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Councils take  
the pain again

More than ever, local government’s agenda in the year 
ahead will be defined by how councils respond to the latest 
cut in budgets. That response will need determination and 
imagination, writes Jonathan Carr-West.

affecting local government were 
taken into account the spending 
reduction would only be two per 
cent, but it is likely that much of 
that difference will be accounted 
for in areas in which councils have 
no discretion over their spending 
and that the reductions required in 
discretionary spending budgets will 
be proportionally higher. 

And of course we know that the 
impact of these cuts will be felt 
very differently in different councils 
depending on what percentage of 
their income comes from central 
government. 

Ironically, perhaps, councils may 
be a victim of their own success 
here; both the Secretary of State 
and the Chancellor praised local 
government’s track record so far in 
achieving savings while protecting 
frontline services and called for it to 
go even further. We might wonder 
whether there will come a point at 
which the assumption that there 
is always more fat to be trimmed 
becomes reckless. We might also 
wonder whether it is fair that local 
government is asked once again to 
take the biggest cuts in the public 
sector or why the services that 
councils provide: caring for elderly 
people, protecting vulnerable chil-
dren, keeping our streets clean, 
are so much less important than 
the services delivered by central 
government, or protected spending 
like health or education.

My sense, however, is that 
despite these challenges, there is a 

new mood within local government: 
not of optimism as such, but of 
determination, a commitment not 
to allow the magnitude of the task 
in hand to prevent us from thinking 
boldly and imaginatively about the 
best ways to represent the interests 
of the communities we serve.

This may involve an increasingly 
confident use of the tools central 
government has made available: 
community rights, community 
budgets (our place!), city deals, the 
single local growth fund, or it may 
involve more radical thinking about 
what a council is and does.

This edition of c’llr has a special 
emphasis on innovation. One thing 
it does show clearly is that different 
answers will be appropriate in 
different places. Success is local 
or it is nothing. At LGiU we are 
committed to catalysing, sharing 
and linking the great work of 
councils and councillors across the 
country. That’s part of the Connected 
Localism approach we have argued 
for and that we describe elsewhere 
in this magazine.

We’re all familiar with the 
apocryphal Chinese proverb “may 
you live in interesting times”. Well, 
we do. So as we take stock in the 
summer and look towards 2014 
and beyond, it’s inspiring to see so 
much of local government rising to 
that challenge.  

Jonathan Carr-West is LGiU chief 
executive

like an appropriate point to take a 
step back and think about where 
local government as a whole finds 
itself. 

The immediate context, of 
course, remains the need to make 
significant savings. In the June 
spending review the Chancellor 
announced a further 10 per cent 
reduction in the local government 
resource budget for 2015-16. This 
coming on top of the 26 per cent 
reduction in the current spending 

review period.
As ever, much depends 

on the detail, the Chan-
cellor argued that 

when all 
changes 

Traditionally, the dog 
days of August provide 
those of us still in the 
office with some space 

for reflection and a slightly less 
hectic pace of life.

Sadly, that’s not quite true 
here at LGiU. We’re busy putting 
the final touches to new pieces of 
policy work on planning, neigh-
bourhood community budgets, 
welfare reform and tenant engage-
ment, school place planning, and 
preventative budgeting: all due to 
be published in September. 
We’re also gearing up for 
the party conference season 
at which we will be running 
fringes on social care funding 
and education. So for us, far 
from being a space for rest and 
relaxation, August is one of the 
busiest times of the year.

Nonetheless, as we get 
stuck in to the second half 
of the year, it does seem 



At the station last week I was given 
a free copy of the Daily Telegraph 
with my 75cl flagon of Buxton 
water.

As I clambered onto the train I 
realised that I hadn’t collected my 
receipt from the till. So what would 
happen if I was accused of theft, I 
pondered? 

The incident reminded me of my 
old mate McGuirk. He stole some 
cheese from Spar. Most of us who 
shared a house with him at the 
time thought he deserved a stiff 
sentence. 

Not because he’d nicked food 
from the shop, but because he 
refused to contribute to our house-
hold food kitty, whilst scoffing our 
communal milk and cornflakes in 
the middle of the night.

After his arrest, I’d moved to 
pastures new, but coincidentally, 
McGuirk and his girl came to stay 
with us the week before his court 
appearance.

For most of the night, he 
bemoaned the fact that his 
misdemeanour would prevent him 
becoming a career civil servant. 
I hadn’t realised they were so 
desperate to recruit.

As they prepared to leave the 
next day Mcguirk popped the 
question.

“Can I borrow your suit jacket for 
next week?”

He squeezed into it. Whether the 
seams stood up to the pressure of 
a court appearance I never knew. 
Indeed, I’ve neither seen him, nor 
the jacket since.

Over the years the LGIU has 
argued for the localisation of 
restorative justice. Would it be 
better for the courts or people in 
the locality to pass sentence?

As a local juror, if McGuirk came 
before me at some time in the 
future, might past experience affect 
my impartiality? In the alternate, 
would my prior knowledge make 
me better placed to make a fair 
judgement?

By the way, I can recommend the 
Buxton merchandise. 

With improvement, it could rival 
tap water.  

Almost all councils nowadays 
have A to Z service listings, I 
used to tell students. But of 
course it’s a lie. They all claim 

to, but many manage, at best, A to Y, while 
some – you know who you are – can only 
muster A to W, usually minus K, Q and even 
U. Risky practice, surely, for authorities 
actually responsible for prosecuting those 
recklessly making false statements about 
their services. 

Reading BC, incidentally, offers A to #, 
which is certainly different, if not exactly 
helpful. The hashtag is intended for 
services identified by numbers, rather than 
initial letters. However, there’s only one 
– 21 South Street Arts Centre Box Office 
– and any potential customer’s chances of 
finding it must be virtually Z for zero, since 
it’s not cross-listed under either South 
Street or Arts and Theatres. A pity: both the 
centre and its estimable RedCape Theatre 
Company deserve better.

There’s no excuse either for the general 
A to Z slackness, for most councils could 
manage it easily under one heading: 
Aquarium, Aviary and Zoo licensing. It’s all 
in the 1981 Zoo Licensing Act, which finds 
it much easier to define zoos’ licensers 
– all authorities except English coun-
ties – than their residents: an animal for 
these purposes being “any multi-cellular 
organism that is not a plant or fungus”. 
Can’t you just imagine the discussion that 
took!

