to stop it occurring, for 
example screening programmes. 
Tertiary prevention was defined as 
intervening once there is a problem, 
to stop it getting worse and redress 
the situation, for example, work to 
prevent reoffending and reable-
ment programmes.

The findings of the project 
with Camden will be published 
shortly. The research analyses the 
proportion of Camden’s budget 
spent on primary, secondary 
and tertiary prevention, and the 
proportion spent on statutory and 
discretionary services. It highlights 
challenges and learning, as well 
as questions around what services 
councils consider to be preventa-
tive, and how they want to approach 
measuring these. 

The London Borough of Camden 
took a bold step in exposing its 
budgets to this form of scrutiny and 
the resulting analysis is useful both 

for it and for the sector as a whole. 
The next step for the sector now is 
to look at which outcomes have the 
best preventative income, and how 
we should think about reallocating 
resources accordingly. Only once a 
council understands its preventa-
tive spend can it start to consider 
the appropriate ratio of preventa-
tive to reactive spend, and begin 
to deliver more effective and more 
efficient services for our elderly. 

The reports from this project 
can be found at www.lgiu.org.uk/
publications  

Josephine Suherman is an LGiU 
policy researcher

While it is generally accepted that 
‘prevention is better than cure’, local 
authorities can often struggle to 
quantify the proportion of budget 
spent on prevention versus acute 
services. As Josephine Suherman 
explains a recent LGiU project has been 
looking at this very problem.



Turning up 
the heat on 
zero hours

The recent furore around the 
widespread and increasing use of 
zero hours contracts and a new report 
on the widespread levels of non 
payment of travel time for homecare 
workers has shone a spotlight on how 
local councils commission homecare, 
writes Matthew Egan.  

Social care
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UNISON carried out a 
freedom of information 
request to find out the 
number of homecare 

providers that councils commission 
from and the nature of their 
contract. 198 councils from England, 
Wales and Scotland replied and 
revealed that 50 per cent of them 
commission homecare from more 
than 20 providers. More than 
20 councils commission care from 
more than 50 providers, with nine 
buying in services from more than 
100 private and voluntary sector 
organisations. Commissioning care 
from so many providers prevents 
councils having proper oversight 
of how contracts are run, how staff 
are treated, and most importantly 
oversight of the quality of services 
that are provided.

However this was not the only 
problem with how councils commis-
sion homecare. UNISON found that 
81 per cent of councils commission 
to homecare providers where there 
is no guarantee at all of any hours.  
This practice means that councils 
do not guarantee providers specific 
hours from one week to the next. 
This in turn fuels the use of zero 
hours contracts for homecare 

workers with the majority of private 
sector homecare staff now being 
employed on these contracts.

I’m sure you will all have been 
horrified by the image of silhou-
etted care workers too scared to be 
identified telling the media about 
how the contracts mean they don’t 
know how much money they’ll 
earn from one week to the next to 
support their families.

Zero hours contracts also 
hurt people receiving care, as 
care workers are more likely to 

work when they are sick as many 
are denied sick pay and turning 
down work can often lead to their 
hours being cut. This increases 
the chance of them passing on 
illnesses to the vulnerable people 
they care for which is potentially 
very dangerous.

Despite their widespread use in 
the sector both the government and 
Labour Party have both stated that 
the use of zero hours contracts are 
inappropriate in care settings.

Poor commissioning by councils 

has also contributed to up to 200,000 
homecare workers routinely being 
paid less than the National Minimum 
Wage. The Resolution Foundation 
in its Does It Pay To Care? report 
on the matter said that the blame 
for this national scandal rests with 
the government at a national level 
for presiding over an underfunded 
care system but also with homecare 
providers and councils.

“It is clear that the way in which 
many local authorities commission 
care contributes to NMW under-
payment among frontline domi-
ciliary care workers both by actively 
driving down the price paid for care 
and by failing to stipulate or monitor 
compliance with the NMWR as part 
of the process of contracting care 
from independent care providers”

This practice is not only illegal 
but it also fuels the high rates of 
turnover in the sector which is bad 
news for people receiving care as 
good and experienced care workers 
find that they can no longer afford 
to do the job.

It is clear that councils must 
take action to ensure that national 
minimum wage laws are met and 
end the use of zero hours contracts 
in homecare.

UNISON is campaigning for all 
councils to adopt its Ethical Care 
Charter which would not only ensure 
that care workers are paid for their 
travel time and zero hour contracts 
are stopped but that care standards 
and treatment of the workforce 
more generally are improved. 

The Charter gives councils the 
opportunity to be at the forefront 
of a return to providing dignified 
treatment for both the workers and 
people receiving care.  

Matthew Egan is Assistant 
National Officer, UNISON

“ UNISON found 
that 81 per 
cent of councils 
commission to 
homecare providers 
where there is no 
guarantee at all of 
any hours”

We need to value the work of carers: zero hours contracts can lead to poorer care 
(Library photo, no suggestion that the person pictured is on a zero hours contract)
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Roberta 
Blackman-Woods

The appearance on high streets of 
more and more payday loan companies 
and betting shops illustrates what’s 
wrong with letting the market mould 
town centres, shadow minister Roberta 
Blackman-Woods tells Mark D’Arcy.

Is the answer to deregulate and 
remove bureaucratic planning 
obstacles, and let the market 
determine what businesses 

should move in? Or should local 
authorities have stronger powers 
to guide the development of their 
town centres?

Labour MP Roberta Blackman-
Woods, the shadow minister 
responsible for this policy area, is 
a stern critic of the first approach, 
and a strong advocate of the second. 
A former professor of social policy 
and a former councillor in Oxford 
and Newcastle, she warns that the 
decline of high streets cannot be 
arrested by government policies 
which she dismisses as short-
termist and ultimately destructive. 

She points to developments in 
her Durham constituency. “You see 
the same thing in a lot of towns - 
more payday loan companies and 
betting shops, crowding out other 
uses, and we are by no means the 
worst example,” she says. “Our take 
on this is that we know it’s a very 
difficult time for the High Street, 
but the changes the government 
have made to permitted develop-
ment make it more difficult to help 
businesses through the storm, and 
then reverse the trend.”

In May, the government 
amended planning law to allow 
changes to use classes so that 
virtually any type of commercial 
premises on the high street could 
become any kind of shop, fast food 
restaurant or financial services 
outlet. Blackman-Woods argues 
that those changes take vital tools 
away from local authorities just 

when they need them most, to 
encourage the right kinds of change 
of use to commercial premises.

They might want empty shops 
and offices to become homes, 
or they might want to encourage 
pop up shops or restaurants or 
cafes. But the de-regulation of use 
classes means that, increasingly, 
they’re snapped up and converted 
into betting shops and outlets for 
payday loan companies – which 
she dismisses as “legal loan 
sharks.” For Blackman-Woods, 
the critical point is that the use 
change can now be made without 
planning permission. “That is what 
we are against; the High Street is 
now open to anyone who wants to 
do anything, just when we need 
good planning with real community 
input,” she says.

Nationally, she adds, there are 
20 per cent more payday loan shops 
and three per cent more betting shops 
than there were a year ago… there 
are now more than twice as many 
betting shops on British high streets 
than cinemas, bingo halls, museums, 
bowling alleys, arcades, galleries and 
snooker halls combined.

She also notes that the betting 
chains are making big bucks from 
fixed odds betting machines, and 
she’s concerned about the social 
impact. “We’re seeing more and 
more of them in disadvantaged 
areas, where people are increas-
ingly desperate. And in these 
areas you also have payday loan 
companies aggressively pushing 
their products, with people being 
bombarded with texts offering them 
ever more money. The Grimsley and 

Portas reviews are miles from what 
we are seeing.”

But, she believes, communities 
want to resist that trend, because 
they are replacing independent 
retailers, clothes shops and health 
food shops. She is also concerned 
that the government has just 
completed the consultation process 
on another round of relaxations to 
permitted development and change 
of use classes that would allow 
any small shop to be turned into a 
house without the local authority or 
community having a say.

Blackman-Woods quotes 
with approval from a report by 
London local authorities which 
recommended that bookies, 
pawnbrokers and payday lenders 
should not be treated as class A2 
developments and, instead, be 
placed in a planning category of 
their own.  And the report accepts 
that some previously commercial 
areas around high streets are no 
longer viable for business, the 

local planning authority should 
decide if they should be re-desig-
nated residential use – arguing 
that this is not an appropriate 
subject for national policy.

And she rejects the argument 
that the best growth in High Streets 
comes where local councils have 
not attempted to pick winners and 
have allowed the market to decide: 
“I would like to see evidence that 
the permissive planning approach 
works, and leads to more jobs and 
prosperity. Because I just don’t see 
it. To survive, High Streets need 

to develop their 
niche appeal, the 
thing that pulls 
in consumers, 
and that means 
focus, not just 
the market; the 
ingredient I have 
yet to see is 
local community 
involvement.”

Which brings 
her to the alterna-
tive she proposes. 
It is not just that 
local authorities 
should exercise a 

veto, but that they should be at the 
centre of a concerted long-term 
strategy for the future of their high 
streets, involving business and, 
crucially, local people.

