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National conference: 
local connections

By the time this edition of c’llr hits the doormat, party 
conference season will be a rapidly fading memory. A month of 
late nights, folding chairs, cheap white wine and intense debate 
will be over for another year, writes Jonathan Carr-West.

First words

But at the time of writing 
all this still lies in the 
future. We don’t yet know 
what dramas will unfold. 

No doubt there will be a fair few 
surprises: some carefully planned, 
others out of the blue.

What we can be certain of, 
however, is that we are already well 
into election mode, as for the first 
time ever, we have a set date for the 
next general election

Each of the main parties will be 
looking to differentiate themselves 
from the others and each will be 
well into the process of developing 
their manifestos for 2015.

The media will, predictably 
enough, focus on the big national 
picture: we can 
confidently expect 
headlines on flagship 
national policies and 
on leadership travails 
to be their stock in 
trade over the party 
conference season. 

That makes great 
copy of course, but it 
also misses a trick. 
One of the joys of party 
conferences is the real connection 
they facilitate between national 
parties and their activists: a great 
many of whom are, of course, 
councillors. I’ve written before 
about how local elected politicians 
form part of a chain of representa-
tion and accountability that runs 
from your street to Downing Street 
and nowhere are the operations 
of that chain clearer than in the 
conference hall and fringes of party 
conference. 

It’s also an opportunity for councils 
to showcase their work both to their 

peers and to national politicians. 
At LGiU we see a huge number of 

innovative and effective interventions 
by local authorities of all political 
persuasions across the country.

That might be Cambridge cham-
pioning community pubs, Southwark 
building 10,000 new homes, or Staf-
fordshire driving growth through a 
cross border City Deal: just to pluck 
examples of Liberal Democrat, 
Labour and Conservative councils 
I’ve been talking to recently.

Many, many other such innova-
tions feature in LGiU’s policy work 
and in this and other editions of 
c’llr magazine.

These are not just local initia-
tives, they speak to the big national 

policy picture and to the issues that 
we all, as citizens, care most about: 
community, homes, jobs. 

And of course councils are also 
elbow deep in the other complex 
policy problems that form part of 
the weft of everyday life and that 
speak most deeply to our fears and 
aspirations: how will our elderly 
be looked after, are our streets 
safe, will our children get a decent 
education and have decent jobs to 
look forward to?

The beauty of local government 
is that it allows different answers 

to these questions to emerge in 
different places: recognising that 
what works in one part of the 
country may not work in another 
and that different communi-
ties, quite legitimately, will have 
different ambitions and priorities.

In a complex, fast changing world 
this organic approach, what the LGiU 
calls Connected Localism, is an 
effective way of responding to diffi-
cult challenges and it’s something 
that national government, almost by 
its very nature, struggles with.

So as the political teams of 
all parties wrestle with their 
manifestos, scratching 
their heads to come up 
with innovative and 

effective policies, dare I suggest 
that they might usefully take a 
glance at what their councils are 
doing across the country.

That’s where the real action is. 
And if they’re stuck for inspiration 
they could do a lot worse than to start 
in the pages of c’llr magazine. 

“ The beauty of local 
government is that it 
allows different answers 
to questions to emerge in 
different places”



In May of this year I was privileged 
to be re-elected as a County 
Councillor and become Chair of 
Derbyshire County Council.

Those who know me were 
surprised that I’d accepted the 
office. I even surprised myself. I’m 
not a natural wearer of the chain 
of office and particularly detest the 
deference which office can entail.

But following discussions with 
leading members of the authority 
I agreed to take the chair on the 
understanding that we’d re-define 
both priorities and purpose.

The first Chairman of our County 
Council came into office when 
pigeon post was still in use by the 
military and healthy horses were 
needed to ascend and descend the 
Derbyshire hills in carriages fit for 
all weathers.

Whilst I love the idea of sending 
a pigeon to the Wilcox household 
at the end of the council meeting 
with a request to get the kettle 
on, once the bird reached home it 
would more likely end up in a pot, 
rather than being prepared for a 
second mission.

So for the next four years I’ll 
be focussed on reducing health 
inequalities in Derbyshire. Fortu-
nately, all UK political parties share 
this aspiration, as indeed do the 
other 27 nations in the EU too.

And the good news from Europe 
is that a report published by the 
Commission in early September, 
suggests that across the EU there 
are tentative indications that the 
widening gap of health inequality 
may finally be showing signs of 
narrowing.

When it comes to causation 
there’s a need for caution. 
Ironically, austerity may have led to 
improvement in diet.

Let’s welcome the first signs of a 
better trend, but remain conscious 
that one pigeon doesn’t make a 
spring. Indeed, on its own, it hardly 
even makes a stew. 

If you live in a major city, or work in 
a university, there’s a good chance 
you’ve encountered 2.8 Hours Later 
– the urban zombie chase game. 

For up to £60 a ticket, you’re set an 
orienteering-type challenge of surviving 
a zombie attack, locating other survivors, 
and making it, hopefully, to the safety of 
Asylum and a wild disco-cum-party.

It’s three years old now, so it was 
rather disappointing to read – on the 
ever-fascinating WhatDoTheyKnow.com 
Freedom of Information website – the 
both po-faced and misspelt responses to 
recent inquiries from ‘Arnold’ about his 
local authorities’ preparedness for a real 
invasion of the walking dead.

East Riding: “The council does not hold 
the information you have requested access 
too (sic)”. Humberside Police: “We are 
unable to identify any specific records or 
documents regarding preperations (sic) for 
a Zombie invasion”.

But top marks to Bristol City Council’s 
Service Director of Communication and 
Marketing, Peter Holt, who, even back 
in 2011, furnished his inquirer with the 
Council’s TOP SECRET Contingency Plan 
for Handling Zombie Outbreaks in Bristol 
– with, obviously, the necessary national 
security redactions.

With an elected mayor, the Plan may 
have changed, but it was impressive even 
then, with four escalating alert levels – 
ambient zombie, enhanced activity, major 
outbreak, and zombie pandemic – plus 

reminder of correct killing procedure: 
fully disconnecting the brain-stem from 
body through either blunt force or full 
head removal. No humour by-pass in 
Bristol, then. 

At which point, I should assure the 
reader – and even more so the editor – 
that this zombie stuff is not the start of 
a reverse A to Z. I’ve earned my freedom 
from that straitjacket, and henceforth the 
column will become a more general local 
government miscellany. 

So, no artificial segue needed to the 
unfortunate Ryedale district councillor 
– anonymous here, but not around much 
of the English-speaking world – who, 
by pressing the wrong electronic voting 
button, managed to give the go-ahead to a 
controversial 260-home development that 
he himself strongly opposed.

No consolation to him, let alone to 
Kirkbymoorside residents, but he wasn’t 
the first. Toronto councillors have a nine-
button panel to cope with – or not, in the 
2006 case of Councillor Jane Pitfield, 
who, though opposing the city’s purchase 
of a garbage dump, pressed the green 
button in favour. Since then, pushing the 
wrong button at City Hall has been known 
as ‘doing a Pitfield’, and doubtless in 
Ryedale it’ll be – sorry, almost forgot, I 
anonymised him. 

Chris Game is with the Institute of Local 
Government Studies

Chairing for 
a healthier 
world

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.

Once again an LGiU team attended the 
three main party conferences, running 
fringe events and hosting our annual 
local government dinner at each one. This 

year we held two fringes at each conference: Self-
funders and the future of social care, in association 
with Partnership; and Standing room only – have we 
enough school places? with the NUT. Speakers at 
the fringe events included: Rt Hon David Laws MP, 
Minister of State for Schools; Lord Hunt of Kings Heath 
OBE, Shadow Spokesperson for Health; and Heather 
Wheeler MP, Chair of the All Party Parliamentary 
Local Government Group.

September saw the launch of two new LGiU reports. 
House Proud: how councils can help raise standards in 
the private rented sector was produced in association 
with the Electrical Safety Council. Based on new LGiU 
research the report investigates how local authorities 
are engaging with the private rented sector and the 
challenges and opportunities they face in supporting 
better conditions. The report goes on to make a series 
of recommendations for both central and local govern-
ment. (See page 18)

Standing Room Only: have we enough school places? 
is the latest report from the LGiU and the NUT that looks 
at the effect of changes to the education system which 
have seen more than half of all secondary schools 
become academies or free schools. This has been a 
continuing research project over the past three years. 
This year the research focused specifically on the impact 
that the changes have had on school place planning.

To view PDFs of these and other LGiU publications 
go to www.lgiu.org.uk/publications .

The LGiU has just begun a project with CAMRA 
to look at how local authorities can help to protect 
community pubs. The research will use interviews and 
case studies to establish practical and clear steps that 
councils can take to unlock the social and community 
value of pubs. To find out more about this project please 
contact Andrew Walker, andrew.walker@lgiu.org.uk.

We are just coming to the end of a project on early 
intervention. Working with the London Borough of 
Camden, supported by the British Red Cross and 
Mears Group the project has been looking at how much 

money the authority spends on 
preventing a chosen outcome, 
versus spend on responding to 
the consequences of the issue. 
We will be publishing guid-
ance this month based on this 
research to help other councils 
to make the same calculation. To 
find our more about this project 
please contact Laura Wilkes,  
laura.wilkes@lgiu.org.uk. 

New on our website are some 
podcasts focusing on different 
aspects of LGiU work. Currently 
you can listen to podcasts about 
our recent publications Connected 
Localism and House Proud, as 
well as a recording of a recent 
LGiU webinar on community 
budgets. Go to www.lgiu.org.uk/
podcast-2 to hear for yourself.

LGiU webinars are back; we 
trialed this method of delivering 
training last year and it was gener-
ally well-received. We put together 
a short series on localism. The 
first, last month was on commu-
nity budgets and coming up in 
November we have hour-long webi-
nars on the new planning system 
(7 November) and the Localism 
Act – what it has meant so far and what does it mean for 
the future (25 November). These webinars are free to LGiU 
members but places must be booked and are subject to 
limited availability; go to www.lgiu.org.uk/events to secure 
a place. 

We also have some interesting offline forth-
coming seminars throughout the autumn months, 
including: Personal Safety for Councillors (1 October); 
Understanding Communities through Participatory 
Appraisal (14 October); Listening to our Neighbourhood 
(15 October); Community Engagement in the Current 
Climate (13 November). To find out more about these 
and other LGiU events go to www.lgiu.org.uk/events.  

Standing 
Room Only
Have we enough school places?



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 summer recess is a great 
time to catch up with local groups 
and attend local events

It’s sometimes remarked that 
MPs holidays are too long and that 
we should spend more time in 
Parliament. I respect that view, but 
like many of my colleagues I use 
the time away from Westminster to 
keep in touch with local companies, 
charities and volunteer groups. It 
also gives us more time to go to 
local events where we can talk to a 
range of constituents.

This summer I relished getting a 
behind-the-scenes look at our local 
Odeon cinema. This is a landmark 
building, being the first cinema in 
Swadlincote for 50 years. It’s part 
of the town centre regeneration 
and is a very visible symbol that 
the economy is moving in the right 
direction. I was fascinated to see 
how the cinema worked on a tech-
nical level but also enjoyed talking 
to the staff who clearly are so proud 
to work there. This is such an asset 
to our area and now, with our free 
car parking, people are coming to 
use this cinema from all around. 

Staying with the cultural theme, 
I attended a local outdoor last 
night of the proms at the Rosliston 
Forestry Centre. Music was provided 
by Newhall Brass Band, a former 
miners’ band. The atmosphere was 
electric; everyone had a brilliant 
time hearing the very talented band 
play music from TV and films as well 
as our Prom favourites including 
Land of Hope and Glory!

I was delighted to attend two 
events that showed the very best 
qualities of our local young people

I joined students to presents the 
award certificates at the National 
Citizen Service (NCS) Graduation 
evening in the roundhouse at the 
Derby college. NCS is for 16 and 17 

year olds in England and Northern 
Ireland, and  helps them build skills 
for work and life. 

I also spoke to a group called 
Interact at one of our secondary 
schools, Pingle School. This is a 
junior rotary club for young people 
aged 11-18 who undertake volun-
teering work in the community I 
talked to them about how Parliament 
works and how to get into politics!

In Westminster, the CLG Select 
Committee held a session with 
retail guru Mary Portas

Mary Portas was giving evidence 
about her project to regenerate 
high streets. This project has had 
a high profile. I asked whether 
the ‘gimicks’ or celebrities used 
to draw people in were worth the 
money spent and whether she was 

trying to create a knock-on effect of 
people visiting the high street.

Mary replied that it was not 
her decision how money was 
spent. But she pointed to the case 
of Dartford Council, who were 
successful in attracting more 
families to visit the town centre. It 
also managed to secure £400,000 
from businesses who responded 
to the interest they saw in the 
regeneration of the town centre.

I am delighted that Mary has 
accepted my invitation to come 
and see our local market, which 
is an illustration of how our town 
centre is alive.

I am writing this before my 
party conference starts, but I am 
expecting a busy few days

This year I will be chairing two 

roundtable discussions. The first 
will look at the insurance industry, 
particularly brokers. We need 
to find ways for this important 
industry to win back trust from 
the public, as many people see it 
in the same light as other parts of 
the financial sector that have not 
covered themselves in glory.