From which it’s no jump at all to Zebra 
crossings and their feline star, Ziggy the 
Cat. As it happens, I grew up and went to 
school in Ziggyland, at which time I’m pretty 
sure Zebras, and possibly the short-lived 
Pandas, were the only pedestrian crossings 
around. Today there’s a licensable zooload: 

Pelicans, Puffins, Toucans (for pedestrians 
and cyclists, so ‘Two can’ cross at the same 
time!), and Pegasuses/Pegasi – similar, 
but for literate and generally wingless 
horses.

Ziggyland is in fact Southend-on-Sea, 
whose council employs Ziggy – a blue cat 
with jagged yellow lines on his back – to 
increase the road safety awareness of 
children and their parents while travelling 
to school. Which means keeping school 
entrances clear by not parking on yellow 
zig-zag lines (geddit?), and, better still, 
keeping cars away from schools altogether 
– outside agreed car-free Ziggy Zones. 

Zones, and especially Action Zones, 
were an archetypal New Labour thing. They 
introduced scores – for Health, Education, 
Excellence in Cities, Employment – mostly 
now disappeared, unlike the inequalities 
they sought to reduce. Hopefully, Ziggy 
Zones’ more modest ambitions will meet 
with greater success.  

Chris Game is with the Institute of Local 
Government Studies

is for...
ZA matter of 

judgement

Reality check Councillors’ A to Z

Dave Wilcox is  
chair of the LGiU
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The LGiU’s annual APPG summer reception took place at the House 
of Commons on Monday 15 July. An eclectic mix of councillors, 
parliamentarians and other local 
government aficionados enjoyed 
the evening sunshine and heard 
Secretary of State for Communi-
ties and Local Government, Eric 
Pickles MP, launch the new LGiU 
report Independent Ageing 2013. 
The report updates our previous 
report from 2011 with new research 
and interviews with adult services 
departments, to provide a picture of 
the state of current council support 
for care self-funders and a number 
of recommendations for increasing 
best practice in the field.

An LGiU team travelled to the LGA conference at the beginning of 
July where we were delighted to welcome many councillors to a 
drinks reception hosted by Hewlett-Packard. Also at the LGA, Jona-
than Carr-West chaired a fringe meeting, hosted by Partnership, 
on the implications of the Care Bill for local government. Laurie 
Thraves chaired a roundtable discussion for the Co-operative on 
the transfer of public health responsibility.

Nick Boles MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Plan-
ning, attended the All Party Parliamentary Local Government 
Group Meeting in July and provided an update on planning policy 
and discussed how to drive local investment and growth via the 
planning system, and the government’s commitment to Tax Incre-
ment Financing and the Community Infrastructure Levy. 

In June the All Party Parliamentary Local Government Group 
heard from Lord Freud who provided an update on the implemen-
tation of Universal Credit and answered questions on the potential 
implications of the switch for local authorities.

In mid-July we held a round-table discussion, supported by Home 
Group, on the wider social determinants of mental wellbeing and 
their implications for public health. We brought together repre-
sentatives from local authorities to discuss the drivers for mental 

What’s new

The LGiU aims to keep councilors 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.

wellbeing and the many influences that councils can have in 
supporting better mental health in their localities.

We also continued our series of Builders’ Breakfast events 
in July, run in partnership with CITB-Construction Skills: this 
time travelling to Hertfordshire. The meeting brought together 
construction firms and councillors from across the east to 
discuss the role of the construction industry in the context of the 
current economic climate. 

The LGiU has embarked on a piece of research that looks at 
the ways in which housing associations, local authorities, and 
ALMOs work with their tenants, particularly in the context of 
the changes associated with welfare reform. We’re interested 
in hearing from organisations that are seeking to work with 
their tenants in a different way and have innovative examples 
of practice, or would like to discuss the changing relationship 
between tenant and landlord. If you are interested in taking part 
please contact lauren.lucas@lgiu.org.uk

As part of the LGiU’s early action and prevention project in part-
nership with Camden Council, Mears Group and the British Red 
Cross, we held a workshop on preventative budgets and delaying 
and reducing the need for care and support. For more informa-
tion about this project please contact laura.wilkes@lgiu.org.uk

In June LGiU launched Connected Localism a collection of 
essays designed to stimulate debate and thinking about how a 
localised yet connected approach to public service innovation 
can help us meet complex social and political challenges.

June also saw the publication of the final report of an inquiry 
that the LGiU carried out for the Local Government Ombudsman 
(LGO). The LGO and the future direction of local account-
ability was commissioned as part of the LGO’s programme 
looking at how they use their information to better inform local 
accountability. 

Recent LGiU seminars have been attracting sell out audiences. 
Timely and topical events on accessing the European structural 
funds, strengthening the role of councils in the school system, 
and local government finance have proved very popular.  



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.
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I feel very strongly that it is impor-
tant for everyone to have their say 
on whether we should stay in the 
European Union.

That’s why I spoke in the debate 
on the subject – James Wharton’s 
private member’s bill on the 
European referendum. I think 
the promise of a referendum will 
strengthen the Prime Minister’s 
hand in his negotiations about our 
role in Europe and taking powers 
back from Brussels.

MPs backed the bill at second 
reading by 304 votes to 0 although 
only a handful of Labour MPs took 
part as they and the Lib Dems 
boycotted the vote.

I co-sponsored a Westminster Hall 
debate on social care reform.

This followed on from an All 
Party Parliamentary Local Govern-
ment Group report into the nature 
and funding of adult social care. I 
feel that this topic is very important 
as we want to ensure the spotlight 
of care is brought back onto working 
age disabled people.

I want to ensure that any working 
aged disabled person can live the 
life they want to lead, independent 
and free from crisis.

We can encourage people into 
the workforce, and for some this 
will be the first time. I want to 
prevent social isolation and make 
sure that the most vulnerable in 
society are not left behind.

One of things I am pushing for 
is portability: if someone has been 
assessed by their local authority, 
they should not have to go through 
the same process again if they move 
to another area.