She complains of too much 
fragmentation in the government 
approach, with groups like Town 
Teams, LEPs, Business Improve-
ment Districts (BIDs) and various 
species of local area working 
groups: “in Durham we have 

“ To survive, High Streets 
need to develop their niche 
appeal, the thing that pulls in 
consumers, and that means 
focus, not just the market; the 
ingredient I have yet to see is 
local community involvement”



neighbourhood planning for the 
City Centre, and a local authority 
City Centre Partnership, and 
there’s a private sector city centre 
forum - I find myself thinking, for 
heaven’s sake get them all in the 
same room!” 

“The government has not 
grasped that when you get too 
much of one type of outlet, it 
crowds out other shops, and then 
it’s much more difficult to revive 
the High Street, because diversity 

dies. I want local authorities to 
have specific powers to stop the 
over-saturation of any one use type, 
where not in the interest of the area 
– then they could say ‘we don’t want 
that empty unit to be another fast 
food shop; we want the premises to 
be a start-up site for young adults 
who want to build a career in retail, 
or maybe an advice centre.’”

There must, she argues, be 
an overall plan to regenerate the 
High Street, and in some places 

that will mean 
accepting that the 
retail area will 
have to shrink. 
“The difference 
with this govern-
ment is that they 
are leaving it to 
the market while 
we would like 
local authorities 
to decide where, 
for example, town 
centre housing 
should be concen-
trated, which areas 
should be switched 

to office use, and which retail 
areas can be revived – all in the 
context of a long-term strategy.”

That strategy might mean busi-
ness agreeing levies – via BIDs 
– to pay for extra lighting or street 
furniture or other improvements. 
In particular Blackman-Woods 
is keen to bring policing into the 
mix, recognising that safety is an 
important part of any strategy 
for the High Street and they can 
provide valuable help in designing 
out crime.

She says Labour would 
strengthen neighbourhood plan-
ning and consider retail diversity 
schemes to allow communities to 
shape their high street. And she 
repeats the promise that a Labour 
government would cut the rates 
for small businesses in 2015 and 
freeze them the year after.

But what about that crucial local 
dimension? She name-checks 
authorities like Milton Keynes, with 
its Business neighbourhood plan-
ning forum, and smaller districts 
like West Dorset, Weymouth and 
Huntingdon as examples of good 
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local responses to the crisis in the 
High Street. But that brings her 
onto another problem area; that 
local authorities don’t talk enough 
to each other about what works. 
They have different forums where 
they come together - a whole range 
of LGA workshops, but at the next 
stage, there are difficulties. A 
lot of authorities send someone 
along, but when they come back, 
bursting with ideas, it’s often hard 
to transmit them to the leadership, 
so that they’re picked up at cabinet 
level. So it’s not so much about 
sharing ideas, more about getting 
authorities to run with them.

The sting in the tail is that in 
some of the areas where the High 
Street is in most serious trouble, 
many of their local authorities are 
losing 40 per cent of their budgets 
– which, she fears, means they are 
losing the resources, both at a policy 
and financial level, to contribute 
effectively to local partnerships.  

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

“ The government has not 
grasped that when you get  
too much of one type of 
outlet, it crowds out other 
shops, and then it’s much 
more difficult to revive  
the High Street, because 
diversity dies”



Environment

The fourth greenest 
building in the world

Holding  its own in a landscape once dominated by the iconic Wembley Stadium, 
the North West London civic centre is not your typical public building – in fact – it’s 
everything you don’t expect a council building to be, writes George Crane. 

The design of the civic 
centre, with its six story 
atrium, creates a spacious 
and airy indoor/outdoor 

feel that never fails to impress. 
Owing to the sheer amount 

of light filled open and flexible 
spaces, the fully Wi-Fi enabled 
building has an energy that hits 
you as soon as you enter. 

Visitors entering the building are 
greeted by an impressive staircase 
that doubles up as amphitheatre 
style seating, where shows regu-
larly take place in the middle of the 
hustle and bustle of people going 
about their business. 

The building aims to integrate 
officers, members and the public. 

Customer service officers are 
no longer hidden behind doors or 
walls but sit out in the open plan 
office while back office employees 
are visible through glass walls. 

The cafés also adopt the same 
principle with members, staff and 
the public dining together.  

And this consistent attempt 
to embed the presence of the 
community into the building hasn’t 
happened by accident. It has been 
driven by a desire to deliver a 
building that serves local people 
and acts as a community hub.

The result is a highly efficient 
building that generates income while 

combining the functions of a town 
hall, conference centre, wedding 
venue, public library, cafe and 

one-stop shop for Brent 
residents to engage with 
any council service. 

It is also officially the 
fourth greenest building 
in the world and the 
greenest public building 
in the UK.

The civic centre will 
deliver a 33 per cent 
reduction in carbon 
emissions thanks to a 
combination of solar 
shading, natural ventila-

tion, lighting, and a high-performance 
facade. Its power for both cooling and 
heating comes from a truly renew-
able source – waste fish oil. 

Outside, you’ll find the marriage 
and communal gardens which 
connect the building to the wider 
regeneration of Wembley that is 
unfolding on its doorstep. 
Only last month the 
London Designer 
Outlet opened next 
door, bringing 
with it shops, 
restaurants, a 
cinema and jobs. 
Over the next few 

years more new shops, markets 
and housing will be delivered.

Back inside, the centre also 
offers potential business spaces for 
lease, one of which is earmarked to 
become a supermarket. 

However, it’s important not to 
forget that the decision to commit 
to building a civic centre was 
made during a period of economic 
downturn, when most authorities 
were shying away from major 
regeneration projects.

By taking a calculated risk we’ve 
been able to secure an excellent 
land deal and benefit from low 
construction costs, leaving our 
residents to reap the rewards.

Previously, the council owned 
or leased 14 buildings all spread 
across the borough and serving 
different purposes. 

The sale of these buildings has 
helped fund the development of 
the civic centre, saves the council 

£2.5m a year and put its 
2000 staff all under 

one roof. 
We expect 

the building to 
pay for itself 
over a period 
of 25 years, 
with the 

project cost being met from the 
disposal of existing buildings, 
and from prudential borrowing, 
funded through savings generated 
by reduced rental costs and busi-
ness efficiencies.

There has also been a clear 
regeneration driver for the project. 
The area around the National 
Stadium is one of the country’s 
largest regeneration projects.

By acquiring land at the heart 
of this area, the council has taken 
a bold stake in the future, contrib-
uting to developer confidence and 
helping to accelerate the delivery 
of the new shops, restaurants and 
cinemas that are integral to the 
Wembley City concept.

To do this took tenacity and the 
courage of our convictions. 

And as a result of our success 
Brent Council is now sharing best 
practice with other local authori-
ties. We are taking what we’ve 
learnt and are using it to help 
other boroughs building a civic 
centre or public building to gain 
outstanding ratings.  

Councillor George Crane is  Lead 
Member for Regeneration and 
Major Projects, Brent Council
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“ There has been a clear 
regeneration driver for the 
project. The area around 
the National Stadium is 
one of the country’s largest 
regeneration projects.”

STOP PRESS 

 Winner, Public Sector 

Sustainable Building 

in the Sustainability 

Leaders Awards
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Leadership

Team leader

When events unexpectedly resulted in Liz Green taking on the 
leadership of the Royal Borough of Kingston-upon-Thames, 
she adopted a team approach to the job. Mark Smulian reports.

All deputy leaders must 
be ready to step up, 
but Liz Green found 
herself leading the Royal 

Borough of Kingston-upon-Thames 
overnight after her predecessor 
Derek Osbourne resigned following 
a personal scandal.

She has been on Kingston’s 
executive since 2004 and had 
served four years as deputy leader, 
but even so taking over the top job 
in such circumstances was a shock.

Kingston is a predominantly 
affluent area on the south-western 
edge of Greater London where 
local politics is dominated by the 
ruling Liberal Democrats and 
opposition Conservatives.

She joined the Lib Dems in 
2001, initially to support the 
re-election campaign of local MP 
Ed Davey, now the energy and 
climate change secretary.

“I quickly realised that local 
government was where most of 
the decisions that affect my life are 
made, so I decided to stand for the 
council,” Liz recalls.”

She won the St Marks’ ward 
in 2002 when her party regained 
control of the council and joined 
the executive in 2004, holding the 
environmental portfolio for four 
years and then education.

“When I became leader it was 
unexpected but I’d worked as part 
of the leadership team so I was in 
meetings with the chief executive 
and senior staff and aware of what 
was going on, and on some issues 
I’d taken the lead,” Liz says.

“It’s different as leader, but  
I’ve been clear that this is a  
leadership team.”

This team includes all those 
in the lead positions in Kingston’s 
unusual governance system.

It took advantage of the 
Localism Act to scrap the cabinet 

and scrutiny model and change to a 
hybrid system.

Decisions are made in subject 
committees, whose chairs also 
form an executive that works with 
officers between these meetings.

On top of that, Kingston has four 
neighbourhoods, where councillors 
have devolved budgets.

These control policy areas  
such as road maintenance, 
parks, youth services, libraries, 
streetscene and planning, other 
than for major developments. 

Liz has a lot on her plate as 
cuts bite deep even in a relatively 
wealthy area.

One way of controlling these 
costs has been through Kingston’s 
involvement in a shared services 
innovation with its neighbours 
Richmond, Merton and Sutton.

This is less rigid than the better 
known ‘Triborough’ arrangement 
of Hammersmith & Fulham, Kens-
ington & Chelsea and Westminster.

It provides for the boroughs to be 
each other’s preferred partners for 
sharing, and Kingston’s services are 
now almost all shared with one or 

more of these part-
ners but in different 
combinations as suits 
its needs.