The second event will be in my 
capacity of chair of the All Party 
Parliamentary Local Government 
Group. This debate aims to build 
on our two reports on social care – 
one on care for the elderly, one on 
social care for vulnerable working 
age people.  

Heather Wheeler is MP for South 
Derbyshire
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At the last night of the Proms.
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Starring 
in the silly season

Heard the one about the caller who rang the 
council helpline to inquire about the rules on 
keeping a crocodile in the back garden?While they 
were all offered the story, other national papers 
didn’t, as it were, bite, writes David Brindle.

uite why stories work 
for some media and not 
others is impossible fully 
to explain. Very often it 

comes down to happenstance, 
newsrooms being chaotic places, 
or the judgment (in this case, 
sense of humour) of an individual 
editor. But in respect of what we 
used to call Fleet Street, you can 
still hazard a fair bet at what type 
of story will run where and how it 
is likely to be treated.

Consider the fortunes of an 
impressive dozen press releases 
issued during the dog days of 
August by the Local Government 
Association, still churning out the 

news when others had shut up 
shop and departed for the beach. 
Aware, no doubt, that there are 
always acres of column inches to 
fill in mid-summer, and precious 
little around to use as filler, the LGA 
kept up a steady supply of stories 
ranging from the impact of welfare 
reform to school uniform costs and 
the aforementioned crocodile.

Looking purely at take-up, the 
Independent and Daily Telegraph 
each went with four of the stories, 
the Mirror with three, the Express, 
Times and Daily Mail two apiece 
and the Guardian, Sun and Star just 
one. A couple of clarifications: the 
count here is only of stories that 

appeared in print, not online; and 
“August” has been stretched very 
slightly to include a release issued 
three days into September on rising 
demand for primary school places.

It was this story that proved 
most successful, appearing in 
every national except the Sun. But 
the interpretation of it varied widely 
– and predictably. For while the 
Guardian went with: “Baby boom 
may clog classrooms” and the Tele-
graph, following the LGA’s finding 
that schools were having to convert 
non-classroom space for teaching, 
declared: “Libraries lost in schools 
squeeze”, the Express trumpeted: 
“Migrants trigger schools crisis.”

The LGA’s 
release made 
no reference to 
migrants. Insofar 
as it discussed 
any factor behind 
the pressure on 
school places, it 
focused on coun-
cils’ inability to 
direct academy or 
free schools to flex 
capacity. Neverthe-
less, the Express 
still found reason 
to seek expert 
comment from 
Sir Andrew Green, 
chair of the Migra-
tion Watch UK think 
tank, who obliged 
with: “Parents are 
bearing the cost of 
mass immigration.”

Similarly, the 
LGA issued what 
was billed as the 
first assessment of 
the overall impact 
of the Government’s 
welfare reforms, 
carried out by the 

Centre for Economic and Social 
Inclusion. Coverage of this ranged 
from a mighty 1,100-word package 
in the Independent (“The real 
costs of benefits squeeze: £1,600 
per family”) to four paragraphs in 
The Times (“Most claimants ‘need 
extra help’”). But the Telegraph, 
always looking for an angle on 
the perceived elderly care crisis, 
conjured up: ”Care services may 
suffer to fund victims of benefit 
reforms.”

A justified leap? Close analysis 
of the LGA’s release does reveal a 
comment by Sharon Tyler, chair 
of the LGA finance panel, that, 
inter alia, “it would be wrong if 
councils had to reduce spending 
on other services such as caring 
for the vulnerable and fixing 
the roads to meet the new costs 
brought about by these changes 
to national policy”.  In the rough 
house of journalism, that’s more 
than enough to go on.

Overall, and discounting 
releases aimed largely at specialist 
sector press, the LGA succeeded in 
winning coverage in the nationals 
for most of the stories it sought to 
promote. It can feel justifiably satis-
fied with its summer’s work. The 
only surprise, perhaps, was that its 
crocodile story wasn’t, er, snapped 
up more widely.

Are we losing the taste for 
silly season stories, as our media 
become ever less parochial and 
ever more global? Or is it perhaps 
that the garden barbecue, complete 
with playful killer reptile and luxu-
rious custard bath, represents the 
height of aspiration for the modern 
family and councils are simply 
failing to play their part?  

David Brindle is The Guardian’s 
public service editor
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Whitehall

Tsars 
rule! 

Next time you hear someone from the private sector 
expressing frustration at the failure of public sector 
leaders to drive change, remind them of the salutary 
tale of Mary Portas, writes Carol Grant.

In 2011, the Prime Minister 
asked Portas, retail expert 
and TV celebrity, to produce 
a report on what could 

be done to save Britain’s high 
streets. It was published later 
that year and the government 
gave £1.2m to 12 ‘Portas Pilots’ 
such as Margate, to encourage 
ideas to revive local trade.

It’s not been a roaring success. 
The 12 towns have seen more shops 
close than open during 2012. Portas 
has been accused of being simplistic 
and nostalgic by rival retail experts. 
She was monstered by the media 
after a fraught appearance before 
the Communities and Local Govern-
ment Select Committee, being 
accused of being a publicity seeker 
and misleading parliament about 
her TV contract fees. The last straw 
was when Eric Pickles granted 
planning approval for a huge Tesco 
supermarket in Margate. 

It’s all left Mary Portas rather 
bruised. ‘you’d think I was a f***ing 
tax exile, when I was only trying to 
help’, she said ruefully.

Mary’s a grown-up, and she’ll 
survive this encounter with the 

residents of the 
Whitehall Village, 
which surely has the 
nastiest High Street 
in Britain.  She can be 
blamed for naivety, 
producing a simplistic 
report, confusing her 
TV and government 
roles and being pain-
fully underprepared 
for a Select Committee 
appearance. However I 
believe her when she 
says that she accepted 
the Prime Minister’s 
invitation in good faith 
and wanted to make a 
difference.

Her role is part 
of a growing trend 
of appointing ‘tsars’. 
According to research 
from King’s College 
London, there have 
been over 260 tsar 
appointments by 
ministers since 1997. The annual 
rate has risen under the coalition 
in particular. The research found 
that ministers like tsars because 
they work quickly and informally, 
often don’t expect payment and 
report to them directly rather than 
via officials. Meanwhile tsars are 
flattered to be asked to work directly 
to ministers on the big issues of the 
day and make themselves available.

Kings College found that neither 
the Commissioner for Public 
Appointments nor the Cabinet Office 
oversees tsars. Around a fifth don’t 
produce a report and not all reports 
receive a response. Effectively, 
“ministers and departments make 
it up as they go along and actual 
practices vary wildly.”

We are often told that the public 
sector needs more private sector 
skills – particularly the energy and 

entrepreneurship demonstrated by 
people like Mary Portas. yet she 
and others have found that making 
change on the ground is much, 
much harder than anyone gives the 
public sector credit for.

Had Mary Portas asked a friendly 
public sector leader what they had 
learnt over many battle-scarred 
years, she might have saved herself 
much time and angst. The list looks 
something like this:

• Prime Ministers have the attention 
span of gnats and the memories 
of goldfish.

• Departmental Ministers don’t 
always mean what they say. 

• Government departments not 
only don’t talk to each other, they 
hate each other.

• The shelves of Whitehall depart-
ments are lined with worthy 
reports gathering dust.

• Select Committees generate heat 
rather than light. 

• Ultimately, it all comes down 
to money, and there won’t be 
enough.

• Whatever you do, and whatever 
you say, the Daily Mail will hate 
you. Get over it.

Take the huge amount of 
regeneration that has taken place 
across the country, stimulated by 
the local authority. Large scale, long 
term, sustainable projects come 
about through vision and leadership 
backed by dogged determination 
and a high level of political skill. It 
doesn’t always make for good TV 
but it changes lives in a way that 
quick-fix solutions never will.   

Carol Grant is a director  
of Grant Riches
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“ Tsars are 
flattered to 
be asked to 
work directly 
to ministers on 
the big issues 
of the day and 
make themselves 
available.”

Prime Minister David Cameron and Mary Portas discuss her report in a cafe in Camden, London.
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the general power of competence



things you need to know about the 

When the general power of competence [GPC] 
replaced the well-being power in 2012 much was 
expected: it had been heralded by Eric Pickles as 
allowing councils to do anything bar invading France. 
How is it working in practice? Hilary Kitchin helps you 
get to the bottom of this much discussed issue. 

the general power of competence

10

You can find out 
more and read 
case studies at: 
www.local.gov.uk/
publications

Hilary Kitchin is 
an LGiU associate

What does it say? 
The GPC states that councils have the power to do 
anything an individual may do, subject to some constraints.  
Evolutionary rather than revolutionary, this is a more 
flexible law, and the requirement to have regard to the 
economic, social and environmental well-being of the area 
has gone.

What are the constraints? 
The general rules on borrowing, charging and formation 
of companies apply. Byelaws continue to be subject to a 
separate and much-delayed review. The GPC does not 
override limitations in laws in place before 2011: this 
may be technical, but it could be the most significant  
limitation on use of the new power, which is also subject to 
any specific exceptions included in new laws. 

Is anything interesting happening? 
One district council is setting up a school improvement 
programme; parish councils are stepping in to provide 
youth services; local financial initiatives include a small 
business fund and participation in the Local Authority 
Mortgage Scheme; there is a range of green energy and 
environmental projects and community initiatives.

Is it making a real difference? 
District councils find it particularly useful, and it is 
supporting partnership across different tiers. It also makes 
cautious councils more confident where other councils 
have just gone ahead, for example in introducing energy 
switching schemes.

Can caution be thrown to the winds? 
No, but the GPC could generate change, providing an 
opportunity for members to challenge cautious officers, 
and reassurance for statutory officers looking at more 
radical proposals. Lawyers ought to feel more at ease than 
when advising on the well-being power. 

What are councils saying about the constraints? 
They would like to see more varied company vehicles: 
frustrating company rules apparently exclude setting up 
community interest company structures. The cost recovery 
basis for charging puts a ceiling on generating revenue. 
Councils are under severe financial constraints and have 
less capacity for innovative policy-making. 

Why are prior limitations causing a problem? 
Checks for pre-and post-commencement limitations take 
time. Once found, prior constraints may bring a useful 
project to a halt.

What changes are proposed and how 
will Eric Pickles respond? 
Many want to see a rationalisation of local government 
legislation. As a start, where common barriers are identified, 
he has the power to amend, repeal, revoke or disapply the 
relevant provisions. More generally, it would be good to see 
ministers acknowledging that councils can take managed 
risks without intervening. 

How likely is it that the GPC will contribute to an improve-
ment in central / local relations? 
The contrast between assurances about councils’ ability 
to use a wider discretionary power and, for example, the 
limitations currently being placed on council publicity, is 
too contradictory to look for improvement at the moment. 
Councils will want to make best use of the power according 
to local circumstances, which could in the long term 
contribute to better mutual understanding.

What about the future? 
Councils are saying that the GPC is giving them greater 
confidence to act, and is a symbolic statement that frees up 
ideas. They are being advised to begin with what they want to 
achieve, and to refer to the GPC as a power of first resort when 
reviewing the powers that are available. The LGA has published 
a report on current use and the possibilities of the GPC. 

1

2 7

6

3

8

4

9

5 10

Ten things 

9www.lgiu.org.uk





Securing social value 

The Public Services (Social Value) Act 2012 requires councils to consider how their 
procurement of local services could improve the economic, social and environmental 
well-being of their areas. Mark Upton believes they should go beyond the scope of the 
Act to deliver tangible community benefits and greater value for money.

The Act provides 
commissioners with a 
great deal of discretion 
in only requiring them 

to consider social value and only 
where it is appropriate and where it 
is proportionate. So if you want - in 
practical effect – to ignore this new 
requirement, you could possibly do 
so. But that would be a mistake as it 
provides significant opportunities 
to do more from existing budgets 
and can be an effective 
mechanism to deliver 
community goals.

If you were to just follow the 
legislation to the letter this 
consideration will only need to take 
place - in a typical unitary council 
- for a handful of contracts a year. 
And, as it only applies to contracts 
as they are procured, some areas 
of a council’s procurement expendi-
ture could remain ‘untouched’ for 
many years.

I am not arguing that using 
public procurement in this way is 

some kind of silver bullet as it 
should be seen as one means to 

turn community objectives into 
reality. Nor am I advocating 

that you should use each 
and every contract in 

this way but prioritising 
where the biggest wins 

could be made. Here 
existing contracts 

are not a lost cause 
as many will have 

‘break’ and 
‘ e x t e n s i o n ’ 

c l a u s e s 
which can 

potentially be exploited to lever in 
additional social requirements. 
Furthermore, suppliers operating 
in a competitive environment will be 
keen to prove to you and others that 
they can deliver on this agenda even 
on a voluntary basis.

I am arguing for a proactive and 
strategic approach embracing all 
supply chains which firmly embedded 
in the delivery of local community 
strategies by taking a whole system 
approach that compliments non-
procurement delivery chains. 