I was delighted with the govern-
ment’s announcement that half 
of the £3.8 billion pooled health 
and social care fund announced 
at the end of June will be directed 

at working age vulnerable adults. 
I see this as a big win for local 
government.

Bruce Keogh’s report into 14 
hospitals with high mortality rates 
was a important piece of work that 
will help our hospitals improve.

One of the 14 was my local 
hospital, Burton. I think we need to 
strike a balance between wanting 
to make sure hospitals are safe, 
provide good services and improve 
and being clear that we value the 
contribution of staff in the NHS. I am 
a great believer in local hospitals, 
they are vital to our communities. 
But they need to get things right 
and we need to back them when 
they do – otherwise we risk losing 

them. I want to work with the NHS 
and its staff to turn things round.

The recent national good news 
about the economy is illustrated 
locally in my constituency.

 My constituency is a former 
mining area, so it is wonderful news 
to see that our unemployment rate 
is down to 1.9 per cent. 

One of the reasons we are doing 
well is the success of Toyota. At the 
end of July, we heard that Toyota 
has qualified for a grant from 
the Regional Growth Fund. The 
company will receive £6.3 million 
to secure jobs and provide further 
opportunities in the future.

And in June I helped Toyota 
celebrate the opening of a new 

Heather Wheeler with the new Auris Touring Sports and the Rt Hon Patrick McLoughlin, Secretary of State for Transport.

chapter in its European operations 
with the official start of production 
of the new Auris Touring Sports at 
Toyota Manufacturing UK’s (TMUK) 
Burnaston car plant.

I was joined by the Rt Hon 
Patrick McLoughlin MP, Secretary 
of State for Transport, and Didier 
Leroy, President and CEO of Toyota 
Motor Europe, at a ceremony to 
see the new car off the line at the 
Derbyshire factory.

TMUK is the sole production 
centre for Auris Touring Sports, 
which is wonderful news for the 
Burnaston plant.  

Heather Wheeler is MP for South 
Derbyshire
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So, did  
you get 
the press release?

Journalists and PRs have always had a love-
hate relationship, often the product of mutual 
dependency. David Brindle reports on a new book 
on local government public relations that looks at 
the changing face of council communications.

Invite a journalist to share 
their views on PRs and it’s a 
red rag to a bull. One former 
colleague was so gratuitously 

and loudly offensive to any hapless 
junior “comms” assistant foolish 
enough to cold-call him, or 
perhaps set up to do so by others 
bruised by past experience, that 
the rest of the newsroom would 
cringe in embarrassment.

Unknowing PRs have always 
run the greatest risk of a tongue-
lashing, even from usually mild-
mannered hacks, if they ring as 
copy deadlines loom. When the call 
that you hope is the government 
minister’s quote for your front-page 
story turns out to be Samantha or 
Seb “just checking” that you have 
received their press release on 
their client’s amazing product 
launch next week, it does take a 
certain strength to remain polite 
and composed.

The digital news era both helps 
and hinders in this regard. As 
PR agency Twelve Thirty Eight 
observes: “The days of predictable 
deadlines are long gone and most 
correspondents are writing stories 
for websites as well as for print. 
News breaks all the time.” With 
masterly understatement, it adds: 
“Patience is not a natural journal-
istic trait.”

This agency also produces a useful 
guide on what PR jargon is seen as a 
turn-off. By surveying 500 working 
journalists, it is able to advise that, 
currently, “giving a heads-up” on a 
forthcoming announcement doesn’t 
go down too well; that we’re highly 
sceptical of anything being said to 
have “iconic” status; and that anyone 
who opens a conversation with “So 
…” is very likely to find the conversa-
tion brief and unproductive. Where 
did that major irritant come from, by 
the way?

Yet PRs provide an essential 
service, no more so than in local 
government. It’s more than 40 
years since the Bains Report on 
corporate management of councils 
concluded that they had “a firm duty 
to inform the community of their 
activities and to put the council’s 
view on matters of concern to that 
community”, but it holds as true 
today as it did then.

An excellent new book on local 
government public relations, said 
to be the first for almost 15 years, 
brings the role bang up to date with 
21st century phenomena such as 
social media, place-shaping and 
(seemingly) permanent austerity. 
PR and Communication in Local 
Government and Public Services 
(Kogan Page in association with the 
Chartered Institute of Public Rela-
tions, £29.99) is written by three 
senior sector PRs: John Brown, 
former head of PR and marketing 
for Strathclyde Regional Council 
and Glasgow City Council; Pat 
Gaudin, former head of 
PR and corporate strategy 
at Chelmsford Borough 
Council and Wendy Moran, 
now senior lecturer 
in communication at 
Manchester Metropolitan 
University.

Local government 
offers a uniquely varied 
and challenging role for 
the PR professional, the 
authors contend, though 
the function has evolved 
through three clear 
phases: pre-1995, when 
the emphasis was very 
much on working with 
local media; 1995 to 2009, 
when the focus shifted to 
corporate communications 
and strategic planning; 
and post-2009, with the 

thrust now on being “guardian of 
council reputation and authenticity” 
- building networks of advocates, 
stewarding the brand and advising 
on policy and service delivery.

The rise of social media 
notwithstanding, councillors will 
always like to see their name in the 
papers, the book says, recalling the 
(unnamed) Glasgow councillor who 
dismissed the value of a positive 
feature about the city in the New 
York Times on grounds that none 
of his voters lived there. To get 
coverage these days, the authors 
warn, councillors have to “do or 
say something controversial, inter-
esting or challenging”. Responsi-
bility for something going wrong 
can always help, of course.

One notable trend highlighted 
by the book is the eclipse of the 
regional press as the public’s 
main source of local news. In 
2001, according to Ofcom’s annual 
tracker survey, newspapers were 
still dominant. But by 2011, they had 

been overtaken – not by the internet, 
but by television. In this context, the 
authors say, the opening later this 
year of the first of up to 65 new local 
TV channels on Freeview could be 
hugely significant.

Ultimately, though, there’s 
nothing new under the sun. Place-
shaping and promotion? East-
bourne started that in 1787 when it 
published its first holiday guide, the 
book points out. And important as 
interacting directly with the public 
has now become, it must never be 
at the expense of dealing efficiently 
and effectively with professional 
journalists.