One particular 
concern of Liz’s is 
that inability of coun-
cils to tackle school 
provision since 
the creation of the 
academy and free 
schools programme.

“Schools places 
planning is an 
extremely difficult 
issue, the government 
having left us with 
responsibility but no 
control,” she says.

“Education has 
been taken out of our 
hands and that is a 
massive issue. How 
can we plan provision 
for an expanding 
schools population in 
one area where we do 
not know if someone 
will suddenly 
demand a free school 
somewhere else?”

Liz notes that 
Kingston has held onto its 
education support service but 
says she has seen examples 
elsewhere of councils cutting 
these in response to their lack of 
role in education.

“How are schools to improve 
if there is nothing except Ofsted 
coming along telling them to but 
no support available,” she asks.

She adds: “I think the whole 
free school policy has been a 
mistake. It has left it impossible to 
plan provision and difficult to do 
peer-to-peer improvement too.”

By contrast to this 
centralisation, Liz thinks localism 
has worked well in health.

“The return of public health to 
local government and our work 
with health and wellbeing boards 
has been brilliant,” she says.

“The public just wants the 
service it doesn’t care whether 
CCGs, the old PCTs, hospitals or 
the council that provides it and so 
we can join up health and adult 
social care.”

There’s just few months until 
all-out elections next May, but Liz 
hopes to make a sufficient impres-
sion to hold on to power then.  

Mark Smulian is a freelance 
journalist

“ I quickly realised 
that local 
government was 
where most of the 
decisions that affect 
my life are made, so 
I decided to stand 
for the council”



LGiU

Many happy 
returns…

The LGiU turned 30 
this year. We wanted to 
mark this anniversary by 
taking the opportunity to 
celebrate local democracy 
and local places.

With this in mind we 
asked people to 
send in photos that 
for them capture 

the essence of local government 
– maybe an iconic image or a 
picture that portrays the unique 
contribution of local government 
to communities and civic life. We 
had a great response with photos 
reflecting many different aspects 
of local government past and 
present. You can see our favourites 
at www.lgiu.org.uk/30birthday. 

We also asked 30 contributors: 
‘How will the council of 2043 be 
different?’ We have been very 
fortunate to receive contributions 
from many key figures across local 
government and beyond including: 
Councillor Tony Jackson, Leader of 
East Herts Council; Councillor Ruth 
Dombey, Leader of Sutton Council; 
and Heather Wakefield, Head of 
Local Government at UNISON. You 
can read extracts from three of the 
contributions below and catch-up 
with all of them on our website at 
www.lgiu.org.uk/publications. 

How will the council of 
2043 be different?
David Blunkett MP...  
“Thinking afresh, 
engaging people in 
decisions in their 
own neighbourhood 
and areas of interest 
and joining together 
in cross-boundary 
initiatives, can make a 
difference, both to the 
potential for meeting 
need and winning 
support for, local 
government. From 
providing a voice for 
parents and students 
in an autonomous school system, 
through to neighbourhood 
budgeting and support for 
self-help and social enterprise 
programmes, a new role for local 
government is emerging.”
Sir Merrick Cockell, Chair of the 
LGA… “We have to also accept 
that the jobs market of 2043 will 
be different and how we prepare 
young people, and retrain those in 

long-term work, will be essential. 
Just as last century’s manufacturing 
jobs were replaced by mechanisation, 
the next 100 years will see software 
and technology replace hundreds of 
thousands of roles in ‘middle class’ 
professions such as law, medicine 
and management.”
Lord Shipley OBE, Government Cities 
Advisor… “Local government will 
be firmly rooted in neighbourhoods 

with parish and town councils at the 
heart of local democracy, elected 
by proportional representation to 
prevent domination by single parties. 
They will procure neighbourhood 
services from wherever they wish 
and they will decide levels of 
council tax. Schools will be part 
of educational trusts and directly 
funded. Social care will be integrated 
with the NHS.”  

16 www.lgiu.org.uk

Allotment week in Harrow.

Civic Week crowds at opening of Norwich City Hall, 
29th October 1938.

Stockport Children’s street party: VE Day celebration at a street party 
in Councillor Lane, Cheadle, 1945.P
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Special feature

Dare to be different

Transformative 
government
As budgets tighten, thinking needs to become more radical. Councils must adapt to 
deliver. Over the next few pages we look at different ways in which local government is 
transforming itself. We start with the Royal Borough of Windsor and Maidenhead, with 
Dave Burbage writing about two services that have been transformed.

Libraries
One of the most emotive topics 
amongst electors is library provi-
sion. Get that wrong, as a number 
of local authorities have found out, 
and you quickly become the wicked 
council “closing our facilities”. 
Residents groups have, in other 
authorities, proceeded with judicial 
reviews and significant campaigns 
to prevent library closures.

In contrast, the Royal Borough 
decided to extend and enhance its 
library provision. We are building 
new libraries and extending opening 
hours, including Sunday opening.

In the north west of Maidenhead 
there was no public library, and 

residents would have to travel into 
the town centre to borrow a book or 
DVD. So we have built a new library. 
But how can we afford this?

It isn’t because we are well 
funded – on the contrary, per 
head, we receive one of the 
smallest government grants 
in the country. And our council 
tax is the lowest outside  
of London.

What we do is ask management 
to deliver a more efficient operation, 
and insist upon it. To extend opening 
hours, we have used existing volun-
teers to support the paid staff. We 
haven’t replaced front line library 
professionals with volunteers, we 

have simply used 
them to enable 
longer opening of 
existing facilities.

Further, by 
enabling such 
capacity, we 
have achieved a 
wider range of 
expertise and 
services in our 
libraries thanks 
to the contribu-
tions of talented 
individuals who 
help us out.

Adult social care
Project Care-
bank, operated 
by WRVS, links 
elderly and 
v u l n e r a b l e 
residents with 
a helping hand 
from those 
willing to give 
something back 
to their commu-
nity. The idea is 

based on a Japanese model where 
relatives may live at the far end of 
the country, but by looking after an 
elderly person locally, the younger 
persons’ parent can be cared for 
by someone else in another part  
of Japan.

The principle being sound, 
the practice is more difficult 
because we currently operate 
as a pilot. But regardless of the 
difficulty in “trading” care, the 
simple outcome of linking people 
willing to put a few hours into 
helping others and enabling older 
people to stay at home and have 
their simple needs attended to 
is of huge value. Not only does 

it prevent the older person from 
becoming lonely and isolated, 
but it also enables them to stay 
in their own home for longer, and 
have it looked after to a far wider 
extent than would be possible by 
using traditional home care and 
social services provision.

Our roster of volunteers 
and residents receiving help 
continues to grow, and we are 
looking forward to expanding and 
growing the service into adjacent 
and wider local authority areas 

to give even more power to the 
community. Costs are limited to 
the administration of the scheme, 
which clearly far more efficiently 
serves individuals than a remote 
‘care package’ that is subject 
to the assessment framework, 
budget limitations and contract 
rules and regulations. 

It literally puts care back into the 
hands of the community.

Also on social care, we are soon 
to launch a “home share” scheme 
which will go one stage further. This 
will allow a younger person to share 
a dwelling with an older person; not 
only will the older person be able to 
receive some payment for renting 

out a room, but a 
caring individual 
will be present to 
ensure all is well. 
Alternatively, a 
household could 
allow an elderly 
person to live with 
them in a spare 
room, using the 
family facilities. 

With limited 
funds, doing things 
differently is a must. 
Asking the tough 
questions about 

how services can be transformed, 
and seeing that to a conclusion, 
requires political will. And it’s 
much better for residents, both 
in outcomes and financially, than 
raising council tax!  

David Burbage is Leader of the 
Royal Borough of Windsor and 
Maidenhead, one of the three “Big 
Society” Vanguard authorities. 
RBWM has cut council tax in each 
of the last four years.

“ We haven’t replaced front 
line library professionals 
with volunteers, we have 
simply used them to 
enable longer opening of 
existing facilities.”
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From provider 
to partner

Elected mayors were meant to help 
transform local government. We asked 
Doncaster Mayor Ros Jones for her thoughts 
on the difference the role can make.

I am pleased to have been 
asked to write for c’llr 
magazine and to give my 
perspective on my role as a 

directly elected Mayor. I am the 
third directly elected Mayor of 
Doncaster and the only one in 
Yorkshire; there are now 15 in 
the country.

When I stood for Mayor, it was 
based upon my passion for the 
future of my town and wanting to 
create opportunities for the borough 
to thrive and build on our strengths. 

As with leading any local 
authority these days, there are many 
challenges, not least dealing with 
the tough financial times ahead. 
However with my strong cabinet and 

the support of our staff, councillors, 
communities, charities, voluntary 
organisations and businesses, 
we are committed to working as 
Team Doncaster (#teamdoncaster; 
#doncasterisgreat) to tackle the 
challenges caused by deepening 
government cuts.

Now is the time for us to think 
outside the box and be innovative 
and enterprising in not only how we 
close down this budget gap but how 
we can reshape our services. We 
need to transform from a council 
that is a provider to one that is a 

partner when it comes to commu-
nity services.

Children and young people are 
my number one priority and this 
includes the transformation of 
Children’s Services.

We needed additional support 
to get our Children’s Services back 
on track and one of my first acts as 
Mayor was bringing in new Director 
Eleanor Brazil and our transforma-
tion partner iMPOWER. They have 
been working to drive through the 
necessary improvement and give our 
residents and young people a service 
they deserve and can trust in. 