A good starting point would be to 
identify a small number of corporate 
social value objectives; mapping 
these against your procurement 
expenditure to reveal relevant 
supply chains. Specific opportunities 
can then be identified based upon a 
corporate view on what role procure-
ment can play and how. Many will be 
found in ‘cross fertilising’ different 
commissioning frameworks where 
one provides the social value in 
helping to deliver the essential 
public value of another requiring 
joint working across different teams 
and area partnerships where atten-
tion to service/delivery design will 
be paramount. 

Many councillors are rightly 
anxious to use every pound spent 
by their council to promote local 
jobs and apprenticeships. Securing 
social aims through procurement is 
not a ‘free good’ and will be priced 
into the contract though that may 
not always be obvious. That need 
not be a problem. What needs to 
be determined is when and in what 
circumstances the procurement 
route represents best value against 
other options, for delivering the 
same community benefits, guided by 
local needs and corporate priorities.

Many are also concerned that 
small and medium enterprises and 
local firms gain access to contract 

Procurement
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opportunities. The new legislation 
offers nothing new here. Preferen-
tial treatment continues to be ruled 
out by the EC Procurement law. In 
any case trying to bend the tender 
specification in this way leaves 
things to chance. There are no short 
cuts to giving smaller and local 
firms (and voluntary organisations) 
a better chance than a continuous 
process of market shaping/building, 
where a two-way dialogue is used 
to increase suppliers’ knowledge of 
potential opportunities and builds 
their capability to engage. 

There has been considerable 
attention paid to the measurement 
of social value distracting from how 
it is achieved. What is required is a 
form of measurement that is relevant 
and proportionate to the size of what 
is being procured. Commissioners 
need to know what constitutes a 
good investment; by building up 
knowledge informed by expert 
evidence and dialogue with providers 
and community groups. For the 
most part social value should involve 
tangible benefits which are relatively 
easy to specify, measure and witness 
involving things like increasing 
community resilience, promoting 
skills and training, increasing the 
number and impact of volunteers 
and reducing the carbon footprint, 
and such like, which interest you as 
community leaders, not ratios in a 
cost-benefit analysis.  

Mark Upton is a freelance 
public policy and policy affairs 
consultant, (www.publicpoli-
cystrategies.co.uk) and Associate 
at the LGiU. He has prepared 
a more detailed briefing for 
LGIU members on the social 
value legislation, www.lgiu.org.
uk/briefing/public-services-
social-value-act-2012/.
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Brandon 
Lewis

In the old days, Pubs Minister Brandon Lewis tells 
Mark D’Arcy, people popped into the pub after 
visiting the shops in their town or village centre; now 
it’s the other way round — they do a little shopping 
alongside a visit to the pub or restaurant.

With town and city 
centres facing a radical 
transformation as 
the internet reshapes 

shopping habits and new fashions 
change people’s entertainment 
choices, that matters to local 
government. Not just, Lewis says, 
because any local leadership wants 
a thriving community, but also 
because, with the re-localisation 
of business rates, they stand to 
reap considerable rewards if they 
can keep their shopping centres 
thriving, as the market changes. 
But he doesn’t underestimate the 
challenge – he predicts even more 
radical change over the next decade, 
as online shopping continues its 
exponential increase. 

Which is where his role as Pubs 
Minister comes in. Hospitality is 
one of the keystones of the new 
town centres now emerging. And 
prospering in that new environ-
ment will require traditional pubs 

to adapt. He’s always offered the 
local beer on official visits to pubs 
– and a picture of him brandishing 
a pint is the obvious photo-op, even 
for a mid-morning visit. But the 
smart move might be for the pub 
to offer him a coffee, to show it has 

more to offer than alcohol, and had 
adapted to changing tastes and 
attitudes. He points out that pubs 
served 3.5 million cups of coffee 
last year, a respectable slice of the 
burgeoning coffee market. 

Pubs, he believes, face a kind 
of pincer movement. Many homes 
now have the kind 
of big TVs and 
satellite sports 
that used to pull 
customers in. 
They now face 
competition from 
people inviting 
their mates round 
to watch the 
game at home, 
and drink cheap 
s u p e r m a r k e t 
beer.  That trend 
can undercut the traditional local 
every bit as much as the rise of 
competitors such as coffee shops 
and bars at cinemas and the like. 

But, Lewis adds, there 
is another reason some 
pubs are closing; some 
are simply not good 
pubs. Some are failing 
because they are not 
well managed and are 
not making the changes 
required to attract the 
customers they need to 
survive. 

Good pubs, he says, are rolling 
with the changes in their market 
and reinventing themselves. But, 
undeniably, many well-loved locals 
are closing. One partial solution 
is the government’s push to get 
suitable pubs listed as “community 

assets,” under powers created in 
the Localism Act. This doesn’t offer 
guaranteed salvation, but does 
give communities a period of grace 
in which to find a way to save a pub, 
before it is sold off... That might 
be the creation of a community 
company, more attuned to what 

local people now want, to take over 
the management. Often, he says, 
the need to campaign to save a 
pub concentrates local minds on 
the need to use it, or lose it. (Lewis 
notes that the Foreign Secretary, 
William Hague, is a shareholder in 
such a company.)

He points to a pub in 
Nottinghamshire where, after the 
community took over, a lounge 
area was created, where local 
mums now meet for coffee after 
the school run. Hardly rocket 
science, perhaps, but it didn’t 
happen before. The government 
has also put money into helping 
pubs develop into community hubs, 
which might mean anything from 
doubling as post offices to serving 
as the base for local sports teams 
and  the meeting place for all kinds 

of groups and interests.
A vigorous campaign by CAMRA 

is aiming to have 300 pubs listed in 
this way – and Lewis believes the 
policy is helping save pubs – with 
the aid of a £150,000 grant to the 
Plunkett Foundation which helps 
rural communities through set up 
community-ownership schemes.

Lewis is wary of any deeper 
intervention than this; the last 
thing the government wants is for 
local government to be sucked 
by community sentimentality into 
supporting unsustainable pubs and 
distorting the market. He doesn’t 
think there will be any further 
legislation in his area, although he 
carefully adds that he will always 
be willing to listen to good ideas. If 
there is a government intervention 
in the working of pubs it will come 
from the Business Department, 
which is consulting on the relation-
ship between landlords and pub 
companies – but that is outside 
his purview. He concentrates on 
his core point that he wants local 
authorities to use the community 
asset powers to protect local pubs 
and develop a strategy for the 
future of their shopping centres. 

And they do, he believes, need to 
have such a strategy, to protect and 
expand their business rates base. 
The government is re-shaping 
local government finance to 
reward success in promoting the 
local economy, so their income 
will not depend just on the Council 
Tax and the New Homes Bonus. 
Councils that succeed will reap 
big rewards.  Lewis name-checks 
St Albans as a centre which has 

“ He wants local authorities 
to use the community 
asset powers to protect 
local pubs and develop a 
strategy for the future of 
their shopping centres”

“ If you want more people 
shopping in a town 
centre, parking has to be 
easy and affordable”



reinvented itself with an all-day 
hospitality offer that encourages 
people to stay beyond their shop-
ping trip... the local council, he 
says, has “worked exceptionally 
hard,” to bring that about.

Where shopping centres are 
shrinking, as in his own Great 
yarmouth, he thinks it is sensible 
to look at using planning powers 
to, as he puts it, “refocus”. That 

means concentration on the core 
retail area and allowing shops 
at the edge to be converted to 
residential use – which among 
other things means more footfall 
for the remaining shops. It’s also 
vital that councils don’t, as he 
puts it, “get silly” about parking 
charges, and drive the customers 
away. “If you want more people 
shopping in a town centre, parking 
has to be easy and affordable – 
otherwise they’ll just drift away to 

the best alternative,” he says.
As a former council leader 

himself (Brentwood 2004-09, 
where the local MP was a certain 
Eric Pickles and they joined forces 
for the “Eric and Brandon Show” 
on local radio) he knows it is very 
easy to be bogged down in the day 
to day detail of town hall business. 
But he insists it is increasingly vital 
for local leaders to have a long 
term strategy and an over-arching 

view of what their district should 
look like in five years’ time: 
including most particularly, their 
town centre. 

He adds that the picture is not 
all doom and gloom - pointing to 
companies like Marstons which 
opened 25 new pubs last year 
and will do the same this year, or 
Heinekin who’re making massive 
investments in their pubs. Many 
breweries are investing because 

“ Some are failing 
because they 
are not well 
managed and are 
not making the 
changes required 
to attract the 
customers they 
need to survive”
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they see opportunities – visiting 
a traditional British pub is one of 
the top three aims of tourists when 
they arrive here. So, he believes 
the time has come for a change 
in the message; to stop talking 
about a crisis and to celebrate the 
success of the industry. 

Mark D’Arcy is a Parliamentary 
Correspondent with BBC News
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One servant, 
two masters?

It’s tough enough being 
a councillor on one body, 
let alone wearing two 
hats. But Rob Green 
hears from five ‘dual-
hatters’ who say there’s 
much to be gained from 
the approach.

T
he traditional notion 
of a dual-hatter is the 
councillor sitting on 
the county and district 
authorities. 

The synergies are obvious and 
the benefits come in many forms 
for constituents, the two organisa-
tions and members themselves 
– whether it is cutting through 
red tape for residents; sharing 
skills and expertise across the 
two bodies; or providing insights 
into new experiences and ways of 
working for councillors. And while 
this traditional approach is still 
alive and well there are plenty of 
other opportunities for members to 
expand their horizons. 

Green Party member Darren 
Johnson is a dual-hatter in the 
traditional sense, holding seats 
at both borough level and with the 
Greater London Authority (GLA). 
He says that the strategic, big-
picture politics of the GLA feed into 
local issues as a ward councillor 
and vice versa. Experience and 
knowledge from both authorities 
can be bought to each of his roles 
and he has been able to learn new 
skills – all of which is ultimately of 
benefit to his constituents.

“It has been really useful to hold 
both,” he says. “At City Hall for 
example, I’m chair of the housing 
committee and so it’s been really 
useful having borough experience, 
knowing the processes Lewisham 
is going through in terms of finding 
sites for new council housing and in 
terms of governance models for its 
housing stock. 

“Because I’m familiar with a 
lot of those types of issues at a 
borough level, I have an insight into 
some of the bigger, London-wide 
strategic issues. Generally I find 
that the two roles really comple-
ment each other and give me far 
more of an understanding in lots of 
areas and issues than I would have 
if I was just a councillor or just an 
Assembly Member.”

He adds: ‘Residents benefit from 
having a better informed repre-
sentative because of the experience 
I have in both places. Issues such 
as transport, housing and policing 
cut across both local and strategic 
and there’s an advantage to being 
part of both. Residents don’t care 
which authority is responsible, they 
just want something to be done.’  

Aside from the practicalities of 
making sure the correct resources 
are used – “I  am often sending 
emails backwards and forwards 
from one computer to another, 
just to make sure things are dealt 
with in the right place by the right 
people,” he says – holding two roles 
has not presented any obvious 
problems. 

“People often ask me about 
holding two roles, but I always 
say I think it’s easier to juggle two 
political roles than it is to hold 
down a full time, traditional job and 
be a local councillor on top. you 

have got some degree 
of flexibility about 

how you organise 

your diary in politics, much more so 
than if you have a traditional job.”

He does warn against taking on 
too much responsibility too soon 
advising people to get experience 
at a local level, adding: “I think it 
would be difficult to play a leading 
role in the Assembly and have 
a leading role, such as cabinet 
member, in local government. I am 
a conscientious ward councillor in 
Lewisham and I think that if I had 
a cabinet portfolio it would be very 
difficult to try to balance two full-on 
roles in that way.”

Representing the more common 
notion of a councillor sitting on two 
authorities is Councillor Patricia 
Stallard. She has been a member 

at Winchester City Council for 
11 years, holding a cabinet post 
for nine years until this May. She 
became a dual hatter in February 
2012 when she won a by-election 
and was re-elected for a four year 
term in the May 2013 poll, which is 
when she decided to stand down 
from her city council cabinet posi-
tion to devote more time to her 
term at county level. She is chair 
of the Safe and Healthy People 
Select Committee and a member 
of three other select committees. 
She was keen to take an active 
role in the county while continuing 
to work hard for her constituents 
in Winchester, and she felt she 
could best achieve that balance as 

“ I think it’s easier to juggle two 
political roles than it is to hold down a 
full time, traditional job and be a local 
councillor on top.”

Darren Johnson

Patricia Stallard



a backbencher on the city council. 
She says: “At the end of the day I 
have to remember that the grass 
roots are important and I must have 
time to devote to residents and 
their needs and their issues, and 
that is vital to me.’ 

Despite a change of focus 
Councillor Stallard believes the city 
council has allowed her to hit the 
ground running at a county level. 