“The authors, in researching 
this book, found it often difficult 
to find contact information on the 
communications or public relations 
team on many council websites,” it 
is noted. Glad they spotted that.  

 

David Brindle is The Guardian’s 
public services editor
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Politics

The  
politics 
of officer appointments

Carol Grant thinks there is a case for 
top politicians appointing the officers 
whose job it is to deliver their policies.

I find myself agreeing with 
Michael Gove. This worrying 
development occurred 
as I read the IPPR report, 

commissioned by Cabinet Office 
Minister Francis Maude, about 
the need for more political 
appointments to the private offices 
of ministers. It’s a drum that Mr 
Gove has been beating loudly 
ever since he became Education 
Secretary.

The working relationship 
between the officer class and 
politicians, at local and national 
government level, has always 
fascinated me. In my first job I 
worked with a Labour councillor 
who believed council officers had a 
predisposition to thwart her agenda 
and therefore had to be constantly 
pushed to deliver. 

Initially this seemed a bit harsh 
but as I got older and wiser I saw 
what she meant. It fascinates me 
how many councils are still effec-
tively lead by officers. I have heard 
some members talk of their own 
council as though it is a separate 
organisation which they struggle to 
influence. There is often a serious 
shock to the system if and when 
an administration changes and 
members finally take control. 

Later in my career I came across 
government special advisers 
(SPADs) from different parties. They 
were talented and hardworking 
yet always outnumbered by civil 
service policy advisers. This meant 

that, despite the fearsome reputa-
tion of some individual SPADs, their 
collective impact was akin to a flea 
on the back of an elephant. Also, 
they tended to move on as soon 
as the minister departed, while 
their civil service counterparts 
were well dug in to their respective 
departments. The diaries of former 
ministers are full of examples of 
where their civil servants kept them 
busy rather than effective.

I am not anti-officer, or anti-civil 
servant. I have been a council officer 
and have never had any desire to 
hold political office. Of course you 
have to balance political direction 
with neutrality and compliance with 
local government law. The era of 
Dame Shirley Porter’s Westminster 
is a case in point. But public policy 
and public service are fundamen-
tally political. The best examples 
of effective local government can 
be seen when strong political 
leadership is backed up by officers 
working to a clear agenda. The 
transformation of a borough like 
Hackney is an example of this.

And, to paraphrase an old 
feminist slogan, the political is 
personal. As Margaret Hodge, chair 
of the Public Accounts Committee, 
has asked: How can anyone be 
held accountable for the actions of 
people they can’t hire?

Francis Maude’s proposals 
suggest that permanent secre-
taries are appointed on fixed-term 
contracts and chosen by either 
ministers or the Prime Minister. 
This is being resisted by the First 
Division Association and some 
permanent secretaries, but it only 
reflects the reality of life for senior 
public servants. 

Only ten per cent of permanent 
secretaries in post at the time of 
the last election are still there. How 
many councils part company with 

a chief executive when the admin-
istration changes? And how many 
chief constables move on when the 
new Police and Crime Commis-
sioners came to power?

Ironically, the latest civil 
servant to be the target of what 
appears to be a whispering 
campaign is Sir Bob Kerslake, 
former chief executive of Sheffield 
and now head of the civil service 
and permanent secretary at 
Communities and Local Govern-
ment. According to The Inde-
pendent, David Cameron wants 
him out because he is frustrated 
at the slow pace of Whitehall 
reform. Since he is doing two jobs, 
one of which is being charged with 

turning round an oil tanker, it’s 
not surprising that reportedly he 
is ‘refusing to go quietly’. 

Although Coalition ministers 
came to power with a promise to rid 
Whitehall of excess ‘spin doctors’, 
they have gradually discovered 
that what they need is more 
political muscle, not less. Grap-
pling with the civil service machine 
has exercised prime ministers 
since Margaret Thatcher. She, and 
Blair too, tried and mostly failed, 
to really reform it. Will Francis 
Maude on behalf of Cameron fare 
any better?  

Carol Grant is director of Grant Riches
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“ How can anyone be 
held accountable for 
the actions of people 
they can’t hire?”



Ten things

9www.lgiu.org.uk

The final budget should reflect and express the 
current council leadership’s priorities – often 
budgeting is seen as a managerial exercise. Balancing the 
books may be a challenge in the face of cuts, but the public 
have voted for the priorities of the leadership. This may 
make the task facing the director of finance harder, but the 
leadership should expect them to make sure expenditure 
aligns with commitments.

Backbench councillors have an important part to 
play too – backbenchers shouldn’t turn a blind eye to the 
leadership’s budgeting. The agreed budget is a responsi-
bility of the council as a whole; throughout the year you 
should use full council and scrutiny meetings to raise 
issues where you think the budget is right or wrong, and to 
challenge financial direction and oversight.

You can’t start too soon – the council budget for the next 
financial year, and the one after, may already have been 
broadly set. If you want to press for funds to be raised or 
spent differently, or for new areas of income or expenditure, 
start tomorrow. In most councils budgeting is on-going: by 
September the broad allocations are in place for the next 
year, by January the detail has been finalised – the window 
for major change is in the first half of the summer.

Good budget setting is based on real evidence – 
while the leadership’s priorities are crucial, budgeting 
needs to be guided by the truth on the ground. An elec-
tion campaign may have focused on fixing local roads 
– but, when in office, leadership commitments have to be 
checked against the facts: is it all the roads, or just some? 
Good officers will secure relevant data in good time and 
offer alternative options to address priorities. Good coun-
cillors will request this data, challenge it, and agree a view 
about options.

The council doesn’t have to do it all – councils may 
see themselves as the central focus for the provision of 
services locally, but councillors can play an important part 
in challenging this as councils move to a more ‘facilitative’ 
model. Is the council doing more than it is obliged to? Are 
there partner organisations that can share the load – or 
deliver better? Can community groups contribute local 
services that are more cost-effective and more plugged-in 
to local need?

Beware silos, prepare for turf wars – many coun-
cils are still in departmental silos. It’s the job of leader 
and cabinet – supported by the CEO – to make sure their 
priorities are respected and expressed, despite internal 
battles. It’s also the job of backbenchers and opposition 
to challenge resulting idiosyncrasies – one department 
may throw money at improved signage while another may 
cut the libraries the signs lead to.