Now I am working with the 
Secretary of State for Education to 
shape services that give every child 

and young person 
in Doncaster the 
opportunity to 
make the most  
of their abilities 
and opportunities.

We will be 
the first council 
to create an 
independent trust 
with our partners 
that reflects the 
needs of our 
younger citizens 
and safeguards 
their well-being. I 

believe other councils will be able 
to learn from our groundbreaking 
work in this area.

We want to make the borough 
attractive for young people to stay 
and develop in by helping local 
businesses grow and creating 
750 new apprenticeships.

Our pilot scheme to help children, 
in or leaving care, find employment 
has had encouraging results. Over 
50 per cent of the young people 
who took part entered some form of 
employment, education or training.

These are just two of the ways 

we are working to give our young 
people a bright future.

To ensure Doncaster continues 
to improve it cannot be inward 
looking. I am working to strengthen 
relationships with the Sheffield 
City Region and further afield so 
we can benefit from the investment 
they will bring.

An example of this is our 
Finningley and Rossington Regen-
eration Route Scheme (FARRRS) 
which is bringing in investment, 
new homes and jobs. It has the 
backing of private sector partners, 
Government backing through the 
Regional Growth Fund and regional 
support from the Growing Places 
Fund and the Sheffield City Region 
Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP).

The new link from Junction 3 
of the M18 will be instrumental in 
supporting growth and the expan-
sion of services at Robin Hood 
Airport and provide the necessary 

road infrastructure to build 1,200 
homes and an innovative rail freight 
interchange. It is one of the most 
significant infrastructure projects 
in the UK and will deliver a raft of 
economic benefits for the borough 
and the Sheffield City Region.

Our communities are the 
borough’s biggest strength, and 
so more local people can plan 
their future in Doncaster, I am 
implementing a housing build 
programme and introducing a 
landlord accreditation/licensing 
scheme to improve the condition of 
privately rented homes.

We do have ambitions for 
Doncaster and there is a lot 
happening, far too much to detail 
here, so do follow our work via 
social media @MyDoncaster and  
@MayorRos.  

Ros Jones is Mayor of Doncaster

“ We will be the first council to 
create an independent trust 
with our partners that reflects 
the needs of our younger 
citizens and safeguards their 
well-being”

Transformative government
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Cities, city centres and 
economic transformation 

Cities are not only the places that most people live, they are also 
driving economic growth around the world. One of the biggest 
opportunities to make limited funds go further is by making the 
most of the UK’s cities and city centres, writes Alexandra Jones.

Transformative government
Special Feature
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As the UK economy slowly 
starts to recover, local 
areas are starting to 
pick themselves up, 

dust themselves down and begin 
the hard work of rebuilding a 
prosperous economy. For the 
people and places affected the 
most – those with the lowest skills 
and greatest dependence on the 
public sector – the challenges 
are high. Yet there are also real 
opportunities for local politicians 
and officials to support the 
individuals and businesses that will 
make economic recovery a reality 
in the years ahead by prioritising 
the investment decisions that will 
have the biggest possible impact on 
the wider local area.

In the UK, the 64 largest cities 
alone account for three-fifths of all 
UK GDP and all UK jobs. Cities’ roles 
in providing access to jobs, leisure 
and culture means that urban 
investment can benefit residents 
and businesses in surrounding 
urban, suburban and rural areas.

But why are cities so important 
in a world in which some predicted 
technology would make place irrel-
evant? While technology has given 
us more ways to communicate, it 
has also placed an even greater 
premium on knowledge and inno-
vation as a source of competitive 
advantage. And cities – and espe-
cially city centres – offer businesses 
unrivalled access to customers, 
skilled workers and new ideas.

Local leaders who have been 
able to make the most of their 
cities’ assets, while also working 
to improve local skills and infra-
structure across the wider ‘travel to 
work’ area, have helped the wider 
local area to ride out the economic 
storms in better shape. Manchester, 
for example, has diversified its local 
economy and invested heavily in 

local transport such as Metrolink, 
while Brighton makes the most of 
its proximity to London and its ‘offer’ 
to creative businesses. 

It’s also striking that many of the 
cities that have performed best in 
recent years – including Brighton 
and Manchester – 
are those that have 
improved their city 
centres, which act 
as hubs for trans-
port, customers, 
skills, ideas and 
leisure. All too often 
the current debate 
about city centres 
is dominated by 
discussions around 
the high street but 
this is only one 
part of the picture. 
In reality, the cities with the most 
successful ‘high streets’ are those 
which have been growing the 
numbers of jobs in the city centre 
overall, creating more consumers 
who are already in the centre for 
work and have cash to spend. 

Centre for Cities’ recent 

Yet other cities like Sunderland 
and Wakefield face the challenge 
of a shrinking city centre, with 
out-of-town business parks or even 
Enterprise Zones affecting business 
location decisions. This has a longer 
term impact not just on the vitality 
of the high street but on the city and 
surrounding areas’ ability to attract 
and retain higher skilled jobs. 

For leaders seeking to transform 
local economies there are no easy 
decisions and no blueprint for pros-
perity. Yet global trends suggest 
that cities will have a vital role to 
play. Leaders who develop local 
economic strategies that under-
stand this and make the most of 
cities and city centres, capitalising 
on distinctive local assets, recog-
nising weaknesses and investing in 
local skills, transport, broadband 
and housing, could do a great deal 
to transform not just the urban 
economy, but the extent to which 
the wider local area thrives. 

Alexandra Jones is Chief 
Executive, Centre for Cities

research, Beyond the High Street, 
showed that larger cities have been 
particularly successful in strength-
ening their city centres; eight out of 
ten saw their city centre economies 
grow, with more than one third of 
those jobs in knowledge-intensive 

activities such as finance, law 
and marketing. Half of Leeds’ and 
three quarters of Glasgow’s private 
sector jobs growth between 1998 
and 2008 was in their city centres. 
Some smaller cities like Brighton, 
Cambridge and Milton Keynes also 
saw strong central jobs growth.

“ Many of the cities that have 
performed best in recent 
years – including Brighton 
and Manchester – are those 
that have improved their 
city centres”

Brighton makes the most of its proximity to London
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On track for growth

The idea of building a light rail network in Greater Manchester 
was conceived 30 years ago. Andrew Fender says there can be no 
doubt Metrolink has helped to drive regeneration of Manchester 
city centre as well as many of the surrounding towns and areas.

Transformative government
Special Feature

Since Greater Manchester’s 
Metrolink was opened by 
Her Majesty The Queen 
back in 17 July 1992, the 

network has gone on to become 
one of the most successful light 
rail systems in the country and a 
symbol of the region’s rejuvenation 
and ambition.

More than 21 years on, the 
Metrolink network now caters for 
approximately 70,000 daily jour-
neys, more than 26 million a year.

It has been a catalyst for the 
regeneration of Manchester, 
Altrincham, Bury and Salford to 
the extent that all 10 districts of 
Greater Manchester (through the 
Association of Greater Manchester 
Authorities and, more recently, 
the Greater Manchester Combined 
Authority) supported its recent 
expansions to Oldham, Rochdale, 
East Didsbury, Ashton-under-Lyne 
and through Wythenshawe to 
Manchester Airport.

High quality transport links 
such as Metrolink are widely 
recognised as a fundamental driver 

of economic growth. They provide 
essential links to work, shops, 
entertainment venues, healthcare 
and education facilities in local 
town and city centres. 

The Department for Transport’s 
(DfT) commitment to funding part of 
the current expansion is testament 
to the strength of the business 
case put forward – a business case 
that was based on detailed cost-
to-benefit analysis, Metrolink’s 
success and its importance to the 
Greater Manchester economy.

Metrolink is a carbon efficient 
mode of transport and its impact 
on the environment should not 
be underestimated. Trams run 
quietly and are powered by elec-
tricity from renewable sources, 
so they emit no local air pollution 
and help to improve air quality 
where they operate.

October was a particularly 
successful period for Metrolink. 
First, on 2 October, it was named 
UK Project of the Year at the Inter-
national Light Rail Awards for the 
East Manchester line to Droylsden, 

the East Didsbury line and the 
Oldham-Rochdale line extensions.

Second, on 7 October, the 
government approved powers to 
build a second Metrolink route 
through Manchester city centre. 
TfGM can now finalise arrange-
ments for delivering the scheme, 
which will see a new, larger tram 
stop in St Peter’s Square and a new 
stop in Exchange Square, one of the 
city’s main retail and leisure areas.

Third, on 9 October, the exten-
sion of the East Manchester line 

was opened, adding four new stops 
to the line at Audenshaw, Ashton 
Moss, Ashton West and Ashton-
under-Lyne. This officially made 
Metrolink the largest surface light 
rail network in the UK.

When riding along, you only have 
to look out of the window and see 
all the new developments that have 
been built since Metrolink opened to 
appreciate just how vital it has been 
in attracting people to work, live and 
do business in the areas it serves.

In its lifetime, more than 
300 million journeys have been 
made on Metrolink and it is now a 
vital part of our transport network, 
catering for tens of thousands of 
essential journeys every day.

But, arguably, the 
best is yet to come, as 
the new lines we are 
creating will bring even 
more opportunities for 
passengers and for 
communities.