“Coming across from the district 
level to the county level did help me. 
Having all those years of experience 
at Winchester City Council did make 
the transition a great deal easier. If I 
had gone into a county seat without 
that background knowledge and 
information I think it would have 
taken a considerable time to have 
found my feet,” she says. “From 
my point of view it helps knowing 
the background thinking of both 
councils and knowing their policy 

and the direction they are going.’
Having ‘insider’ knowledge of 

both organisations also benefits 
the councils themselves, according 
to Councillor Stallard. She said: 
“I’m sure it benefits the organisa-
tions to some extent. In the initial 
stages of a project it is useful to 
have an idea of what the other 
council might think about or how 
they might respond or react to it. 
As things progress they go through 

the normal procedures and then 
it’s very much a separate process.”

And while there are obvious 
similarities and crossover in the 
two roles Councillor Stallard points 
to a change of emphasis at county 
level that requires a different way 
of thinking. She says: “The skill 
set is different. It has gone from 
an operational role to a strategic 
level. That’s not to say the districts 
don’t have a strategic role to play, 
of course they do. But at county 
level you have to step back a little 
bit and not think about your ward 
or district but rather of the county 
as whole. When you start to think 
at the county level, the divisions 
and wards are all very varied. Some 
are very rural, some are urban, 
some are more affluent than others 
and they all have different sets 
of needs, so you have to take into 
consideration a much wider and 

bigger picture. It also 
has more direct influ-
ence from central 
government.”

Another relative 
newcomer to the 
world of dual hatters 
is Southwark Council 
Leader Councillor 
Peter John, who 
took up a role as an 
executive member 
with London Councils 
when Lambeth’s 

Steve Reed was elected as an MP 
in November 2012. Councillor 
John became Leader of Southwark 
Council in 2010 and says it was 
important for him to bed-in to 
the role before tackling a second 
commitment. 

London Councils is a cross-party 
organisation representing the 
33 London boroughs. Councillor 
John says that while there are good 
synergies between his primary role 

and that of an executive member 
with London Councils, the two 
roles are distinct. At Southwark he 
is involved with the entire remit of 
the borough’s work, while although 
there is crossover at London 
Councils it is much more focussed 
– there he is executive member for 
children’s services and skills and 
employment.

Being an inner London borough 
means that Southwark already has 
a relatively high profile, both across 
the capital and in national issues. 
As Councillor John points out: 
“London has the fastest growing 
population in the country and it 
feels like London is a microcosm of 
all the problems that are facing the 
rest of the country in very concen-
trated way.”

As Council Leader his priority is 
always Southwark and the nature 
of the work is that it can follow a 
well defined path of policy develop-
ment leading  to policy delivery. 
“As leader of council you have the 
machine of council ready to jump to 
what you want to do. It’s organised 
in a way that if you want to do some-
thing the support is there to take 
things forward,” says Councillor 
John. “The London Councils role is 
far more of an advocacy role where 
you are giving the case for London. 
We do take a position as London 
Councils on what we’d like to see 
going forward. But it‘s a far more 
gradual process because you have 
33 councils involved. 

“So policy development is much 
slower and when policy is agreed 
the executive member’s role is to 
go out and be the advocate for that. 
It’s a slower process but it doesn’t 
mean you are not doing great 
things; it is just the nature of the 
organisation.” 

As well as consensus building 
there is also a need to put politics 
aside at London Councils. As a 
Labour member Councillor John 
says he will have ideological differ-
ences with other parties, but it’s 
crucial to remember he is repre-
senting all political groups when 
he speaks for London Councils. He 
says: “I’m not there as the leader 
of a London borough, I’m there as 
a representative of all 33 boroughs. 
I would not be doing my job if I was 
making utterly partisan comments 
because that is not where I am 
supposed to be coming from. 

“Having said that, my experi-
ences in Southwark help inform 
what I say in the same way that 
leaders of Haringey or Harrow will 
be informed by experiences from 
their boroughs. But I’m very much 
there to give the LC and London-
wide message.” 

The fact that London Councils 
brings leaders together is a positive 
for individual boroughs, providing new 
insights and raising issues that may 
have been missed. Councillor John 
says: “‘Nothing beats what you get 
form those one-to-one conversations 
and things are coming on my radar.”
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“ At the end of the day I have 
to remember that the grass 
roots are important and I 
must have time to devote to 
residents and their needs 
and their issues”

Councillors

One servant, 
two masters?

Continued...

Peter John
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Recent London Councils work 
has seen Councillor John speaking 
about schools places in the capital 
and he says this highlights how 
boroughs can work together 
through London Councils. He says: 
“The only real difference between 
Tory and Labour is a difference of 
emphasis on free schools being a 

solution to the places crisis. But 
one of the issues that has emerged 
is that the Tory council experience 
of free schools and how they have 
been delivered is the same as 
Labour authorities. That is that free 
schools can be part of the answer, 
but not if they turn up in areas 
where we don’t have a shortage of 
school places. 

“There are going to be under-
lying ideological differences and 
that is why I have to find a line 
which reflects the consensus view.”

Also filling a role of a dual-hatter 
on London Councils is fellow Labour 
councillor Paul McGlone, the London 
Borough of Lambeth’s Cabinet 
Member for Finance. He is the chair 
of the body’s Grants Committee, 
which oversees the investment of 
around £10m per year in third-sector 
organisations and projects that 
operate across London.

“Because I hold the finance 
portfolio I see being chair of the 
grants committee as a natural fit,” 
says Councillor McGlone. Grants 
are funded on a voluntary basis by 
the members of London Councils 
and cover projects that focus on 
four key areas – homelessness, 
sexual and domestic violence, 
worklessness and capacity building 
in the voluntary sector. 

Local knowledge and being able 
to share that amongst peers on 
the committee and officers, is one 
obvious benefit that comes from 
sitting on both a London borough 
council and London Councils. It 
is the notion that the wheel is not 
being reinvented over and over 
again. For instance, Lambeth is 
recognised as having some of the 
best knowledge about domestic 
and sexual violence and this can 
be brought into London Councils’ 
framework, influencing what grants 
should be awarded. Each borough 
will be able to bring its own exper-
tise to the table, and each borough 

benefits from having access to the 
best possible projects that are 
implemented across London.

As a member with a lead 
role in the borough Councillor 
McGlone highlights a number 
of areas where he gains from 
sitting across two bodies. He 
said: “Personally it gives me a 
political profile in London and 
for London. All members of the 
committee have lead roles within 
their boroughs, and that means 
I get to know leaders in London. 

That is a pretty rare thing because 
they get together so rarely.”

He adds: “I am very conscious 
of my need to negotiate cross-

party decisions. There needs 
to be broad agreement 

and I need to nego-
tiate that and lead 
that, which means 
developing trusting 
relationships across 
the political parties.” 

Key to making the 
most of holding dual 

roles, according to Councillor 
McGlone, is having good working 
relationships with officers. He 
said: “Be very clear from the start 
what your expectations of officers 
are and understand how they work 
and what they need to do. If you 
don’t get that right you can have 
hiccups. As a chair I have take my 
group and my committee with me 
and I believe I have been successful 
with that because I have been on 
top of my political brief and been 
able to have informed discussions 
so that members feel comfortable 
with me.”

Outside of the capital, former 
Southampton City Council leader 
Councillor Royston Smith sees his 
role on the Hampshire Fire and 
Rescue Authority as an opportu-
nity to get a new perspective on 
local politics. He is one of three 
representatives from the unitary 
authority who join 22 other coun-
cillors from across Hampshire on 
the fire authority board. He says: 
“There are lots of similarities, but 
also opportunities to gain different 
skills and experiences to those of 
a councillor.

“With the fire authority I am 
working with chaps in uniform who 
are operational and who are in a 
very stressful, high-risk job so it’s 
a different dynamic. The standard 
dual-hatters do not get that 

additional perspective that comes 
from working with an outside body 
such as the fire authority.”

Again he cites being able to 
transfer knowledge between the 
two organisations as one of the key 
benefits of being a dual-hatter, and 
has been able to bring his own expe-
riences of Southampton’s high-rise 
housing to the fire authority. 

Being part of an organisation 
that is much more focussed than 
a local authority could ever be, 
provides insights into different ways 
of working. The fire authority has 
just three priorities - prevention, 
protection and response. Councillor 
Smith says: “you have got much less 
silo working, because people are 
broadly in the same direction and 
focussed on fire and rescue. There 
is a sense that in lots of ways they 
work much more closely together 
than your standard local authority.”

The positives that have been 
highlighted suggest that while 
holding two roles can be a drain on 
an individual’s time and resources 
it is worth it. New skills and 
experiences can be gained and, 
crucially, it provides new channels 
for knowledge and expertise to 
be shared across authorities and 
organisations. 

Rob Green is a freelance journalist

“ Key to making 
the most of 
holding dual 
roles is having 
good working 
relationships  
with officers.”

Paul McGlone

Royston Smith
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“Prevention is better than cure” is one of those truisms so ubiquitous it can  
sometimes seem emptied of meaning. On one level it is banally, even trivially, true. 
On another level it can be incredibly hard to put into practice. Yet for local authorities 
across the country this is precisely the challenge they are facing. Jonathan Carr-West 
sets the scene for our main feature.

Prevention
Special feature

In a whole range of public 
services, we see demand 
steadily outstripping 
resources. This is the result of 

a combination of factors: straitened 
public finances which require 
councils to make savings, year on 
year until at least 2015, changing 
roles for councils such as new 
public health responsibilities and, 
perhaps most importantly of all, 
the pressures created by long term 
trends such as an ageing population 

or a changing economy.

We have seen this clearly in a 
number of LGiU projects, most 
notably the APPG enquiry on the 
future of adult social care in which 
more than 50 councils shared 
with us financial projections that 
showed resources failing to keep 
up with demand for social care over 
the short to medium term.

The long term trends are impor-
tant because they take this ques-
tion out of some of the immediate 
political arguments about austerity. 
Even if we had much, much more 
money to spend we would not in 
the long run be able to keep track 

of such rapidly rising demand: 
a hundred fold increase in the 
number of very old people over the 
next sixty years for example.

In the end we need to find ways 
of reducing demand. That’s not just 
about altering eligibility criteria 
so that we can adjust the number 
of people entitled to a service. At 
best that’s just a sticking plaster 
approach at worst it leaves people 
with real unmet need. What 
we need to do is to find ways of 
enabling people to live indepen-
dently, to do more for themselves 
and to rely less on acute services. 
This involves thinking about what 
councils can do to support people, 
about personal responsibility and 
about the role of communities.

As a contributor to a recent LGiU 
collection of essays put it “the task 

for government is to find 
ways of encouraging each 
of us to contribute as much 
as we can.”

Shifting to a more 
preventative way of 
thinking about public 

services has been a core 
feature of much of our 

recent policy development. 
That’s why we’ve been working 
with Partnership to look at how 

effective financial advice 
can help people save for 

their old age. That’s 
why we’ve been 

working with 

the National Trust to look at how 
we can use parks to make children 
healthier, and working with Home 
Group to look at how we can use 
housing support to encourage 
good mental health.

The articles in this special 
section of c’llr all look at how in 
different service areas councils 
have adopted more preventative 
ways of working.

They provide us with inspiration 
but they also pose some tough 
questions about evidence and 
action. Whilst in some instances 
we can easily measure and 
account for the value of preven-
tion, at other times the uncertain-
ties of causality and the presence 
of counterfactuals make it very 
hard to project outwards with any 
precision. We may at times have 
to rely on judgement and political 
vision to make our best guess 
about what will happen. 

And of course we should never 
be tempted to think this is all about 
saving money. It’s about achieving 
better outcomes for citizens. 
During the APPG enquiry into the 
future of adult social care we heard 
time and time again about the £30 
pound grab rail that prevents an old 
person falling and saves thousands 
of pounds in hospital admissions.

That matters, of course, but civic 
minded as they may be, the most 
important thing for the old person in 
question is not to have the broken leg!

Jonathan Carr-West is LGiU chief 
executive



The LGiU and the Electrical Safety Council have released a new report focusing on 
relationships between local authorities and the private rented sector (PRS). ‘House 
Proud’ considers what can be done to raise standards in privately rented properties 
and some of the barriers faced by authorities. Lauren Lucas reports.

House Proud: raising standards 
in the private rented sector
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The private rented sector is 
becoming an increasingly 
important part of the 
local housing market. The 

number of people renting privately 
in England and Wales nearly 
doubled between 2001 and 2011, 
reaching 3.6 million at the time of 
the last census*. Local authorities 
have taken note: in a survey of 178 
councils undertaken earlier this 
year by the LGiU and the Electrical 
Safety Council, eight out of 10 
respondents said they expected 
their authority to take a more 
proactive stance when working with 
the sector in future.

This surge of interest is unsur-
prising. The growth of the sector, 
along with policy change that allows 
councils to discharge their home-
lessness duties into the PRS, have 
drawn attention to some of its prob-
lems. While the majority of privately 
rented homes provide a flexible and 
high quality form of housing for 
tenants, there are problems with a 
significant minority. Thirty five per 
cent of privately rented homes fail to 
meet the Decent Homes Standard, 

compared with 17 per cent in the 
social rented sector for example. 
As the PRS continues to grow, 
these challenges have become a 
cause for concern among reputable 
landlords and government alike.