Budgets aren’t just about spending, they’re about 
income too – many councils today are businesses 
looking to maximise income from expenditure. But many 
officers – and councillors – are more comfortable with the 
spending they see and control than the income they may 
be under pressure to secure. Do your council colleagues 
have the right mindsets to deliver? Councillors should 
have the correct training and support.

Keep an eye on any new money – many councils are 
good at hoovering up additional grants and other funds: 
but finance departments are often eager to ‘re-purpose’ 
new resources to plug existing financial gaps. So new 
money can prop up old ways rather than create new 
opportunities. Cabinet members and councillors should 
ensure they don’t lose sight of new income: they should 
track it and wring the most from it.

Good financial management is about assets as 
well as budgets – is your council thinking strategically 
about its asset base? Do you have premises that are inef-
ficiently located, or duplicate the work of other providers? 
If you own properties that you rent out commercially, does 
the return justify retaining the asset? As councillors you 
will want to be sure your asset register is checked – and 
all your assets are ‘sweated’.

Oppositions’ proposed alternative budgets 
matter – the leadership is unlikely to accept major 
changes in the final stages of budgeting, however the 
opposition should be entitled to an advance briefing 
from the director of finance, and should use this to 
develop an alternative budget. This can be useful to 
keep officers on their toes, and to put down markers 
for future years’ budgets. It can also – if credible – be 
useful electorally, showing financial nous and opposi-
tion priorities.  

things you need to know about 

Chris Naylor helps you 
navigate the choppy waters 
of sorting out the finances.
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Correcting  
myths by extremists

All too often the words “It is a well known fact…” preface a statement that is anything but 
based on the facts. Often these statements are made by extremists. Declan O’Dempsey 
makes the case for councils putting the truth to the public when faced with myths.

Can a local authority issue 
statements to correct 
inaccurate material 
put forward by political 

parties? Yes. But you cannot use 
public money to further political 
aims. Can you publish to counter 
factually inaccurate statements 
(for example, about ethnic or 
religious minorities) which are 
communicated to constituents?  

The Code for recommended 
practice as regards publicity under s 
4 of the Local Government Act 1986 
sets standards by which breach 
of s 2 of the LGA 1986 is judged. 
This says you must not publish, or 
arrange for the publication of, any 
material which, in whole or in part, 
appears to be designed to affect 
public support for a political party. 
To see if material is forbidden, have 
regard to its content and style of, 
the time and other circumstances 
of publication and the likely effect 
on those to whom it is directed. In 
particular consider whether it: 

(a) refers to a party or people 
identified with one; does it promote 
or oppose an opinion on a politi-

cally controversial 

question identifiable as a party’s 
distinctive view? 

(b) is part of a campaign. What is 
the effect that campaign appears to 
be designed to achieve.

Any communication, in whatever 
form, addressed to the public at 
large or to a section of the public 
counts. Relevant circumstances 
include whether there is political 
debate on the issue. Cases have 
already established that you can 
respond in an informative, balanced 
manner, so that the likely effect 
on recipients is informative rather 
than persuasive.

S149 of the Equality Act 2010 
requires you to have due regard 
to the need to promote various 
equality objectives including good 
relations between persons with 
different characteristics.

The Local Audit and Account-
ability Bill allows the Minister to 
direct English local authorities to 
comply with a Publicity Code; what 
steps you must take to comply with 
it, and to set compliance times. 

The uncertainty that Ministerial 
intervention creates may mean 
that authorities may be reluctant to 
correct myth making propaganda.  

In debate, Lord Beecham gave 
the example of the urban myth that 
muslims avoid the bedroom tax by 
designating the additional room a 
prayer room.

He moved a probing amend-
ment to clarify that the Minister’s 
power was not to restrict the 
local authorities in pursuance of 
their obligations under the public 
sector equality duty in section 149 
of the Equalities Act 2010 from 
publishing, at any time, factual 
material by way of correction or 
rebuttal of inaccurate statements 
which promote discrimination, 
harassment or promotes or 
constitutes other unlawful acts. He 
noted (see Hansard 26 Jun 2013: 
Column GC240) that significant 
misstatements are made around 
election time, which can be 
calculated to mislead voters. The 
Minister in reply made clear that 
it is permissible for authorities to 
publish, “factual material by way of 
correction or rebuttal of inaccurate 
statements that promote discrimi-
nation, harassment or promotes or 
constitutes other unlawful acts”, 
in relation to the characteristics 
covered by section 149 of the 
Equality Act 2010. 

The 2011 Code stated that 
publicity must be, lawful, cost-
effective, objective, even-handed, 
appropriate, have regard to equality 
and diversity, and be issued with 
care during periods of heightened 
sensitivity. In particular therefore 
“local authorities may seek to influ-
ence the attitudes of local people 
or public behaviour in relation to 
matters including race relations, 
equality, diversity and community 
matters”.  On 15 July (Hansard Col 
603) the Minister confirmed that 
“During an election period…local 
authorities may publish factual 
material. A local authority should 
take care when issuing publicity and 
should not be issuing publicity that 
seeks to influence voters. However, 
this does not prevent an authority 
from fulfilling its role in seeking 
positively to influence people in 
terms of equality and diversity. …”

The encouragement to “influ-
ence” is welcome. Debunking toxic 
myths will lead to better politics. 
A local authority which fails to 
observe s149 duties can be judi-
cially reviewed.  

Declan O’Dempsey is a barrister 
with Cloisters
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“ Lord Beecham gave 
the example of the 
urban myth that 
muslims avoid the 
bedroom tax by 
designating the 
additional room a 
prayer room.”
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Back  
to school health

To succeed in school, children and young people 
need to be healthy, alert and able to see and 
hear properly. Catherine Heffernan shares here 
top tips to help children stay healthy at school.

My son starts school in 
September. Already, 
I’ve had the first of 
my parent/teacher 

evenings and came away with 
a load of homework to do: a 
uniform to buy, forms to fill in 
and declarations to sign whereby 
I promise to not bring chocolate 
into the school, take him away on 
holidays during term time and not 
have him late for school. The thing 
that struck me was that there was 
nothing there to help prepare my 
child mentally and physically for 
school. But there are a number 
of preventive actions that we can 
take that can help our children’s 
educational attainment and social 
development. 