Earlier this year, 
I was fortunate to 
become one of the 
first people to ride on 
the new service from 

East Didsbury and for people in 
Ashton and the surrounding area 
our latest extension is a new and 
improved travel option, giving 
access to jobs, leisure opportuni-
ties and facilities right across the 
Greater Manchester area. 

We are delighted that the 
contractor delivered both these 
extensions several months early. 

I’m incredibly proud of what 
Metrolink has achieved in the 
21 years since Her Majesty offi-
cially opened the first phase of the 
network, and of what it’s going to 
go on to achieve in the next 20 years 
and beyond. 

Councillor Andrew Fender is 
Chair of the Transport for Greater 
Manchester Committee

“ In its lifetime, more than 
300 million journeys have 
been made on Metrolink 
and it is now a vital part 
of our transport network”
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And now for 
a commercial 
break…

Buckinghamshire County Council’s Leader 
Martin Tett says authorities’ future 
survival depends on a blend of cutting 
edge public service provision and best 
practice from the private sector.

For those who can 
remember Dad’s Army’s, 
Private Frazer uttering 
the immortal words 

‘We’re doomed!’ could be forgiven 
for thinking this is the phrase most 
apt for local government today! 
For sure, times are incredibly 
challenging and colleagues in 
councils up and down the country 
are taking critical decisions about 
future funding and service levels.

In Buckinghamshire life’s been 
no less easy. Over the past four 
years, with Government grant 
reducing by 41 per cent, we’ve 
needed to deliver savings of £85 
million. The future looks equally 
bleak – an additional 24 per cent 
cut in Revenue Support Grant is 
expected and savings of a further 

£60 million needed to balance 
the books. And, all this against a 
backdrop of increased demand for 
services, changing demographics, 
rising customer expectations and 
the need for massive continued 
investment in our residents’ number 
one priority, fixing our local roads.

We knew that efficiency savings 
and ‘tightening our belts’ were 
never going to be enough to plug 
our particular financial chasm. 
What we also needed was to develop 
a more commercial-minded 
approach to running our business. 
In essence, going ‘Further, Faster 
and Cheaper’ than ever before.

But what does this actually 
mean in reality? Well for us, it’s 
developing a better understanding 
of our customers and communities, 
enhancing our skills to select and 
manage suppliers and achieve best 
value for money, becoming more 
entrepreneurial in our approach and 
constantly challenging how we can 
reduce costs, streamline processes, 
improve our performance and 
generate additional income.

So how have we modelled this 
approach in practice and what have 
we achieved?
• We’ve established a new charity 

based ‘Buckinghamshire 
Learning Trust’ run by schools 
and the County Council to 
provide high quality support for 
early years and schools.

• We’ve created a bespoke trading 
‘Buckinghamshire Care 

Limited’, independent but 
100 per cent owned by 
the County Council. The 
company now has the 
freedom to offer clients 
a wider range of care 
services, with profits 
re-invested back 
into other Council 
services.

• We have established a brand 
new museum trust and all of 
our outdoor education services 
are now provided through a 
new charitable trust called the 
Adventure Learning Foundation.

• Residents and communities 
have stepped up to the plate and, 
with our support, 
they now run 
13 community 
libraries, 16 local 
youth centres 
and two day 
centres across 
Buckinghamshire.

• Other services 
have been fully 
o u t s o u r c e d 
including high-
ways to Ringway 
Jacobs, economic development 
to Bucks Business First and a 
number of our children’s centres 
to the Barnardo’s charity.

• More than 15 services are now 
delivered in partnership with 
other councils or ‘traded’ from 
travellers services to payroll 
and recruitment

• We’re becoming more commer-
cially savvy with initiatives we 
have developed. For example, 
a brand new self-developed 
contract management system is 
being marketed to other organi-
sations to help them deliver 
further savings

• Simple ‘process savings’ have 
proved very important. For 
example, a two-year project to 
reduce the number of networked 
printers across the Council from 
650 to 220, generated savings of 
£70,000 a year.

• Over the last two years, we’ve 
introduced an innovative, class 
leading ‘Contribution Based 
Pay’ system which, for the first 
time, rewards staff on the basis 

of achievement rather than time 
served. Other councils have 
attended our learning events on 
this radical development.

• We have revolutionised our office 
usage by creating new flexible 
working areas and hot-desking 
around a ratio of four workstations 

to five staff. As a result, one-third 
more staff can now work at HQ 
allowing the future disposal of our 
old County Hall building.

However, we’ve got further to 
go to create our full vision of a 
Commercially-minded Council. 
Over the next eighteen months we’ll 
be delivering ‘Our Future Shape’ 
programme which establishes a 
strong Council headquarters ‘Core’ 
with services delivered through a 
variety of different business units 
and delivery models. These could 
be in-house, traded externally, 
community based, trust arrange-
ments, alliances with other coun-
cils, joint ventures or any other 
model that best suits future service 
delivery to our customers.

So, far from thinking ‘we’re 
doomed’, we see our Commercially-
minded Council blueprint as the 
best way to face such a challenging 
and unpredictable future.  

Martin Tett is Leader, 
Buckinghamshire County Council

“ We knew that efficiency 
savings and ‘tightening 
our belts’ were never going 
to be enough to plug our 
particular financial chasm”
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The shape  
of things  
to come?

In his last year as chair of the Local 
Government Association, Sir Merrick Cockell 
is attempting to win the argument for 
nothing less than reshaping the governance 
of England. Mark Smulian reports.

It sounds a tall order given 
the habitual reluctance of 
governments of any kind 
to give away power, but Sir 

Merrick argues that the radical 
ideas exemplified in the LGA’s 
Rewiring Public Services report 
last summer could see their time 
come given the unsustainable 
financial position facing councils 
as fresh rounds of cuts loom.

Rewiring Public Services is a 
blueprint for changing the whole 
central/ local government relation-
ship in England, but the idea that 
leapt out most was the creation of 
‘local treasuries’.

These would go beyond experi-
ments like Community Budgets 
and Total Place – which concerned 
only the consolidation of public 
sector budgets at local level – and 
allow for spending decisions based 
on local priorities and powers to 
decide whether specific taxes were 
needed locally.

This would not just mean wider 
devolution but is also designed to 
encourage citizens to re-engage 
with local politics, as their council 
would have direct influence over 
local spending.

Once that devolution was in 
place there would be no need, the 
LGA paper argued, for Whitehall 
departments on their present scale.

In a move that doubtless raised 
ministerial eyebrows, Sir Merrick 
has suggested that the departments 
for communities and local govern-
ment, energy, culture, environment, 
transport, and parts of the Home 
Office and business could then be 
consolidated into an ‘England Office’.

Sir Merrick says such dramatic 
change is not a flight of theo-
retical fancy, but necessary to deal  
with providing the services the 
public expects on a steadily 
shrinking budgets.

He explains: “Since the summer 
we have been taking roadshows 
around the country to seek our 
members views on the rewiring 
story and to talk about some of 
the areas that we need to do more 

work on such as local treasuries. 
“I’m not sure that Community 
Budgets or Total Place really 
have given experience in this as 
they were about spending, and 
local treasuries would concern 
tax raising and the ability to tax in 
different ways.”

He is adamant though that this 
devolution would not involve a 
wholesale top-down reorganisation 
of local government.

“People then quickly start 
spending their time looking at 
boundaries and structures, and 
no-one has the time to do that,” 
he says.

“If there is change to local 
government it must come from 
communities deciding to do things 
in different ways, not from an 
imposed change.”

The ‘English question’ arises 
because government in England 
remains more centralised than 
elsewhere in the UK and in the 
event of substantial devolution 
of powers “why would you need 

such a large centre, 
we’re handing them  
a solution”.

Sir Merrick is 
cautious about the 
political reception 
so far for these 
ideas, which the LGA 
launched with the 
express aim of influ-
encing party mani-
festos for the 2015 
general election.

“ O p p o s i t i o n s 
always have more 
time and space 
to think than do 
parties in govern-
ment, but there 
is interest in 
all parties,” 
he says.

Local government has 
so far “done pretty well in 
coping with cuts”, Sir Merrick 
says, and “we know from our 
tracking of public opinion that 
broadly confidence in councils 
is good and they are trusted.

“The areas where people 
are less happy than they were 
four or five years ago are adult 
social care and highways. High-
ways are seen by everyone and 
can be an election issue, but in 
the past relatively few people may 
have used adult social care.

“As we all live 
longer more 
and more 
people use 
it, or their 
p a r e n t s 
will, and 

social care will go rapidly up the 
league table of political importance 
and become an election issue.”

Sir Merrick thinks that only the 
sort of radicalism in Rewiring Public 
Services has a chance of meeting 
public demand within budgets, 
given the large costs involved in this 
and other service areas.

It would mean a more extensive 
devolution from Whitehall than 
anything yet seen. Would any 
government be up for it? 

Mark Smulian is a freelance 
journalist

“ He has suggested that 
the departments for 
communities and local 
government, energy, culture, 
environment, transport, 
and parts of the Home 
Office and business could 
be consolidated into an 
‘England Office’”
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The changing 
face of  
case work

As councils have changed over the last few 
years, with new powers and responsibilities, 
so has the role of local councillors – evolving 
to meet new demands and working practices. 
Rob Green looks at the effect these changes 
are all having on ward work, whether that is an 
increase in the number of cases or a change in 
the types of cases they are seeing.