House Proud builds on evidence 
from our survey along with case 
studies illustrating examples of 
innovative practice, from Newham 
Council’s borough-wide compul-
sory licensing scheme, to a 
landlord-led improvement alliance 
in Southend. It argues that central 
government should take action in 
three main areas.

1. Reduce the red tape that holds 
local authorities back, recog-
nising that they are best placed 
to respond to local issues with 
the PRS. 

• Amend the Housing Act (2004) 
so that local authorities have 
more flexibility in introducing 
Selective Licensing and tack-
ling poor standards.

• Allow councils to recoup the 
costs of enforcement more 
effectively.

• Give councils the discretion 
to introduce compulsory 
accreditation

2. Address the need for better data.  
Government should identify ways 
of supporting councils to access 
the data they need to work more 
effectively with the sector. For 
example, data from the EPC 
Register and tenant deposit 
protection schemes could provide 
a rich source of information in 
identifying private rented property. 

3. Address the gap left by the 
closure of LACORS and promote 
the sharing of best practice. Better 

investment in sector-led guidance 
would free up local authorities to 
focus resources on engagement 
and enforcement.

It also recommends that local 
authorities consider the following.

1. Engage with the best landlords 
to encourage self-regulation. 
Recognising that the most 
responsible landlords have an 
interest in promoting better 
standards to raise the standing 
of the whole sector and avoid the 
need for further regulation, local 
authorities should better incen-
tivise landlord ‘PRS Champions’ 
to work closely in partnership 
with the council and the wider 
landlord community. 

2. Empower tenants by using a 
range of communication channels 
to disseminate information about 
the rights and responsibilities of 
tenants and landlords. This may 
involve publicising information 
about good landlords who have 
been accredited, or poor ones who 
have been prosecuted. 

3. Make use of resources outside 
the council, encouraging busi-
nesses and local residents to 
engage with the issue by recog-
nising and reporting suspected 
instances of criminality, such as 
‘beds in sheds’. 

4. Show strong political leader-
ship by setting out a clear vision. 
Local political leaders have an 

important role to play in articu-
lating their willingness to work 
with responsible landlords, as 
well as demonstrating that they 
are prepared to enforce standards 
in the worst properties.

The ESC welcomed the recom-
mendations of the report. Phil Buckle, 
their Director General commented: 
“With increasing numbers of people 
renting privately, it is imperative 
that proper regulations are in 
place to ensure their safety. For 
example, although it’s recognised 
that electrical accidents cause over 
half of Great Britain’s domestic fires, 
landlords are not required to have the 
electrics in their rented properties 
checked – or provide tenants with 
safety certificates.

“And, while we would like to 
see additional safety requirements 
for the PRS at a national level, we 
wholeheartedly support empow-
ering local councils to address the 
safety of housing in their areas.”

There is no one-size-fits-all model 
of engagement with the PRS. Rather, 
councils should be given the freedom 
and capacity to respond to the needs 
of their local area. We hope this report 
will help to share innovative practice 
and shape the ongoing debate around 
this important issue. 

To read the full report go to  
www.lgiu.org.uk/publications

Lauren Lucas is an LGiU 
policy manager

“ While the majority 
of privately rented 
homes provide a 
flexible and high 
quality form of 
housing for tenants, 
there are problems 
with a significant 
minority”

Prevention
Special Feature

* Office for National Statistics (April 19, 2013) A Century of Home Ownership and Renting in England and Wales (full story)
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Just what 
the doctor ordered

A new scheme called Reading Well means a library 
visit can be the first step on the road to recovery for 
the millions of people with untreated mental health 
conditions, writes Debbie Hicks. 

Reading Well is the first 
national Books on 
Prescription scheme for 
England. The scheme, 

launched in June by ministers 
Norman Lamb and Ed Vaizey, 
provides expert endorsed self-help 
reading to help people understand 
and manage a range of common 
mental health conditions including 
anxiety and depression. Books 
are available for anyone to borrow 
from public libraries free of charge. 
They can also be recommended by 
health professionals including GPs 
as part of treatment. In addition, 
the scheme helps people discover 
other library health and well-
being services including mood 
boosting novels and poetry, social 
reading activity such as reading 
groups and on-line access to 
health information. 

Reading Well Books on 
Prescription has been developed by 
independent charity, The Reading 

Agency, working in partnership 
with the Society of Chief Librarians, 
local library services and health 
partners. It is evidence based, 
works within NICE guidelines and 
is endorsed by health organisa-
tions including the Department of 
Health and the Royal Colleges of 
General Practitioners, Psychiatrists 
and Nursing and NHS England’s 
Improving Access to Psychological 
Therapies (IAPT) programme. This 
is the first time library and health 
partners have come together to 
deliver a consistent, quality assured 
approach across England supported 
by a national expert endorsed self 
help booklist of 30 titles and user 
and prescriber guides.

The scheme is a significant early 
intervention community service 
reinforcing the important role 
public libraries play in supporting 
health and well being and delivering 
the new public health responsibili-
ties of local authorities. It means a 

library visit can be the first step on 
the road to recovery for the millions 
of people with untreated mental 
health conditions. There can be no 
doubt there is urgent need for such 
a service;  with one in four people 
experiencing mental health prob-
lems and an estimated six million 
people with debilitating anxiety and 
depression, three quarters of whom 
are not receiving treatment.

Nearly all English libraries 
authorities are participating 
supported by 1,600 prescribing 
partnerships with GPs, IAPT 
services and other health partners. 
As the books are available on the 
open shelves people are also using 
them to self-help thus helping to 
reduce pressure on health services.

What does this look like locally? 
In Devon, the library service is 
working with the Director of Public 
Health to provide collections for all 
50 static libraries as well as three 
prison libraries and eight mobiles. In 

August, five of the 30 self–help titles 
were in the 25 most popular loans 
across the county. Ciara Eastell, 
Head of Libraries, Culture and 
Heritage said: “The timeliness of the 
programme has really worked — to 
be able to have a low-cost, effective 
county wide offer in place soon after 
the local authority takes on public 
health is a huge strength”. 

In Croydon, libraries are 
working with the local IAPT 
service to provide self-help 
collections and leaflets in each of 
Croydon’s 13 libraries alongside 
Mood Boosting novels and poetry. 
Dr Catrin McGuire, South London 
and Maudsley NHS Foundation 
Trust said: “Reading Well Books 
on Prescription is a cost effective 
tool to support well-being. We 
are investing in it because we 
can see its value as a first step in 
seeking help and as a support for 
the work of IAPT practitioners”. It 
seems to be working. Book issues 
of core list titles have quadrupled 
in July and August compared to 
preceding months.

Final approval comes from 
service user Gill Taft from 
Warwickshire. She said: “I’ve 
worried for so many years about 
why I get depression and anxiety 
but I’ve never had anyone really 
explain it to me before. The books 
have helped me so much in under-
standing things like what can bring 
on a panic attack, and why it makes 
me feel the way it does. “ 

For more information contact 
the local library services or The 
Reading Agency at readingwell@
readingagency.org.uk / www.read-
ingagency.org.uk/readingwell 

Debbie Hicks is Director of 
Research and Strategy at The 
Reading Agency
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Planning for 
better health

With responsibility for public health now 
under local authority control there is a 
change in emphasis over how to care for 
local populations. Rob Green reports on how 
Southwark Council has set its public health 
priorities and how it plans to deliver them.

Prevention
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Clinical Commissioning 
Groups (CCG) are working 
with council Health and 
Wellbeing Boards to 

deliver local care, in a change that 
has seen PCTs broken up. 

The move means there is now 
a political drive associated with 
public health and councillors are 
playing a greater role in deter-
mining how health funding can be 
channelled to meet the needs of 
their communities. Framing those 
choices are Health and Wellbeing 
Strategies, setting out each local 
authority’s priorities. 

In the London Borough of South-
wark the decision has been made 
to move forward with three broad 
priorities underpinning the health 
and wellbeing framework. They 
are: giving every child and young 
person the best start in life; building 
healthier and more resilient 
communities and tackling the root 
causes of ill health; and improving 
the experience and outcomes 
of care for our most vulnerable 
residents and enabling them to live 
more independent lives.

The priorities have been left delib-
erately broad, according to South-
wark’s Cabinet Member for Health, 
Adult Social Care and Equalities 
Councillor Catherine McDonald. The 
idea is that it will provide the impetus 
to the CCG and Health and Wellbeing 
Board as they look to tackle specific 
issues that have been identified 
through Joint Strategic Needs Anal-
ysis. These include cardiovascular 
conditions, lung disease, cancer 
and HIV rates that are amongst the 
highest in the country.

Councillor McDonald said: “The 
point of our Health and Wellbeing 
Strategy is that it should absolutely 
underpin everything we commission 
and it should cut across the various 
partners on the Health and Wellbeing 

board, ensuring we are all signed up 
to the same objectives.”

Built into the strategy is a period 
of relative stability, with an agree-
ment that spending areas in 2013/14 
will broadly mirror those from 
2012/13.  At a time when there is 
major transition taking place these 
12 months will be put to good use. 

“What we are doing this year is 
going through every single contract 
with a fine tooth comb and trying to 
understand whether it’s achieving 
best value for money,” said Coun-
cillor McDonald. “We want to know 
whether we are reaching the right 
people so that when the contracts 
come up for renewal we will be in a 
position to known whether we want 
to re-contract or contract differently.”

The opportunity to take a fresh 
look at contracts is one of three 
main advantages of the new system 
that Councillor McDonald believes 
will ensure local health outcomes 
are improved. She said: “We can 
shine a light on commissioning and 
spend and be very demanding about 
what we are spending and whether 
it is achieving what it should. There 
is a real chance to absolutely inter-
rogate all the contracts and not 
simply commission things because 
they have always been commis-
sioned that way.”

Another major benefit is the 
ability to look at public health in 
a strategic way and through part-
nership, meaning a better use of 
resources. Southwark is working 
with local hospitals and the neigh-
bouring borough of Lambeth 
with the aim of delivering 
a range of integrated 
services.

However the simple 
fact that local authori-
ties already play a huge 
role in people’s lives is 
the biggest positive, 

improve the stock of social 
housing to make it ‘warm, safe 
and dry’. Councillor McDonald 
adds: “There are big, long-term 
things that affect people’s health 
and we as an authority are really 
grasping the opportunity to say 
we can do something about the 
wider determinants.”  

Rob Green is a freelance journalist

according to Councillor McDonald. 
She points to the fact that health 
– constantly referencing the three 
priorities – will now be at the fore-
front of a range of policy decision 
from licensing and environment to 
housing and regeneration, in fact 
every area that council touches. It 
is in this way that a joined-up health 
strategy will offer the greatest 
benefits. “There are so many things 
that we, as local authorities, have 
a responsibility for and 
that have an impact 
on peoples’ health. 
The big prize is 
that we are 
now able 
to embed 
health in 
to all the 
policies we 
have,” said 
Councillor 
M c D o n a l d , 
who identifies 
two examples 
of council poli-
cies that are 
already having 
a positive effect 
on health – free 
school meals 
for all Southwark 
primary pupils to 
tackle high child 
obesity rates and 
a drive to 

Southwark’s Cabinet Member 
for Health, Adult Social Care 
and Equalities Councillor 
Catherine McDonald.



enabling 
independence

They may have a made up word for a 
name, but reablement services are 
playing an increasingly important 
role in fostering independence and 
preventing people from being readmitted 
to hospital. Mark Smulian reports.
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Look in even the best 
dictionaries and one can 
struggle to find an entry 
for ‘reablement’.

It’s one of those jargon names 
that the public sector loves to invent, 
but done well it can both improve 
the lives of service users and save 
councils and the NHS money.

Reablement services provide 
help with carrying out daily tasks 
such as washing and cooking, both 
for those recently discharged from 
hospital and for those who might 
otherwise need hospital or high-
maintenance social care.

The idea is to help clients to gain 
the confidence and skills to carry 
out tasks for themselves while 
continuing to live independently in 
their home.

This means that, for example, 
someone who has recovered from 
a condition in hospital can be 
discharged since they will receive 
reablement help from their local 
council to resume living in their 
home when they otherwise could 
not do so.

In other cases, a person might 
be about to need several daily visits 
from care workers, or possibly to 
enter residential care, but reable-
ment avoids these costly outcomes.

Most councils run a reable-
ment service and Southend-on 
Sea Borough Council has one that 
received a full house of green 
‘ticks’ from the Care Quality 
Commission last winter for its 
Southend Therapy and Recovery 
Team. This is run jointly with the 
South Essex Partnership Univer-
sity NHS Foundation Trust.

The CQC noted that in inter-
views with service users: “People 
told us that they were very pleased 
with the support and therapy 
provided. They told us that the staff 
were kind and encouraging. People 

thought that the staff 
team were well trained 
and felt in safe hands 
because the staff, ‘knew 
what they were doing’,”

Shirley Louth, 
the council’s service 
manager for reable-
ment and rehabilitation, 
recalls how it has grown: 
“I started this in 2000 
with four or five staff, but 
we now have 60, mainly 
drawn from social care.”

Cases go initially to a 
single point of referral 

(SPOR), where staff will decide how 
to respond. 