Eye Tests
As many as 1 in 20 children cannot 
see out of one of their eyes and 1 in 
4 have some type of vision impair-
ment. Considering that 80 per cent 
of learning is done visually it is 
important that children’s eyes are 
checked regularly, at least at the 
start of the academic year. 

Bedtime
During the summer, many children 
fall into the habit of staying up late 
and sleeping in. Children need more 
sleep than adults, so it is important 
that primary children get 10 hours 
sleep a night and teenagers get 
nine hours. Teenagers can be great 
culprits at staying up late, which 
can lead to difficulties paying atten-
tion or concentrating in class. Sleep 
deprivation can also affect mental 
well-being making children and 
young people grumpy or depressed. 

Backpacks 
It is surprising how many people 
overlook how heavy school bags are 
and the back pain they can cause. 

A child’s back and posture is still 
developing and back problems 
can follow them into adulthood. 
School backpacks should have 
two shoulder straps and children 
should use both. 

Road safety
Road accidents are one of the main 
causes of mortality and morbidity 
in young people. From an early age, 
children should be made aware 
about how to stay safe on roads. If 
cycling, they should be encouraged 
to wear helmets and obey in the 
traffic code. 

Vitamin D 
Vitamin D is essential for bone 
health. A lack of vitamin D can 
affect a child’s growth, development 
of bones, tiredness and muscular 
pain. Vitamin D deficiency is a big 
public health issue in England, 
particularly for children of Asian 
or African–Caribbean ethnicity. 
During the summer, children 
should be encouraged to spend 
15 minutes a day (20 minutes for 
darker skins) outside in the daylight 
before putting on sunblock. There is 
enough sunlight between April and 
September in the UK for children to 
produce and store Vitamin D for the 
year. If concerned, parents can give 
children vitamin D supplements 
during wintertime. 

Eating properly
About 1 in 10 children in Reception 
year are obese in the UK and 1 in 5 
are obese in Year 6. Children and 
young people need energy and 
giving them healthy snacks can 
help keep their energy levels up 
between mealtimes. By shopping 
carefully, parents can get children 
started in healthy eating habits. 
Having regular meal-times is also 
a good way to prevent children 

from having 
drops in energy 
and looking 
for sugar. All 
children should 
have a healthy 
b r e a k f a s t 
before going to 
school. A lack 
of breakfast 
can make them 
tired and less 
able to learn. 

Exercise
C h i l d r e n 
require one 
hour of physical 
exercise a day 
to keep the heart and body healthy. 
This can be got through walking 
or cycling to school, taking part 
in sports or dance activities or 
simply setting aside an hour after 
coming home from school to play 
in the back-garden or a nearby 
park or playground. Exercise is 
good for bone health, motor skills 
and co-ordination, mental health, 
stress-relief and getting a good 
night’s sleep. 

Vaccinations
All five year olds should have 
had their pre-school booster and 
second dose of MMR before starting 
school. This means that they have a 
completed immunisation schedule 
and are protected from dangerous 
childhood diseases. Having children 
vaccinated also prevents school 
outbreaks of diseases like measles. 
 
Spend time with Children
Households are busy and it 
is very easy for members to 
come home and get caught up 
in household chores and live 
individual lives. Children may be 
isolated in doing their homework 

followed by television. Spending 
time with children, playing with 
them, doing puzzles, reading 
them stories or even asking 
them to help you with dinner (say 
for example, setting the table) 
includes children and helps 
them to learn about socialising. 
This is an important skill that 
they can learn at home and apply 
at school. It also helps prepare 
them for adult life and getting on 
with people. 

Talk to them 
School can be stressful for a 
number of reasons – the work-
load, class dynamics, bulling. 
Encouraging children to talk about 
their school day every day can 
help parents to detect if anything 
is bothering their child. Be alert 
to any changes in behaviour or 
personality too as this could be a 
sign that something is wrong.  

Catherine Heffernan is Principal 
Advisor for Early Years Commis-
sioning, Immunisations & Vaccina-
tions NHS England
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It’s important for children to get plenty of exercise



The c’llr interview

Mary 
Creagh

Even with the merciful release of a hot dry 
summer, decision makers at national and 
at local level can’t afford to forget about 
flooding, Mary Creagh tells Mark D’Arcy. 

Labour’s Shadow 
Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs Secretary 
saw a thousand homes 

flooded in her Wakefield 
constituency – and she predicts 
that the policy conundrum of 
how to protect and insure against 
flooding will continue to haunt 
Whitehall and town halls. 

After two years of record rain-
fall, which have cost the economy 
millions and hit thousands of 
homes, following on from serious 
flooding in 2007, guarding against 
the various types of flood-risk; 
tidal surge, from rivers bursting 
their banks and from groundwater 
no longer seems an abstract, tech-
nical matter.

In fact, Creagh says, the issue is 
double-sided; it’s not just flooding, 
but drought that they have to worry 
about, and the issue should be 
thought of as water management. 
The Committee on Climate Change 
identifies flooding as the single 
biggest risk Britain has to deal 
with, but also points to the danger 
of drought; there must be flood 
prevention and irrigation, to protect 
food production and prevent loss of 
habitats and wildlife. 

She’s pleased that the govern-
ment has restored cuts to capital 
spending on flood prevention in 
2010, by putting £110 million back 
in the pot in the 2012 autumn 
statement, an admission, she 
says, that they realised they’d 
cut too far. There are plenty of 
“shovel-ready” schemes out 
there, she believes, so it should 
be possible to get the money 
into action with some speed. The 
Commons Environment Food and 
Rural Affairs Select Committee 
says every £1 spent on flood 
defences yields £8 worth of 
economic benefits. 

But she remains concerned 
about the budgets for maintaining 
them, for dredging rivers and the 
other expensive measures like 
pumping which can be essential 
– DEFRA-sponsored quangos are 
facing another round of spending 
cuts in the next two years, and since 
the biggest of these is the Environ-
ment Agency, Creagh fears its flood 
prevention work will inevitably face 
a financial squeeze. 