Labour Councillor Bob 
McKeown says that since 
being elected to High Peak 
District Council in 2003 

he has seen marked difference in 
both the type and number of cases 
he sees. Representing the Hadfield 
South ward on the outskirts of 
Glossop he says some of the first 
surgeries he held “were very 
poorly attended and you thought 
you were wasting your time”. 

He and his Labour colleagues in 
the area changed the way surgeries 
were held, moving them closer to 
the local market square, which has 
helped boost numbers.

Changes to the national plan-
ning policy framework and a move 
to localism has seen an increase 
in planning issues being raised by 
residents, according to Councillor 
McKeown. He said: “There have 
been cases in High Peak where 
the planning committee has come 
to a decision, which has then been 
appealed and we have lost that. 
There is a feeling among people 
that there is little point in having a 
localism bill if we are going to lose 
on appeals.”

For Councillor Graham Compton, 
a Conservative representing 
Worsley on Salford City Council 
since 2004, planning is his number 
one issue. The ward is particularly 
affluent, with the likes of footballer 
Ryan Giggs and Betfred co-founder 
Fred Done living there, and Coun-
cillor Compton says this means his 
case work is limited, adding “people 
tend to look after themselves”. 

A dedicated phone line for 
ward issues does not yield many 
cases, however Worsley’s three 
councillors volunteer at their local 
library and use this time to speak 
to residents in ad hoc surgeries. 
Although most of his casework 
comes from community groups and 
direct phone calls with “planning 
and potholes the main issues.” He 
adds: “Over the last 10 years I have 
seen very little change in what I am 
dealing with.”

Although one change that he 
has seen in is an increase in local 
communities working together, 
something Councillor McKeown 
also noted in High Peak. He says 
issues over Salford’s core plan-
ning strategy, which was labelled 

“unsound” by 
a government 
inspector in 
2012, have 
led to a rush 
of planning 
applications on 
greenfield sites 
in Worsley. This 
has seen strong 
c o m m u n i t y -
backed action 
with local oppo-
sition uniting 
people behind a 
common cause, 
according to 
C o u n c i l l o r 
Compton.

In less wealthy areas there are 
reports that the effects of service 
cuts and lower living standards are 
increasingly on the agenda for ward 
councillors. Councillor McKeown 
says he had never heard of food 
banks until a few years ago and the 
number of people coming to him 
for benefits advice and information 
about how to join social housing 
lists has increased as more people 
struggle with their finances.

Independent member on North-
umberland County Council Anne 
Dale also reports some people facing 
financial difficulties, but says it is 
not marked and adds that service 
cuts are generally the biggest issues 
for the people she represents.

With almost 20 years’ experi-
ence as a councillor she represents 
Stocksfield and Broomhaugh on the 

county council. She said: “People 
don’t necessarily understand that 
although council tax hasn’t gone 
up, the costs of services have. It 
means that people are paying the 
same, but seeing service cuts and 
they are not happy with that.

“Another issue I am being 
approached about more often is 
housing and I think that has been 
because of the move to put social 
housing increasingly in the hands 
of registered social landlords.”

She says that planning still takes 
up a lot of time, adding: “The localism 
bill has given people the idea that 
they would have a lot more power 
in planning issues, but that isn’t the 
case. I am having to speak to people 
more often to explain things. It used 
to be very clear cut but it’s not now, it 
is very open to interpretation.”

Bob Mckeown(centre) with fellow councillors Gary Parvin 
(left) and Graham Oakley

Ann Dale
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Birmingham City Councillor 
Karen Hamilton, a Liberal Demo-
crat representing the Perry Barr 
ward since 2004, says that the one 
difference to when she was elected 
is the number of people coming to 
her with financial difficulties. She 
says: “The ward I represent tends 
to be slightly better off than the rest 

of the city, but we are seeing a lot 
more people who are saying they 
are finding it difficult to survive. 
It started to increase around five 
years ago and it has increased 
steadily to the point where I am 
seeing people regularly.

“The main issues we are seeing 

are to do with services. Planning 
crops up when there is some-
thing major, but day-to-day it is 
not something we see much of. 
The major thing that people are 
complaining about is the introduc-
tion of charges for some services, 
which have been brought in over 
the last few years.

“There is a real 
issue with less 
funding being avail-
able generally and I 
am seeing community 
groups that are facing 
closure because they 
are losing grants.”

Experiences will 
differ depending on 
where a councillor is 
working and who they 
represent, but there 
does appear to be an 
increase in issues 

that can be linked to the economic 
downturn. The notion of localism 
is another reason for a shift, as 
perceptions about how local coun-
cillors can help changes.  

Rob Green is a freelance journalist

“ The number of people coming 
for benefits advice and 
information about how to 
join social housing lists has 
increased as more people 
struggle with their finances.”

Karen Hamilton



Social policy

Troubled families: 
a moment to grasp

Kent’s front line workers, multiagency staff, managers, directors and cabinet members 
packed the room to reflect on how the Troubled Families Programme is demanding real 
sustainable change for families in Kent. County Council Leader Paul Carter was also there.

This is a moment to grasp 
in social policy”, Louise 
Casey, Director General 
of the Troubled Families 

Programme urged a conference 
room of 450 people, silenced by 
her stirring speech. 

‘Moments’ are brief and they 
are fleeting. As a result of the huge 
costs attached to Troubled Families 
there is no room for complacency. 
This moment must be absorbed 
and embedded into Kent’s future 
and long-term outlook. The 
financial cost with each family, 
priced at approximately £75,000 
per year on the government purse, 
is astronomical. The potential 
human cost, as generations of 
abuse, drug and alcohol addiction 
and unemployment perpetuate to 
leave deeper scars on the families 
themselves (particularly the chil-
dren), is enormous. If tangible, real 
changes are not made, there will 
come a point when the spending 
on the programme could become 
questionable. If families are not 
changed, fundamentally changed, 
‘Troubled Families’ will be another 
label in social policy, well inten-
tioned but with no real results. This, 
if any, is a moment to listen.

For a significant period of time, 
fragmentary multi-agency work 
has simply failed to lift families out 
of crisis. The moment has come 
to employ a fresh, new approach 
to delivering services, using 
every tool to ensure that families 
are able to make sustainable 
change. On balance, the families 
themselves have to want to change. 
The programme is voluntary and 
whilst workers are expected to 
be relentless, persistent in their 
knocks on doors, they cannot begin 
work until the families have signed 
up to the programme. Even when 
they have, it is very much about 

reminding parents of the individual 
responsibility that they have to 
their children. By providing these 
families with tough love and a “life 
raft”, and building in light touch 
intervention, families will be made 
buoyant and the change sustainable 
in the long term. 

Families are powerful forces, 
in chaos but also in collaboration. 
Equally important is the holistic 
approach that the programme 
demands, taking into account the 
needs of the whole family and 
tailoring coherent intervention 
accordingly. In Kent innovation is 
only just beginning. Dartford, for 
example, has piloted a scheme 
which will give individuals a trusted 
volunteer mentor to work with the 
families towards their goals. The 
programme is already beginning to 
yield results: all of the attendees 
at the conference bore witness to a 
compelling case study, where one 
Kent mother was brave enough to 
talk candidly about how she has 
succeeded in making change in her 
family. With the help of a Family 
Champion, the family torn apart 
by anti-social behaviour had been 

given the tools to sit down and 
rebuild – as a family.

The Kent approach will offer, 
among many other streams, 
support to improve work readi-
ness in families. We want to get to 

the very heart of this 
issue and therefore, in 
particular, a key focus 
will be encouraging 
aspiration and ambi-
tion for the young 
malleable minds 
within these ‘Troubled 
families’. As part of the 
Kent Troubled Fami-
lies programme 100 
apprenticeship schol-

arships will be offered to young 
people. Skill Force have also been 
sponsored to devise and deploy a 
bespoke work readiness course 
using the experience and leader-
ship skills of ex-service personnel. 

By avoiding putting square pegs 
into round holes, potential can be 
reached, aspirations raised and by 
implication, lives changed. 

Kent’s Troubled Families Confer-
ence made it overwhelmingly clear 
that underlying the Troubled Fami-
lies programme is a consensus 
that change can happen and that 
changing lives is a priority. Troubled 
Families, if utilised correctly will be 
the impetus to drive this and enable 
us to say ‘we can and we have 
changed lives’.  

Paul Carter is leader of Kent 
County Council
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“

“ If tangible, real changes are 
not made, there will come 
a point when the spending 
on the programme could 
become questionable”
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A sadness 
in success

Winning more lottery funding for 
his food bank has left Dave Wilcox 
with very mixed feelings.

My community had a 
celebration this week.
The heritage lottery 
fund announced 

approval of a £300,000 bid for 
our local food banks for the next 
five years. It’s a modest amount, 
spread over two major Peak 
District towns with a combined 
population of 50,000.

Having made the bid it seems 
churlish to gripe at the result. Yet 
I suspect that many of our volun-
teers shared my sense of unease 
as well as pleasure at the outcome. 
“Why does the sixth richest nation 
in the world need food banks?” is a 
legitimate question.

According to the Trussell 
Trust, the number of UK families 
dependent on the support of food 
banks has trebled in the last year. 

And looking ahead, changes to 
benefits and the introduction of 
Universal Credit will reduce benefits 
take-up still further over time.

As a consequence, councils 
like my own are supporting the 
establishment of new food banks as 
demand grows.

I’d be the first to acknowledge 
that the food bank I helped establish 
18 months ago has encouraged and 
sustained a level of cross commu-
nity activity and engagement that 
has been gratifying to observe.