“If people are already in hospital 
an occupational therapist or 
physiotherapist will assess what is 
needed and direct them to reha-
bilitation or reablement and that 
comes to the SPOR,

“It sounds a complicated 
process, but it’s not complicated 
really and it works.”

Rehabilitation is used mainly 
with people who have suffered 
strokes or fractures, while others 
will take reablement.

Most clients are elderly, but 
occasionally a younger adult will 
need help. 

“The outcome is to stop people 
being in hospital when they do not 
need to be there,” Ms Louth says.

Reablement is normally 
provided for six weeks, though can 
continue if, for example, someone 
has been helped to cook meals but 
still cannot climb their staircase.

The SPOR also deals with 
referrals from general practi-
tioners. Doctors will typically say 
they have someone who could be 
kept out of hospital with reable-
ment help.

“We have a seven days a week 
response to have access to the 
patient and see if they can be 
treated at home,” Ms Louth says.

“It depends in the individual 
situation as some people are not 
safe at home and need residential 
care. But most people would like 
to be independent and staff will 
visit to see if they have trouble 
using the kitchen or if they 
have perhaps started sleeping 

downstairs because they cannot 
manage the stairs. “If they want 
to go back upstairs we can help 
them but if not we have equipment 
to help them to live downstairs.”

There is also an equipment 
service so that if someone had, for 
example, suffered a urinary tract 
infection they can stay at home 
rather than enter hospital.

SPOR manager Jo Harris 
says her operation, which also 
covers the neighbouring districts 
of Rochford and Castle Point for 
Essex County Council is there to 
”help people either not to go into 
hospital or not have to stay there 
or not need mainstream care”.

Reablement ought to be a 
win-win, happy service users, and 
happy finance directors as health 
and care bills are contained. 

Mark Smulian is a freelance 
journalist

“ Reablement is normally 
provided for six weeks, 
though can continue if,  
for example, someone 
has been helped to cook 
meals but still cannot 
climb their staircase.”

Southend senior rehabilitation assistants, Cathy Muchakwaya (left) and 
Julie Turner, with patient Horace, 92.



the mental 
health 
challenge

Preventing mental ill health and 
improving the health of those who suffer 
from it is good for the individuals and 
good for the economy, writes Ed Davie.

Public health jargon calls 
them ‘pre-determinants’ 
but common sense also 
tells us that most people’s 

health is helped by having a decent 
home, job and self-determination 
in a supportive community. 

By providing and influencing 
housing, employment, community 
participation, leisure and learning 
facilities councils have always had 
a strong part to play in supporting 
many of those ‘pre-determinants’. 

Recently mental health 
service-user-led charity the 
National Survivor User Network 
(NSUN)  and Mind worked with 
Lambeth, Suffolk and Newcastle 
councils to introduce people with 
experience of mental health condi-
tions to their new local service 
providers, commissioners and 
scrutinisers. NSUN is doing similar 

work in Leicester and Hackney.
They asked people in these areas 

what was good for their mental 
health locally and not one mentioned 
an NHS or formal social care service. 
Instead the most common answers 
included housing estate community 
facilities, libraries, parks and leisure 
centres - in other words amenities 
and opportunities provided by their 
respective councils. It brought home 
to me that even before the formal 
return of public health to councils, 
local authorities are key players in 

mental health. With all of us in local 
government and the NHS facing 
rising demand and falling budgets 
it is more important than ever we 
take this responsibility seriously. The 
Centre for Mental Health estimates 
that psychological conditions cost the 
UK £105bn, or £500m per upper-tier 
council every year. If we managed to 
improve mental health by five per 
cent, that would save more than £5bn 
nationally or £25m locally. 

The NSUN/Mind pilots have forged 
stronger links between councils, 
other partners and residents who 
use mental health services helping 
everyone co-ordinate activity and give 
those who use services more control. 
When people who have experienced 
mental health conditions take control 
like this they tend to get better as 

they gain in skills and confidence 
and services improve as they 
provide what people need. They are 
now seeking funding to bring this 
approach to every upper-tier council 
area in England.

They are also working with other 
leading charities and asking councils 
to take The Mental Health Challenge, 
which sets ten actions that will 
enable them to promote mental 
health across all of their business.

As a first step, councils are 
being asked to appoint a member 
‘champion’ for mental health and 
in return those champions will be 
offered support and information. 
I have volunteered as Lambeth’s 
champion and am finding that it 
is bolstering work I am already 
engaged in on health and social care 
not least organising a commission 
on improving the mental health of 
black residents who are much more 
likely to die in custody, be subject 
to community treatment orders, 
Mental Health Act sections and 
more serious medication.

Whatever the demographics of 
the area we represent we can all do 
more to bolster mental health and by 
doing so we can reduce suffering, cut 
unnecessary costs and bring benefits 
to everybody.

For more information about 
NSUN and Lambeth Council’s work 
email the author Ed Davie at edavie@
lambeth.gov.uk

For more information about the 
local authority Mental Health Chal-
lenge, email Andy Bell at Centre for 
Mental Health - andy.bell@centrefor-
mentalhealth.org.uk.  

Ed Davie is the C’llr Awards 
Scrutineer of the Year 2013, 
chair of Lambeth Council’s health 
and adult social care scrutiny 
and communications and public 
affairs manager at the National 
Survivor User Network (NSUN) 
for mental health

“ The Centre for Mental Health estimates 
that psychological conditions cost the 
UK £105bn, or £500m per upper-tier 
council every year.”

“ As a first step, 
councils are being 
asked to appoint a 
member champion 
for mental health.”

Local authority Mental Health 
Challenge actions:
• Identify an elected member as mental 

health champion across the council.

• Identify a lead officer for mental health to link 
in with colleagues across the council.

• Follow the implementation framework for the mental health 
strategy where it is relevant to the council’s work and local needs.

• Work to reduce inequalities in mental health in our community.

• Work with the NHS to integrate health and social care support.

• Promote well-being and initiate and support action 
on public mental health, for example through 
joint health and well-being strategies.

• Tackle discrimination on the grounds of 
mental health in the community.

• Encourage positive mental health in 
schools, colleges and workplaces.

• Proactively engage and listen to people of all ages and 
backgrounds about what they need for better mental health.

• Sign up to the Time to Change pledge.
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towards 
healthy 
silver

Helping older people to stay fit and healthy 
is an increasing priority for public services. 
Catherine Heffernan looks at some of the risks 
and some of the preventative measures.

The weatherman has 
announced the start of 
an autumnal chill. Winter 
jumpers are unpacked 

and overcoats and umbrellas 
crowd the streets. Pharmacists 
and GP surgeries are advertising 
availability of seasonal flu vaccines.  
It’s that time of year where public 
health messages become focused 
on winter warmth, severe weather 
planning and the vaccination of the 
over 65s. For 2013, the shingles 
vaccine has been introduced with 
everyone aged between 70 and 79 
being encouraged to get vaccinated.  
Perhaps it is coincidental that the 
seasonal change coincides with 
thoughts about the autumn of life 
but it is opportune to look at how 
one can maintain good health for as 
long as possible.

Good bone health is very 
important in those aged over 60.  As 
people age, bone can lose mass and 
density, resulting in bones being 
easily fractured. A simple slip in the 
kitchen can mean breaking a hip or 

a leg. Physical activity is crucial to 
strengthening bone and muscle.  
When your muscles are strong, 
you’re less likely to fall. If you do 
fall, your bones are less likely to 
break. There are numerous studies 
to show that daily exercises like 
walking or Tai Chi are conducive to 
good bone health.  Regular exercise 
like walking 30 minutes a day will 
help to prevent the consequences 
of a fall. It is also good for the brain 
and helps improve health problems 
like diabetes and heart disease.

Risk of cancer is another issue to 
consider in the over 60s. Risk gener-
ally increases with age (with those 
aged 65 and older being generally 
at most risk). The UK has a number 
of cancer screening programmes 
such as bowel cancer screening 
and breast screening targeted 

at the older age groups. These 
programmes can detect if you are at 
risk of cancer even though you may 
not have any symptoms. Should you 
receive a positive result, you are 
referred onto diagnostic tests to 

determine whether or not you have 
cancer. Screening programmes 
enable early diagnosis. The earlier 
you diagnose cancer, the more 
likely you are to 
survive and recover.  
Another screening 
programme avail-
able for over 60s 
is the Triple A 
programme for 
men aged 60. This 
aims to detect the 
risk of abdominal 
aortic aneurysm, 
a weakening and 
expansion of the 
aorta (the main blood vessel in 
the body). About 6,000 people die 
every year in England and Wales 
from ruptured abdominal aortic 
aneurysms. Surgery is the most 

common treatment 
offered to those found to 
have an aortic aneurysm 
through screening.  
Between 97 and 98 of a 
100 men recover from 
surgery which contrasts 
considerably to the 2 of 
100 who survive when an 
aortic aneurysm ruptures. 

Seasonal flu is a major 
cause of mortality and 
morbidity in the over 65s 
– especially the over 75s. 
The older you are the 
less likely you are to 
recover from flu and you 
are much more likely to 
suffer secondary compli-
cations like pneumonia.  
It is important that every 
year you receive the 

seasonal flu vaccine. Because 
there are different ‘flu strains in 
circulation each year, you do have 
to do it yearly. Moreover, the older 
you are, the less likely you are to 
develop long-term immunity, which 

is another reason why annual 
vaccination is important. There 
are rumours that you can get ‘flu 
from the vaccine. This is not true.  

you can get ‘flu like symptoms 
such as a temperature but this is 
merely showing that the vaccine 
has worked and that your body 
is developing antibodies. Where 
people have developed ‘flu after 
a vaccine, it is because they were 
already infected at the time of the 
vaccine and would have developed 
‘flu anyway. It is also very important 
that if you are a carer or a health 
professional involved in the care 
of an elderly person or someone 
who is immunocompromised, you 
should also be vaccinated. This 
prevents the spread of ‘flu in the 
population and protects the vulner-
able from serious illness or death. 

With life expectancy increasing, 
there is no reason why people who 
live longer cannot stay healthier 
for longer. By eating well, not 
smoking, drinking alcohol in 
moderation as well as exercising, 
being screened for cancer and 
getting ‘flu vaccinations, you can 
enjoy life to the fullest. 

Catherine Heffernan is Principal 
Advisor for Early Years 
Commissioning, Immunisations & 
Vaccinations, NHS England

“ The older you are, the less 
likely you are to develop 
long-term immunity, which is 
another reason why annual 
vaccination is important.”

Prevention
Special Feature
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Elderly women practice Tai Chi at the Gardens by the Bay in Sinagpore. The city-state's 
government ministries often organize events to boost morale and promote a healthy 
life-style for its aging population 
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Digital democracy 

David Rose successfully nominated fellow councillor 
David Harrington for C’llr Awards’ Online Councillor of 
the Year. We asked him tell us more.

David Harrington sometimes 
seems omnipresent online. 
Yet I know he is constantly 

out and about in his ward, has a 
wide-ranging Cabinet portfolio, 
and works full-time in IT in the 
public sector.

Although his ward in the unitary 
authority of Stockton on Tees, is 
relatively digitally enabled, he is 
very clear that using social media 
effectively “doesn’t replace the 
‘traditional’ role of the councillor, it 
enhances it.

“I think that 80 per cent of the 
people I engage with online, particu-
larly via Twitter, wouldn’t speak 
to me otherwise. They wouldn’t 
come to ward surgeries or call me. 

But I can give them an insight into 
the work of Stockton Council, of a 
councillor, understand their issues 
and opinions and share my  views.”

I was one of those who nomi-
nated David Harrington for the 
award, not just as one of the first 
North East councillors to really 
use social media to the full - and 
of the first nationally to hold Skype 
surgeries - but for how he uses it.

“People in my ward soon realised 
they could easily tweet me about 
ward issues and I would respond - 
which brings a new transparency 
to the work we do. Clearly if it’s a 
confidential matter or they want to 
discuss it in private I take it offline.

“I would say as much casework 

now comes through 
twitter as phone, 
ward surgeries or 
ward walks. you 
should also recognise 
it may be the same people 
regularly contacting you, but there 
are many who are simply observing 
the conversation and what I am 
doing for their ward.”

But David’s Twitter and Face-
book accounts are much more than 
a way of receiving and reporting 
back on casework.

“I prefer two-way social media 
than blogs as I can have conversa-
tions, but they are also an important 
pure ‘broadcast’ communication 
tool, getting news out about impor-

tant council initiatives 
and issues affecting 
my ward.

“It’s also a good way 
of gauging people’s 
views. And I also 
give my own! People 
who know me would 
expect me  to have an 
opinion and online is 
no different. Similarly 
I tweet links to inter-

esting books and articles I’ve read, 
and social stuff too - it all helps 
people get a more rounded picture 
of you.”

As a councillor we often face 
complex and controversial topics, 
and criticism, so how does David 
deal with this online?

“I try to respond as I would do 
face to face, though being conscious 
it is a very public conversation - and 
if it’s a complex argument that can’t 
be made in 140 characters I am 
clear about that too.