Meanwhile, she says, all those 
with a stake in flood defences and 
water management – and that 
includes local authorities - should 
be seeking to be smarter. In the 
Netherlands they combine their 
flood protection infrastructure 
with windfarms and other energy 
generation. And they work hard on 
ecological management, to create 
habitats and encourage wildlife – 
that’s especially important where 
the approach to flood prevention 
involves allowing some coastal 
areas to become marshland.

But for her – and she suggests 
for local authorities – the issue 
should not just be about what 
they’re building with the extra 
capital funding; there should also 
be considerable local concern 
about how they build it. Large 
construction projects which run for 
several years should be seen as an 

opportunity for local apprenticeship 
schemes. Creagh bemoans her 
own failure to push for that, when 
new flood defences were built on 
her patch. She sees it as a missed 
opportunity. 

“The contract in Wakefield, for 
the Ings Beck Flood Alleviation 
Scheme,was for £14 million, it 
took three years, and to my shame 
I didn’t think to ask about appren-
ticeships,” she said. “And I’m pretty 
certain there were few, if any. But 
that kind of project should be seen 
as a chance to allow young people 
to learn construction and site safety 
– and later on, the skills needed for 
environmental management and 
maintaining local energy schemes. 
It’s a chance to invest in the social 
infrastructure and get us onto a 
virtuous circle where investment 
leads to more skills, which are 
then available for the next set of 
projects.”

And given 
that so many 
schemes now 
rely on partner-
ship funding, any 
local authorities 
which chip in 
are in a strong 
position to push 
for that social 
dimension to 
be written into 
the contracts, 
Creagh adds. She 

has just received the answers to 
her latest battery of parliamentary 
questions which reveal that the 
input of private money into these 
schemes has failed to meet the 
government’s hopes – underlining 
the strong position local authority 
contributors will be in, when the 
contracts are written.

“For any local authority with a 
flood prevention project coming, 
the smart thing to do is ask the 
Environment Agency how many of 
their young people will be taken 
on,” she says. 

Her other big battle is over the 
way central government compen-
sates councils hit by flooding. 
Most of the damage, she says, is 
not covered by the Belwin scheme, 
which is focused on emergency 
expenses. “If you’re Calder Valley 
and half your major roads have 
been hit, that’s an infrastructure 
issue and you get the bill,” she 
says. Creagh namechecks a series 
of flood-hit local authorities now 
struggling with the bills for the 
clear-up; Hull, Stroud, Newcastle, 
York…. 

Even more worrying, she adds, is 
the insurance position for individual 
householders. The long-standing-
deal between the government and 
the insurance industry to minimise 
premiums for the homes most at 
risk has unravelled and the new 
replacement for it revolves around 
a reinsurance fund Flood Re. It’s 
mostly funded from an industry 
levy, which will underpin household 
insurance policies in the areas with 
the highest flood risk. The snag, 
says Creagh, is that the deal is not 
yet entirely convincing. 

She quotes government 
estimates there’s a better than 
even chance of Flood Re going 
into deficit at some point in its 
first 20 years in operation. So the 
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“ For any local authority with 
a flood prevention project 
coming, the smart thing to do 
is ask the Environment Agency 
how many of their young 
people will be taken on.”

“ Even more 
worrying is the 
insurance position 
for individual 
householders.”
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scheme is not the answer to the 
emerging crisis over flood insur-
ance, which threatens to send 
premiums soaring in large parts 
of the country. If the industry is not 
satisfied with it, some homes may 
become uninsurable – already 

there are 
2 , 0 0 0 
band H 
properties 
exc l u d e d 
from it. 
Either the 

contribution from taxpayers into 
Flood Re, or the levy on insurance 
premiums, expected to be about 
£10, will have to rise – and prob-
ably both, she warns. “But at the 
moment we’re just hoping and 
keeping our fingers crossed.”

The knock-on effects of large 
numbers of homes becoming unin-
surable are huge, for local authori-
ties, for the balance sheets of the 
banks and, of course for the house-
holders themselves. So the chances 
are that a deal will ultimately be 
done, but it won’t be cheap.

A lot of these issues will surface 
(pun intended) in the forthcoming 
Water Bill, due in the Commons 
towards the end of the year. It 
will create a new framework for 
the investments needed in flood 

defences and water management 
– a key part of any deal with the 
insurance industry, of course. 
And Creagh hints that Labour 
will use the debates to suggest 
ways to make communities more 
resilient when floods strike – a 
subject she believes should now 
be a major concern for most local 
authorities.  

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

“ Her other big battle is over the way 
central government compensates 
councils hit by flooding.”
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Trouble 
on the track

Years before the first piece of track is due to 
be laid, HS2, the high speed rail link planned 
to run from London to the West Midlands 
and beyond, is provoking strong, and very 
mixed, reactions from the local authorities 
along its length. Philip Wolmuth reports.

Work on Phase 1 of 
the scheme, running 
from Euston to a 
new station close 

to Birmingham Airport, and to 
another in the city centre, is 
scheduled to start at the end 
of 2017, and finish in 2026. 
Phase 2, a Y-shaped connection 
to Manchester and Leeds, is 
expected to open in 2032. The cost 
of the whole scheme is currently 
estimated at £53 billion.

Outside London, the cities most 
directly affected (Birmingham, 
Leeds, Manchester, Sheffield, 
York, Derby, and Nottingham) are 
broadly in favour, in the expectation 
of significant economic benefits, 
but with some quibbles over the 
location of stations. The rural areas 
(Buckinghamshire, Hertfordshire, 
Northamptonshire, Oxfordshire, 
Warwickshire, Leicestershire, Staf-
fordshire) are mostly against, for 
environmental reasons, fears over 
the impact on property prices, and 
because they see no gain - all the 
stations are positioned to service 
the cities. 

The big exception to this urban/
rural split is at the southernmost 
end of the new line. Unlike the cities 
in the West Midlands and further 
north, hoping to reap the economic 
benefits of improved regional and 
national transport connections, 
the London Borough of Camden is 
already a major transport hub, with 
severe pressure on social housing, 
spiralling property prices, and 
development land at a premium. 