Willing volunteers have collected 
food, emptied collection bins, 

packed parcels, planned events, 
raised funds, staffed stalls, distrib-
uted leaflets, organised raffles and 
worked tirelessly. 

To an extent, we are geographi-
cally fortunate in being a mixed 
community where there are people 
able to give as well as people in need.

We’ve also had support from 
many professionals as well as 
schools and churches in collecting, 
sorting and distributing food 
parcels. Local stores and national 
chains have also been generous.

Because we’ve had the good 
fortune to recruit some very talented 
“retired people”, we’ve also been 
able to keep good records of the 
who, when and where of activities.

Today’s leadership task will be 
to sustain and develop that network 
in the coming five years. And of 

course to make sure 
the reports to the 
lottery are submitted 
in good time.

It may surprise 
many, that people 
in work are as likely 
to be applicants for 
assistance from food 
banks as those not 
in employment. Zero 
hours contracts mean 

that income can vary significantly, 
and for those entitled to limited 
assistance, variation in income can 
lead to a sudden halt in benefits and 
a six week wait for re-calculations 
to be made.

When we look at the reasons 
for families being referred they 
are pigeonholed into benefit cuts, 
delays in receipt of benefit, debt, 
sickness, unemployment, lack of 
income etc.

Behind the categorisations are 
the true-life tragedies.

“My husband has just been 
made redundant.”

“I’ve just had a new baby so my 
benefit has been cancelled.”

“The car and the fridge both 
broke down this week.”

“I’ve no baby milk or food. My 
benefit hasn’t been processed.”

“Benefits were suspended when 
I took my part-time job.”

“I started a new job, but am still 
waiting for my wages.” 

“I’m waiting for decision from 
Medical Assessment Tribunal.”

“My money stopped when 
I missed my Job Centre  
Plus appointment.”

“I had to buy school uniforms 
and don’t get benefit for another 
six weeks.”

“My ex-husband has asked for 
help and he’s in trouble.”

“I’ve had to repay loans, pay 
council tax and some rent arrears.”

These real life experiences mean 
there’s no option other than to offer 
whatever help it’s possible to secure.

I suspect I’m not the only one 
who doesn’t sleep easy at the pros-
pect of five more years.

Secretly, I’d be delighted if we 
ran out of clients and ended up 
having to pay some lottery funding 
back. Unfortunately, I suspect 
that’s wishful thinking.  

Dave Wilcox is LGiU chair

“ Councils like my own 
are supporting the 
establishment of new food 
banks as demand grows”



Environment

Green to 
the grass roots

By leading the first council energy switching 
scheme in the country, Clare Feeney Johnson 
grabbed the attention of the c’llr award 
judges. Elizabeth Thompson spoke to her 
about her passion for matters green.

You’d expect that living 
and working in one of 
the most beautiful parts 
of England, it might 

feel natural to be green.  But for 
South Lakeland district councillor 
Clare Feeney Johnson standing 
up for the environment has taken 
determination. Clare was named 
2013’s c’llr awards’ sustainability 
champion for the inspirational 
leadership that has won over 
sceptics and brought the council 
tangible benefits both in carbon 
reduction and cost savings.

Since working for the Body Shop 
in the 90s Clare has had an interest 
in green ethics and recycling but as 
councillor her environmental action 
has been at the grass roots.  Clare 
hadn’t been in office long when the 

council signed up to the Nottingham 
Declaration on climate change in 
2008, joining with 300 other local 
authorities in pledging to reduce 
carbon emissions by 25 per cent.

The council has far exceeded this 
target, cutting its carbon footprint 
by 40 per cent – a massive achieve-
ment in such a rural area where 
staff need to travel large distances 
just to carry out basic services such 
as bin collections.

Clare explained: “We went 
through a whole behavioural change 
process within the council. We used 
incentives – in each department 
we had days when people would 
swap their kettle for a cream cake. 
We’d go round at night switching off 
computers and we had green teams 
on different floors who worked 

towards reducing their carbon.
“Obviously that alone wasn’t 

going to help so we changed the 
whole building and the car park to 
LED lights. We saved three tonnes 
of carbon, but more importantly in 
this financial climate £22,000 a year 
on our energy bills.”

A similar amount of money 
was saved by reducing water use, 
through recycling grey water and 
fitting devices to taps and flushes.  
Plus they looked at new ways 
of working; joining up services 
so one journey from Kendal to 
Grasmere could be made instead 
of two, for example.

Clare is a strong advocate of 
team work; of empowering people 
and saying ‘how can I?’ not ‘I can’t’.  
She believes trying new things, so 
one of her biggest achievements 
was leading the first council energy 
switching scheme in the country.

The innovative scheme met with 
some internal resistance: “In the 
beginning I was told ‘but this isn’t 
what local authorities are there 
for’. My argument was that in this 
day and age we need to think differ-
ently, we need to use our skills to 
help our community get the best 
value for their money.”

Selling switching to residents took 
some effort. “I went to every single 
town, village, supermarket and 
spoke to people, gave out leaflets to 
explain the opportunity”, she says. 

More than 1,500 households 
registered making average savings 
of £100. For everyone who switched 
the council received money back 
from the energy companies which 
Clare felt strongly should go 
towards tackling fuel poverty. It has 
been used to fund the energy effi-
ciencies that create warmer homes 
for people on low incomes. Her 
next move is to bring together the 
sustainability message with advice 

on staying warm and healthy, deliv-
ered in local communities.

For Clare the one big thing coun-
cils can do if they want to reduce 
their carbon footprint is to be energy 
efficient. She explained: “Councils 
often see the complications around 
CO2 reduction - they see it as an 
uphill struggle, so they don’t give it 

time and effort. One of the things I’ve 
tried to do is concentrate on energy 
efficiency and financial savings.  
Then all sorts of different depart-
ments and councillors can see the 
merits in a way they can’t if you’re 
talking about tonnes of carbon. 
There are individuals who will argue 
with you for half an hour that there’s 
no such thing as climate change. 
I always find you can’t argue with 
financial savings.

“I’m really proud of changing 
the mind-set away from ‘carbon’s 
complicated’ to a can-do attitude 
and the authority is reaping the 
financial benefits.”  

Elizabeth Thompson is a freelance 
journalist
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“ We’d go round at 
night switching 
off computers 
and we had green 
teams on different 
floors who worked 
towards reducing 
their carbon”
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The key  
to coping

A new report from LGiU and Mears has found 
that many social landlords are spending more 
money on tenant engagement in 2013/14 than 
in previous years. Andrew Walker outlines the 
report’s findings and recommendations.

A greater emphasis on 
tenant engagement is 
welcome news, given the 
scale of the challenges 

we are facing in relation to welfare 
reform, ageing population, 
environmental sustainability, 
and digital inclusion. Strong 
Foundations presents an argument 
for building more robust tenant-
landlord relationships as well as 
some innovative ways of doing so. 
These relationships are the key 
to coping with welfare change in 
social housing.

We all benefit from living in 
strong, resilient communities. The 
challenges that are presented by 
welfare reform, as well as long-term 
pressures of an ageing population, 
the drive towards energy efficiency, 
and demands for digital inclusion, 
mean that robust partnerships are 
more necessary than ever.

Tenants in social housing are 
proportionally more likely to be 
affected by welfare reform than the 
wider population and will benefit 
significantly from robust support 
networks. Registered Social Land-
lords can therefore perform a vital 
role if they focus on building mutual 
and collaborative relationships, 
enabling both parties to adapt and 
face these challenges together. 

These problems are too big to be 
tackled by individuals, governments 
and institutions alone. Purely 
transactional relationships will not 
suffice, and ‘nudging’ tenants so 
that they behave ‘better’ is unlikely 
to effect long-term change. Instead, 
we require greater collaboration 
and participation to adapt success-
fully in difficult circumstances. 

Strong Foundations makes the 
case for better engagement in 
social housing. In a survey of 200 
local authorities, housing associa-
tions, and ALMOs 60 per cent said 

they have spent more on tenant 
engagement in 2013/14 compared 
with the previous year and it was 
widely recognised as becoming 
increasingly important. It is 
particularly significant that money 
is being deployed in this area as 
finances are being squeezed. 

It will be important to consider 
the most effective means to develop 
these relationships, however. A 
third of respondents said they did 
not have the capacity they needed 
to give people satisfactory support 
and advice about changes such as 
Universal Credit. Using resources in 
the most effective way is essential. 
Case studies in the report, including 
financial inclusion strategies, intel-
ligent data use, and multi-agency 
partnerships, all indicate a variety 
of ways to do this.

The report also makes a  
series of recommendations for 
housing providers:
Invest in sustainable and resilient 
relationships, giving tenants 
the tools they need to support 
independent living where possible. 
This does not mean removing 
vital services, but ensuring that 
resources are targeted towards 
community resilience projects. 
Maximise the value of customer 
contact points in order to deliver 
coordinated and clear communi-
cations to tenants. This includes 
all their relationships with third 
parties, such as contractors and 
the voluntary sector who regularly 
engage with tenants. 
Identify community champions 
who can provide good informa-
tion and signpost sources of 
support. This is an important way 
of reaching those groups who 
are furthest from engagement. 
People are often more likely to 
engage openly with a member of 
their own community than with 

officials, particularly in the context 
of welfare and rent arrears. 
Target communications using 
data segmentation to identify 
those in need of specific forms 
of support. This helps to pinpoint 
the best means of communicating 
with different groups of tenants, 
allowing better and more targeted 
use of resources.