Like many, he has faced, 
thankfully rare, unpleasant online 
responses. “In four or five years 
I have blocked less than a dozen 
people, when someone is severely 

offensive, personal or abusive to 
other people I follow.”

In the past year, David’s weekly 
Skype surgeries have become 
popular with residents. Pre-
arranged calls give them more flex-
ibility than his monthly surgeries.

“I would say I get more casework 
via Skype than my traditional ward 
surgeries, especially in winter. 
Many residents regularly Skype 
friends and relatives, so it’s natural 
to communicate with their coun-
cillor virtually.”

David’s Top Five Tips for becoming 
an active online councillor:

1. Be comfortable with the tech-
nology - practice with family and 
friends, make sure it is working 
and that your equipment is 
reliable.

2. If you’re going cross-platform 
with social media, eg Facebook, 
LinkedIn, Twitter, recognise 
audiences are very different and 
respect them at all times. Post 
photos regularly.

3. Be clear and transparent in 
recommending you take a 
discussion offline when it’s not 
appropriate for social media.

4. Set a clear time slot for Skype 
surgeries or chats, publicise 
them via all channels and 
prepare as you would for a 
normal ward surgery. 

5. Schedule time to follow-up 
and report back publicly on 
casework that you have received 
publicly via Twitter or Facebook. 
Let people know you are active 
on and offline working for them. 

David Harrington - 
Twitter: @cllrharrington  

David Rose is Cabinet Member for 
Environment, Stockton Council. 
Twitter: @roseynorth
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“ I think that 80% of the 
people I engage with 
online, particularly via 
Twitter, wouldn’t speak to 
me otherwise”

“ I would say as 
much casework 
now comes through 
twitter as phone, 
ward surgeries or 
ward walks”

Tweeting 
to talk



young councillors
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Oldham’s 
future in 
safe hands

When three newly-elected councillors 
got together to tackle inequality, their 
campaigning zeal brought dramatic 
results. Amanda Chadderton, Sean 
Fielding and Arooj Shah jointly earned 
the c’llr awards’ young councillor of the 
year title, for their success in taking on 
apathy, cynicism and vested interests. 
Elizabeth Thompson reports.

The three were elected in 
May 2012 and appointed 
to the cabinet in assistant 
roles. Within six months 

their successful campaigns were 
helping people on low incomes 
to cheaper bus fares, energy and 
credit as well as showing what can 
happen when a council invests in 
its talented young people.

Twenty-three–year-old Sean 
Fielding came into local politics 
with a desire to improve things in 
his home town.  He studied civil 
engineering at university, but was 
unable to find work locally in his 
chosen field. “The traditional path 
for so many of Oldham’s talented 

young people is to get a decent 
education and then use that to 
leave,” he says. “It’s not good 
enough that such a significant 
number feel that to achieve a better 
life for themselves they must leave 
town. I have decided to stay and 
work to improve Oldham, instead of 
walking away.”

Sean’s campaign, known as 
‘Fare’s Fair’ focussed on Oldham’s 
startling travel costs. Bus fares are 
among the highest in the country 
– up to three times the London 
equivalent. “A weekly ticket in north 
Manchester (where Oldham lies) 
was 50 per cent higher than one in 
more affluent south Manchester. 
This was down to two companies 
failing to compete in the way that 
deregulation intended. 

“We pressured our local operator, 
First, through the media and lobbied 
Transport for Greater Manchester 
to investigate using their powers to 
control fares and routes. As a result 
fares were cut in the north by 30 per 
cent and pricing across the region is 
now more consistent.”

Arooj Shah has led one of the 
most successful energy switching 
schemes by a council to date for 
which more than 8,700 Oldham 
households registered.  Arooj 
explained: “Through collective 
action we have been able to reduce 
the fuel bills of those who switched 
by £171 – money that families can 
now spend on other household 
essentials. As an Oldham resident 
I know very well some of the 
issues that are affecting the lives 
of our residents, fuel poverty being 
one. That is why I was so pleased 
that Oldham’s energy switching 
campaign was such a success. “

Arooj’s enthusiasm and commit-
ment were crucial in overcoming 
internal resistance and making 
the project happen and she has 
succeeded in raising the council’s 
profile nationally. She has since led a 
larger scheme across all ten Greater 
Manchester authorities, which has 
signed up more than 40,000 people.

Amanda Chadderton stood for the 
council in an effort to make a positive 
contribution and her campaign would 
target high cost loan companies. 

“I wanted to take on a campaign 
which could have a positive impact 
on people’s lives and household 
finances” she said. “Oldham has a 
plethora of pay day loan companies; 
in my opinion morally repugnant 
organisations that exploit the 
vulnerable. To counteract the effects 
of these companies, I worked coop-
eratively with Oldham Credit Union 
and local bus companies to secure 
a 30 per cent discount on bus travel 
for credit union members.” She 
also ran a campaign to promote the 
credit union in schools and colleges, 
which has seen its membership 
grow significantly over the past 
twelve months. 

All three have continued to 
campaign to improve the lives of 
hard pressed residents, showing 
what can be achieved when a council 
puts its faith in new blood.  Proud 
of what she’s achieved, Amanda is 
also grateful to the leadership for 
giving her that chance: “As a young 
councillor I think the initial experi-
ence can be overwhelming and 
there is a danger of getting ‘lost’,” 
she says. “But I think the support 
we received was crucial in the 
success that led to the award.”   

Elizabeth Thompson is a 
freelance journalist

“ A significant 
number feel that 
to achieve a better 
life for themselves 
they must leave 
town. I have 
decided to stay and 
work to improve 
Oldham, instead 
of walking away.”



Innovation

Insight 
in the Cloud

In July, at the LGA conference, Hewlett Packard 
launched Insights, a forum for local authorities and 
tech businesses to share ideas, and innovative ways 
to deliver services at a higher level, without a higher 
price. Nick Wilson reports.

The launch event was held 
in partnership with the 
LGiU, at the Manchester 
Town Hall, hosted by Sir 

Howard Bernstein. Speaking at the 
event were Newcastle City Council 
Leader Nick Forbes and UK MD of 
HP, Nick Wilson.

Nick Forbes outlined his tech 
priorities for Newcastle, with 
connectivity a major theme. 
Drawing on his childhood memo-
ries he said broadband is now 
“as essential as an indoor toilet” 
and was a powerful means of 
transforming people’s lives. Nick 
suggested that councils should 
move to a “digital default” setting, 
with online services saving money 
and time. He also stressed how the 

importance of not excluding people 
from accessing the services they 
need due to a lack of connectivity, 
citing Newcastle as a fantastic 
example of how IT can transform 
the lives of citizens. In Nick’s 
words, “Councils ignore this at 
their peril!”

When Nick Wilson, HP’s UK MD 
took to the platform he outlined 
some of the big ideas that HP are 
working on - including Preven-
tion, and the Citizen Cloud.

Prevention
Troubled families are 
a recurring societal 
concern, but they 
are also a strain on 
the finances of local 
government. In a 
recent report by DCLG, it 
was stated that out of the 
£9bn to be spent annually on 
troubled families, only £1bn 
of this is going into targeted 
intervention (with the rest 
used for less effective 
reactive measures). HP 
wants to help councils 
prioritise the preventa-
tive approach. HP 
tools can collect data 
from different 
s y s t e m s , 

used by both councils and by 
consumers, to generate evidence 
based strategies that target trends 
before they become a real problem. 
It is also a system that can be used 
by police services, which saw HP 
working with Metropolitan Police 
Service throughout the Olympics to 
tackle issues before they arose.

Citizen Cloud
HP has developed the Citizen Cloud 
interface – a new approach to how 
councils, police and health services 
interact. By analysing all of the inter-
actions across traditional organisa-
tional boundaries, and identifying key 

trends, HP is able 
to provide 

policy makers and leaders with 
empirical evidence of the demand 
for public services and where best 
to make investments in terms of 
interventions.

HP has been running this for 
the Flemish Government since 
2006 across 40 different agencies. 
Their simple vision was to be “a 
government that does not ask for 
what it already knows, and is truly 
certain of what it knows.” It has 
enabled the Flemish Government to 
commit to citizens in legislation that 
it will only ever collect information 
once and that information will be 
re-used as needed without further 
need for repeat verification by 
multiple departments. The Flemish 
Government is saving £1.5bn each 
year through these efficiency 

improvements.
The launch was a great 

platform to get some of the best 
leaders and officers together 

to discuss their tech 
issues, and the problems 
facing councils more 
generally. HP is looking 
forward to working with 
councils up and down 

the country over the 
coming months to explore 

innovative approaches to 
local government challenges.

For more information, 
contact the HP Communities 
team on Charlene.brennan@
hp.com   

Nick Wilson is is UK 
Managing Director, 

Hewlett-Packard
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“ Drawing on 
his childhood 
memories he said 
broadband is 
now ‘as essential 
as an indoor 
toilet’ and was a 
powerful means 
of transforming 
people’s lives”

Nick Wilson
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The digital 
route to growth

A new report by the National Institute for 
Economic and Social Research (NIESR) shows 
that the digital economy is spreading across 
Britain, and councils are crucial to supporting 
that growth, writes Theo Betram.

London’s Tech City is held up 
as the heart of digital UK.  
From just 15 companies in 
‘Silicon Roundabout’ in 2008 

to 3,200 firms and 48,500 jobs in 
2012. London is now the top ranked 
start up ecosystem in Europe. But 
the economic success of Tech City 
is far from unique. Right across 
the country we are seeing digital 
companies and digital clusters 
helping to power growth and 
create jobs.

NIESR has now mapped the 
spread of digital companies across 
Britain and as this map demon-
strates, the areas of the country 
that have the most intensive cluster 
are not just in Greater London 
but in other areas of the country, 
including places like Aberdeen, 
Manchester, and Middlesbrough.

The attention that London’s 
Tech City gets is well deserved 
but it has had the effect of 

obscuring the true picture of the 
digital economy. The UK is one 

of the world’s strongest internet 
economies - worth more than 8 per 
cent of our GDP according to the 
Boston Consulting Group - yet the 
myth persists that it consists largely 
of tiny dotcom startups that bubbled 
up in Shoreditch in East London.

NIESR’s most conserva-
tive estimate of the number of 
digital companies across the UK 
is 269,695. More than double the 
government estimate. Their most 
generous measure is 471,120 - 
almost four times the government 
estimate. This is a huge number 

and demonstrates the real poten-
tial that the digital economy has 

to reinvigorate towns and 
cities across Britain. 

The reality, as the NIESR report 
shows, is that the digital economy 
has spread into every sector, from 
architecture firms whose activi-
ties have become almost entirely 
digital, to machine tool manufac-
turers who now use huge online 
data-processing facilities, such as 
Hadoop, to monitor every aspect of 
their processes. 

The report also shows that those 
firms that are part of the digital 
economy are, on average, growing 
faster than those firms that are not.

And while eminent economists on 
both sides of the Atlantic continue to 
debate whether technology and the 
Internet are creating or destroying 
jobs - driving efficiencies and 
productivity improvements or simply 
hollowing out whole types of jobs - 
the NIESR report shows that digital 
economy companies on average 
employ more people than those that 
are outside the digital economy.

And it is because many local 
authorities already recognise that 
digital companies are growing 
faster and employing more people, 

that many have developed strate-
gies to support digital growth in 
their areas.

Clusters definitely help. At 
Google, we call it ‘the density of 
network’. In Silicon Valley, whether 
you’re picking your kids up from 
school or meeting friends in a 
restaurant, the chances are that 
the people around you work in the 

tech business. So 
those serendipitous 
moments when you 
meet someone who 
can help you solve 
your problem or spur 
your ambition happen 
frequently. In effect, 
you create more luck.

So clusters work 
but they are hard to 
artificially create. 
Where they work 
they tend to build on 
organic growth. In 
Aberdeen, software 
clusters have devel-
oped with a focus on 
oil and gas because 
it was the obvious 
place for them to 

be. In Manchester, the software 
houses have grown on the back of 
media city. The challenge for local 
authorities that want to develop 
a cluster and to spur growth in 
the digital economy, is to look at 
what their existing local economic 
strengths are in the real world and 
work with digital companies, and 
their communities to build on them. 

If you are interested in finding 
out more about how to develop 
your own digital growth strategy 
for your area, please contact 
laura.wilkes@lgiu.org.uk  

Theo Bertram is Google UK Policy 
Manager

“ It is because many local 
authorities recognise 
that digital companies 
are growing faster and 
employing more people, 
that many have developed 
strategies to support digital 
growth in their areas.”
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Broader horizons
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The war is 
over but the 
battles go on

Dave Wilcox wonders if we 
can come up with the right 
answers to provide the care 
and the services the children 
of those who fought in the 
First World War trenches need 
and deserve.

Next year marks the 
hundredth anniversary 
of the outbreak of the 
First World War.

Those born during WW1 are now 
in their late 90s.

They must have watched the 
debate on Syria with a sense of déjà 
vu. After all, the First World War was 
reputedly “the war to end all wars.”

Since the 1960s, when 
Prime Minister Harold 
Wilson told President 
Johnson that Britain 
wasn’t going to be involved 
in Vietnam, backing for 
overseas wars has been 
given by British Prime 
Ministers, who either didn’t 
ask for, didn’t need, or 
secured endorsement for 
engagement in  the conflict. 
Syria presents us with a 
new situation. 

There’s no doubt that 
both David Cameron and 
Barack Obama favour 
intervention. The British 
Prime Minister can’t have 
expected a defeat when he 
took his proposal to the 
UK Parliament. 

Given his unfettered 
Presidential powers in 
relation to foreign policy, 
Obama’s surprise decision 
to consult the Senate and 
the House can only have 
been prompted by the UK 
parliamentary vote.

So, Britain may be a US 
poodle, but on this occasion 
it spooked the guy on the 
other end of the lead. 

The indignation felt 
at the use of chemical 
weapons in Syria is shared 
universally as was the case 
in WW1. But, as ever, what 
effective action can be 

taken remains the question. 
Having recently spent some 

time in Sarajevo I’m indignant at 
the failure of the world to intervene 
during  the early 1990s when snipers 
ruled the streets. But indignation 
isn’t enough. What could the world 
have done at the time, and with what 
legitimacy, had it tried to intervene, 
was the question then as it is today.

Of course, our English local 
government challenge pales to insig-
nificance compared to the magnitude 
of an intervention in Syria, but many 
of the same dilemmas present them-
selves to us too. 

We know people want more, 
better quality provision at less cost. 
Our boundless creativity sometimes 
delivers this. We seek improvement 

by learning from others or 
externalisation. 

But we know, for example, if we 
continue to raise the bar on access 
to services for older people, they will 
reach that bar more quickly than they 
would were intermediate options 
to be available. So the “savings” 
are mythical. Alternatively, they are 
someone else’s cost.

Our hospitals are filling with 
90-plus year olds, born during and 
immediately after WW1, who have 
never called on public services 
before, but who are no longer fit to 
return home after treatment. 

People’s wish to receive more for 
less is unrealisable beyond a certain 
point. But does the system have to 
break before we know that point has 
been reached? And what are the 
likely consequences of a meltdown?

I don’t anticipate Russia will 
bring a creative solution to our 
problems. Nor are there examples 
across Europe of any localities 
dealing with the severity of cuts 
that England faces.

 “The lamps are going out all 
over Europe. We shall not see them 
lit again in our time,” said Foreign 
Secretary Lord Grey at the outbreak 
of WW1. Today, the economic crisis 
and the subsequent rise in xeno-
phobia in the hardest hit countries in 
Europe suggests a striking parallel.

A hundred years later in England, 
those whose parents died in the 
trenches of France and Belgium 
face an unexpected end to their 
lives. They wallow in a no-man’s 
responsibility land reminiscent of 
the trenches.

Those banks have a lot to answer 
for. Deciding what to do with them 
remains another major challenge 
for the Twenty First century.  

Dave Wilcox is chair of LGiU 



What’s so 
great about...

In the first of new series where we ask 
council leaders to ‘sell’ their area, we hear 
from TIm Swift, leader of Calderdale.

Calderdale is a beautiful area 
in West Yorkshire between 
Leeds and Manchester. 
Its spectacular natural 

landscape, vibrant towns, 
quirky culture, great diversity 
and community spirit tempt 
people to live, visit, work and do 
business here. 

It has a fabulously rich heritage 
– it’s home to the Piece Hall, our 
Grade I listed Georgian masterpiece 
– and a really exciting future. The 
Piece Hall transformation is at the 
heart of our investment into a new 
cultural quarter – a place to enjoy, 
learn and socialise for generations 
to come. 

A hotspot for sports, Calderdale’s 
famous cycling routes welcome 
the Tour de France in 2014, and 

its thriving culture and arts scene 
makes it an ideal leader of the 
ambitious 100-day cultural festival 
leading up to the Grand Départ. 

It’s a great place to live, with 
good quality, affordable housing, 
and a great place to do business. 
We ranked eighth out of 326 
English authorities for year-on-year 
improvements in new start-ups 
growth, and in our recent survey, 
firms told us that Calderdale is 
one of the best places for business 
support and they’re optimistic about 
the future. In short, we think Calde-
rdale is a brilliant place today, but 
we’re ambitious that tomorrow will 
be even better.

How does your area match up? 
Let us know- email 200 words and a 
picture to cllr@lgiu.org.uk  
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Calderdale

Have you got a striking photo – or photos – that capture the essence 
of local government – maybe an iconic image or one that portrays the 
unique contribution of local government to your community and civic life? 

To mark the LGiU’s thirty year anniversary, we are hosting an online 
exhibition of thirty photographs of local government and the best 
will be displayed at our 30th anniversary celebration.

Photos can be from the past and the present. And we want to look ahead 
too and be creative – have you got or can you take photos that represent 
how you see the future of local government where you live?

Get in touch with your photos or find out more 
by emailing Janet Sillett at janet.sillett@lgiu.org.uk 
http://www.lgiu.org.uk/we-want-your-photos

CELEBRATING LOCAL GOVERNMENT
we want your photos



Another view
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Mind your
language

Alan Waters thinks that it’s 
time to get back to basics 
when it comes to the words we 
use to describe what we do.

George Orwell’s ‘Politics 
and the English Language’ 
was first published in 
Horizon (1946). His theme 

was the decline of language – 
particularly political language 
that “makes lies sound truthful 
and murder respectable, and gives 
an appearance of solidity to pure 
wind”. Reflecting the times he 
lived through, Orwell observed:

“In our time, political speech 
and writing are largely the defence 
of the indefensible. Defenceless 
villages are bombarded from the 
air, the inhabitants driven out 
into the countryside, the cattle 
machine-gunned, the huts set on 
fire with incendiary bullets: this 

is called pacification. Millions of 
peasants are robbed of their farms 
and sent trudging along the roads 
with no more than they can carry: 
this is called transfer of population 
or rectification of frontiers. People 
are imprisoned for years without 
trial, or shot in the back of the neck 
or sent to die of scurvy in Arctic 
lumber camps: this is called elimi-
nation of unreliable elements. Such 
phraseology is needed if one wants 
to name things without calling up 
mental pictures of them”.

Orwell identifies a “catalogue of 

swindles and perversions” which 
he classifies as “dying metaphors”, 
“verbal false limbs”, “pretentious 
diction” and “meaningless words”. 

Democracy, Orwell argues, is 
a meaningless word. There is no 
agreed definition “and the attempt 
to make one is resisted on all sides. 
It is almost universally felt that 
when we call a country democratic 
we are praising it: consequently the 
defenders of every kind of regime 
claim that it is a democracy, and 
fear they might have to stop using 
the word if it were tied down to any 
one meaning”.

‘Politics and the English 
Language’ is recommended 
reading for local government: the 
politicians who make the decisions 
and the officers who write the 
reports. Language is important 
because under vague slogans like 
‘diversity and choice’ the direct 
provision of public services by local 
government (and elsewhere across 
the public sector) is disappearing.

In the past 30 years language 
more than any other factor has 
facilitated the annexation of the 
public domain. There has been a 
skillful manipulation by govern-
ments, the private sector and to 
some extent large charities to 
mimic local government using the 
language of democratic account-
ability and public service values. If 
you want an example, read the aptly 
named ‘Ethos’ – the marketing 
magazine of SERCO.

But local politicians are as much 
to blame for the prevailing poverty 
of political debate and specifically 
about what should be ring fenced 
from the market. This matters, 
because as David Marquand 
argues our Victorian and early 20th 
Century predecessors “recognized, 
a public domain protected from 
market power is a pre-condition 

of democratic governance”.  
In the second decade of 
the 21st century, the 
language of local 
politicians, largely 
across the political 
spectrum, echoes 
that of the market 
place and in Orwell’s 
terms they have failed 
to move beyond ‘meaning-
less words’: meaningless in 
the sense that once defined, 
the reality of terms like ‘choice’, 
‘diversity’ and ‘modernisation’ is 
Orwellian ‘Newspeak’ for just the 
opposite. “Language has to be an 
instrument for expressing and not 
concealing thought”.

Orwell concluded his essay by 
saying that we all have a respon-
sibility to change our own habits 
to ensure that words and their 
meanings are connected; and 
“if one jeers loudly enough” 
its possible to “send some 
worn-out and useless 
phrase – jackboot, 
Achilles’ heel, 
hotbed, melting 
pot, acid test, 
veritable inferno 
or other lump of 
verbal refuse – 
into the dustbin 
where it belongs”. 

Good advice. 
Time for local 
g o v e r n m e n t 
and especially 
its elected 
members to 
do some jeering of their own - 
modernisation; commissioning 
council; consumer choice; 
partnership working; integration 
of back office functions; shared 
services; outsourcing; localism; 
innovative delivery models – would 
be a good start. 

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.

“ In the past 
30 years language 
more than any 
other factor has 
facilitated the 
annexation of the 
public domain.”
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If you’re going to San 
Francisco, be sure to wear 
flowers in your hair” Scott 
McKenzie crooned back when 

we were very young. He should 
have added “and don’t forget the 
thermal underwear.” 

yes, dear reader, we are expe-
riencing our usual summer of 
overcast skies and 17°C tempera-
tures, courtesy of all that fog that 
looks so cute on postcards. Every 
day the hot California sun boils up 
another batch of fog off the Pacific 
coast then, as evening falls and the 
inland air cools, the lowering pres-
sure sucks the whole damn mess 
through the Golden Gate to cover 
the city with a leaden grey blanket 
until the middle of the following 
day. “The coldest winter I ever saw 
was the summer I spent in San 
Francisco” Mark Twain famously 
said. (Except he didn’t – at least 
there is no historical record of him 
saying any such thing. Regardless, 
he was right.) Here’s a tip: if you 
plan to visit come in late September 
or October; it’s the warmest time of 

the year and a lot less crowded. 
Apparently, the only people not 

informed about the local weather 
are the tourists, who invariably 
arrive in droves in July, just as things 
turn chilly. Last year we had more 
than 16 million of them, spending 
a breath-taking $8.3bn, which is 
slightly more than the city’s annual 
budget. All this in our little munici-
pality of 800,000 souls – one of the 
highest visitor-to-population ratios 
of any city in the world.

Despite everyone banging on 
about the white heat of technology, 
tourism remains San Francisco’s 
biggest industry, and it is difficult 
to overstate the importance to the 
city’s economy. The local travel 
association reckons that visitors 
support 67,000 jobs while gener-
ating $485m in local taxes.

Unfortunately, none of that lovely 
dosh lands in my hands and, like the 
residents of every tourist destina-
tion, I would prefer it if visitors quietly 
placed their money in barrels placed 
strategically at the city borders, then 
tip-toed away without bothering the 

locals. Unfortunately, they insist on, 
well, visiting. 

Visitors fall into two distinct 
classes: tourists and conventioneers. 
Each group has a uniform. Tourists, at 
least the domestic kind, wear shorts 
and Hawaiian shirts. Asian tourists 
for some unfathomable reason all 
seem to dress in pink, leaving only 
the Europeans to appear vaguely 
stylish. Conventioneers are easier to 
spot – they all wear dark grey suits, 
both men and women. In addition, 
they sport their convention ID badges 
slung round their necks, which gives 
them a certain Paddington Bear-like 

charm. It also makes identification 
easier for local con-artists, 
panhandlers, and hookers. 

Of the two groups of visitors 
we prefer conventioneers. They 
spend more money and don’t 
clutter-up the local beauty spots. 
The trouble is, they arrive in huge 
gobs. The largest convention, 
Oracle OpenWorld, attracts 50,000 
attendees who take every hotel 
room in the city. The event dumps 
$120m into the local economy, 
enough to persuade San Francisco 
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Lifting 
the fog on tourism

San Francisco has has one of the 
highest visitor-to-population ratio of 
any city in the world. As a local resident, 
Chris Mead tries to balance the benefits 
with the inconvenience.

council to accommodate the suits 
by closing-off some city streets, 
which can cause friction with us 
locals. A misguided security guard 
actually tried to stop my wife from 
walking down Howard Street, two 
blocks from our condo. I hear he’s 
recovering nicely. 

All the major events take place 
at the Moscone Center, a 20 acre 
downtown facility with more than 
700,000 square feet of exhibition 
space. But get this – huge as it is, it 
is not big enough to attract mega-
events such as Comic-Con and 
the Consumer Electronics Show. 

In response, a 
major expan-
sion project 
is underway. 
At least us 
taxpayers won’t 
get stuck with 
the bill – most of 
the $500m cost 
will be paid for 
by a surcharge 
on hotel rooms. 
Plus, just what 
we need – more 
construction!

But to be 
fair, all these visitors do have an 
upside, their presence sustains 
more bars and restaurants than 
even your correspondent could 
support by himself, although he 
would be willing to give it a jolly 
good try. And don’t let’s forget the 
graffiti I saw scrawled on a bath-
room wall: “Tourists go home but 
leave your daughters!” 

Chris Mead was IT director of the 
City of Berkeley, California
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“ I would prefer it if visitors 
quietly placed their money in 
barrels placed strategically 
at the city borders, then tip-
toed away without bothering 
the locals. Unfortunately, they 
insist on, well, visiting. ”
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