Many social landlords are 
moving away from purely trans-
actional relationships with their 
tenants and employing new and 
proactive ways of engaging them in 
meaningful conversations, particu-
larly those who have been furthest 

away from engagement in the past. 
This could take many forms, as the 
case studies demonstrate.

What is certain is that if we are 
to adapt successfully to the chal-
lenges we face in future as a society, 
our work must be supported by an 
active, flexible and open dialogue 
between the citizen and the state. 
Nowhere is this more true, in these 
challenging times, than in the rela-
tionships between social landlords 
and their tenants.  

Andrew Walker is an LGiU  
policy researcher
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Why equality 
is good for local 
government

Thirty years ago 
Britain was one 
of the most equal 
societies among 
the advanced 
industrial nations; 
now it is one of the 
most unequal, says 
Alan Waters. 

Depending on your 
ideological disposition 
this transformation is 
either to be welcomed 

as a means of unleashing 
entrepreneurial energies: trading 
‘equality’ for ‘efficiency’; or a 
source of despair at the dismantling 
of the social democratic state 
created after World War II. 

At both ends of the period 
1945 – 2013 are two competing 
definitions of ‘austerity’. Post-
war austerity drove the creation 
of the welfare state and through 
nationalisation a key role for 
government in the economy; the 
post 2010 austerity of the coali-
tion government is putting the 
finishing touches to a new ‘Gilded 
Age’; which has been 30 years in 
the making with a powerful faith 
in the market and a lack of faith 
in the institutions of the state. 
The term, ‘Gilded Age’ was coined 
by Mark Twain in 1873 satirizing 
what he believed to be an era of 
serious social problems disguised 
by a thin gold gilding.

The first ‘Gilded Age’ ended with 
the Wall Street Crash and ushered 
in reforms for a ‘managed capi-
talism’ that wouldn’t go off the rails. 
The rails started to be removed at 
the beginning of the 1980s.

The debate around this tectonic 
shift and explanations of the deep 
trench of inequality it has created 
seems to have been reduced to a 
question of ‘character’. So claiming 
any kind of benefit has the whiff of 
the ‘shirker’; genetic inheritance 
explains, to a large degree, educa-
tional attainment and therefore 
success or lack of it in later life and 
the explosion in the growth of food 
banks an opportunistic exercise in 
greed: people tapping into the ‘Big 
Society’ generosity of others to get 
some extra grub.

‘Living Wage Week’ at the begin-
ning of November provided a degree 
of relief from the usual tabloid tales 
of the fleckless. Stewart Lansley, 
before an invited audience held at 
City Hall in Norwich, offered in his 
lecture – Inequality, the crash and 
the crisis’ – a long-term perspec-
tive on the drivers for equality and 
inequality in Britain since the 1930s. 
He argued that causes of the ‘most 
prolonged economic downturn for 
eighty years’ has been misdiag-
nosed and austerity is making the 
situation much worse than it needs 
to be: “there is plenty of money in 
the system – it’s simply in the wrong 
places and doing the wrong things”. 

The unequal division of the 
economic cake is the real cause of 
the present crisis: UK consumers 
have £100bn less in their pockets, 

around seven per cent of the 
economy – than if the cake had 
been shared as it was the late 
1970s. Meanwhile Britain’s top 
1,000 super-rich are sitting on 
fortunes that are collectively 
worth £250bn more than in 2000 
and the largest corporations hold 
surpluses worth five per cent of 
national output. There is enough 
money to kick-start the economy, 
but excessive economic inequality 
needs to be tackled before that 
can happen.

While the movement to pay a 
‘Living Wage’ is growing and is 
to be applauded it is only a small 
nudge in the direction of narrowing 
inequality. What is needed Lansley 
argues is “a revolution in our polit-
ical and business culture”: rewards 
much more closely linked to 

economic perfor-
mance and tough 
caps on excess pay 
and a significant 
growth in wage 
share for those 
sitting outside the 
top one per cent 
whose share of 
national income 
has grown from 
six per cent in 1979 
to close on 20 per 
cent today.

All this matters 
to local govern-
ment. At the 
present time cuts 
in its budgets are 
harming economic 
recovery and social 
cohesion. The 
money saved is 
not reducing the 
deficit; much of 
it is being trans-
ferred to private 
sector outsourcing 

companies that have many charac-
teristics of the ‘fast buck capitalism’ 
that caused the 2008 crisis. 

The LGA has focused on 
‘Rewiring Public Services’ (largely 
ignored by coalition ministers) to 
address squeezed budgets. It needs 
to think across a wider landscape. 
I would argue that the future 
shape of local government and its 
survival depends on challenging 
an economic model that could 
otherwise be its nemesis. Stewart 
Lansley’s book* is a good primer to 
make that challenge. 

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.

*‘The Cost of Inequality: Why Economic Equality is Essential For Recovery’ (published by Gibson Square 
ISBN 978-1-908096-29-6) £8.99.

Crowds panic in the Wall Street district of Manhattan due to the heavy 
trading on the stock market in New York City
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With 466,000 registered 
vehicles crammed 
into a municipality 
just seven miles 

square, driving in San Francisco 
ain’t for sissies. Currently, the 
official view is that we hate private 
automobiles, and until we take 
to the air in jet cars it is likely to 
stay that way. Consequentially, the 
city has a “transit first” policy that 
discourages the use of autos.

For example, seven years ago 
the Board of Supervisors replaced 
the ordinance that required a 
minimum number of parking places 
for downtown residential develop-
ments with one that mandated a 

maximum: 0.75 parking spaces per 
housing unit. Luckily for us, our 
condo came with a dedicated spot in 
the lower floor garage. The trouble 
was that when we moved here from 
the East Bay we were a three-car 
family: I had a City of Berkeley 
vehicle and my Lexus SUV, and my 
wife had her beloved Saab 900S that 
she had owned for twenty years. 
Eventually, we got rid of the lot and 

replaced them with – wait for it – a 
Mini Cooper S convertible, and yes, 
like two million other California car 
owners we have a vanity plate.

Okay, so we are a pair of posers, 
but a Mini is ideal for San Francisco: 
it’s agile, stylish, and easy to park. 
Moreover, the climate is perfect for 
convertibles; not only is it never too 
cold to drop the top but equally impor-
tant it’s never too hot – try driving au 
naturel in Phoenix Arizona with an 
average summertime temperature 
of 106°F. Also, an open roof offers the 
opportunity to exchange bon mots 
with drivers who cut you off, perhaps 
an observation on their ancestry or 
an intriguing anatomical suggestion. 

When we need 
a second vehicle 
we turn to Zipcar, 
an ingenious 
m i c r o - r e n t a l 
system that is 
spreading to the 
UK. Zipcars are 
booked online in 
increments of 30 
minutes; the fee, 
typically $9 an 
hour, covers the 
car, petrol, and 
insurance. At 
the designated 
time you simply 

walk to the parking lot – they are 
all over the city – hold your Zipcard 
against the windscreen and Bob’s 
your uncle, the car unlocks (the key 
is inside) and off you go. That’s what 
we do most of the time. However, 
my wife numbers Mercedes Benz 
among her clients which brings 
certain privileges, and she has 
been spied on Interstate 280 curling 
concrete in a gullwing SLS AMG. 

Simply motoring 
in San Francisco 
can be a challenge. 
Fans of the movie 
Bullitt know that we 
have mighty steep 
streets, some with 
grades of 30 per 
cent or more, 
which terrifies 
out-of-towners. It 
is not uncommon 
to see a car rolling 
backwards as the 
driver frantically 
tries to engage 
gear, and even in 
an automatic it’s 
best to master the 
art of two-footed 
driving. Better yet, 
give the vehicle in 
front of you a lot  
of clearance. 

Sooner or later 
all these cars have 
to stop, which is 
unfortunate as 
parking can be a nightmare. It is 
estimated that on some days a 
third of all traffic consists of autos 
trying to find a place to park. Five 
years ago, with the help of a federal 
grant, the city initiated SFPark – a 
high-tech answer to the problem. 
Presently, about a quarter of the 
city’s 27,000 metered spaces, 
especially those in high-trafficked 
areas, have sensors that can tell 
if the spot is taken. These spots 
have meters whose rates and 
maximum times can be changed 
remotely to discourage (or 
encourage) parking, while real-
time maps of available spaces can 
be viewed on a smart phone. And 

Postcard from San Francisco

Park or ride?

Regular readers know that Chris Mead spares no effort in 
devising subjects for his articles. Just the other day you could 
have found him  grinding through downtown traffic wracking 
his brain for a new topic when it dawned on him – perhaps at 
that very moment he was living his next postcard.

the changes can be swingeing: 
look out if you’re trying to park 
near the SF Giants stadium on a 
game day – the meter rates soar 
to $7 an hour, and they operate 
until 10pm, seven days a week.

All that dosh adds up. If you total 
San Francisco’s annual parking fines, 
fees, and permit costs, it comes to 
an eye-watering $187 million. It is 
all supposed to go to enforcement 
and public transit but heck, with that 
much moolah you could buy me a 
Mercedes gullwing. 

Chris Mead was IT director of the 
City of Berkeley, California
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“ We have mighty steep 
streets, some with grades of 
30 per cent or more, which 
terrifies out-of-towners. It is 
not uncommon to see a car 
rolling backwards as the driver 
frantically tries to engage gear”
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