Camden Council believes the 
construction work in and around 
Euston station and Camden Town 
could cost the borough up to £1 
billion. The demolition of hundreds 
of homes is the most obvious 
cost but, although not as easy to 
quantify, the years of blight and 

disruption for residents 
and businesses, and 
the loss of open space, 
will also have a major 
impact. The council’s 
Regents Park Estate 
stands to lose at least 
three blocks and two playgrounds. 
In total, a minimum of 216 Camden 
homes are to be demolished – more 
than double the total along the 
whole of the rest of the route – with 
a further 264 at risk.

Despite regular announcements 
by HS2 Ltd, the government-owned 
company charged with developing 
the new line, the biggest problem 
faced by many of those affected is 
uncertainty. Tenants and lease-
holders in the threatened blocks 
on Regents Park Estate have been 
told that they may have to leave as 
soon as mid-2015, but have had no 
indication as to where they might 
be rehoused. Many fear they will 
be offered alternative accommoda-
tion outside the borough, far from 
family, friends and workplaces. 
And the council has been caught 

midway through an estate refur-
bishment programme, installing 
new kitchens and bathrooms in 
flats that could be knocked down in 
two years time. 

Tenants, leaseholders, owner-
occupiers and businesses in the 
streets immediately to the west 
of Euston station face a different 
threat. The roads have been 
‘safeguarded’ – marked out as an 
access route within the construc-
tion zone – but the houses, shops 
and restaurants along them have 
not. Under current arrangements, 
those in properties not scheduled 
for demolition stand to receive no 
compensation for the blight and 
disturbance - even those immedi-
ately adjacent to the construction 
site boundary. In rural areas outside 
the M25, residents within 120 

metres of the new line will receive 
the full, unblighted market value 
of their property, and those within 
60 metres an additional 10 per 
cent bonus plus moving costs. This 
unequal treatment may change. 
Following a successful legal chal-
lenge, the High Court ruled in 
March that HS2’s compensation 
consultation was “so unfair as to be 
illegal”. The consultation will now 
have to be re-run.

Despite the compensation deal 
for rural property owners, and an 
additional Exceptional Hardship 
Scheme (EHS), fears over falling 
prices are a major issue in country 
areas. The EHS empowers the 
Secretary of State to purchase the 
properties of substantially affected 
residential owner-occupiers, 
small business owners, or 
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“ Following a successful legal challenge, the High 
Court ruled in March that HS2’s compensation 
consultation was “so unfair as to be illegal”.”

George Phillips (94) 
has lived in his flat on 
the Regents Park Estate 
in West Euston since 
it was built in 1955, 
his near neighbour, 
Stan Passmore (87) 
since 1961. Their 
block, Eskdale, will be 
demolished when work 
begins on the HS2 
high-speed rail line to 
Birmingham in 2016.
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owner-occupier farmers situated 
outside the 120 metre corridor but, 
to date, two-thirds of the 467 appli-
cations have been turned down. 

Serious concerns over damage 
to the landscape are also wide-
spread in the counties the new 
line will traverse, with authorities 
at both county and district level 
taking action in the hope of either 
stopping the scheme altogether, or 
at least minimising its effects. In 
Buckinghamshire, for example, the 
county council, in conjunction with 
its four district councils (Aylesbury 
Vale, Chiltern, South Bucks and 
Wycombe), has produced a detailed 
plan (Blueprint for HS2) to mitigate 
the local environmental impact. 

One battle in Buckinghamshire 
has already been won - lobbying by 
local Tory MPs led to a Department 
of Transport announcement, in 
early 2012, of an extra £500 million 
to pay for a 2.4 kilometre-long 
tunnel under the Chiltern Hills 
beyond Amersham. Going under-
ground will avoid scarring an Area 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty, but 

some residents are still unhappy 
about tunnel ventilation shafts that 
will, according to the local action 
group, “be ugly reminders of what 
lies beneath us”. And this stretch 
represents less than one percent of 
the total length of the route – with 
much of the rest as hotly disputed.

Many of the affected county and 
district councils are members of 
51m, a group of 19 local authori-
ties campaigning against the HS2 
rail project. 51m believes that 
the economic and environmental 
benefits are not credible. On the 
same side of the argument is 
AGHAST (Action Groups Against 
High Speed Two), a federation of 
72 local action groups and two 
national organisations (the HS2 
Action Alliance and Stop HS2) 
formed to oppose HS2 and promote 
alternatives.

There are also strong voices in 
favour. The Core Cities group of the 
eight largest city economies outside 
London (Birmingham, Bristol, 
Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester, 
Newcastle, Nottingham and 

Sheffield) believe HS2 will be 
a “game-changer” for regional 
economies, and will “reshape and 
rebalance the economic geography 
of Britain, closing the gap between 
the South East and the rest of the 
country”. Birmingham City Council 
is also a member of Go HS2 consor-
tium, which includes the transport 
authority Centro, Birmingham 
Airport, and several local business 
organisations. 

Core Cities estimates benefits 
of £125 billion over 60 years, 
although the government’s own 
figure is only £47 billion (plus 
fare revenues of up to £34 billion) 
over the same period. And a 
report published by the National 
Audit Office in May challenged 
the government’s cost-benefit 
analysis, identified a funding gap 
of £3.3 billion, and described the 
construction timetable as “over-
ambitious”. This led Margaret 
Hodge, chair of the Public 
Accounts Committee, to claim that 
the government’s business case 
was “farcical” and that the report 

cast doubt on the affordability of 
the whole project. 

Adding to the uncertainties are 
alternative proposals from railway 
experts. These include one for 
a ‘Euston Cross’ subterranean 
station connecting HS2 with HS1 
(the existing line to the Channel 
Tunnel); another offers a different 
design for Euston station with 
significantly less impact on local 
housing. Even small changes to 
the design of the line or stations 
can have a big repercussions for 
the surrounding area, and both 
offered temporary hope to local 
residents before being rejected by 
HS2 Ltd. And the company itself 
has contributed to the perceived 
fluidity of the project: as recently 
as last April it scrapped a plan 
to demolish and rebuild Euston 
station to accommodate the new 
high speed platforms, and replaced 
it with one which Camden Council 
Leader Sarah Hayward described 
as “a shed being bolted on to an 
existing lean-to”. The new proposal 
offers Camden significantly less 
regeneration and development 
potential, while doing nothing to 
meet the concerns of residents and 
businesses. 

However, although almost every 
aspect of the new line is in dispute, 
Transport Secretary Patrick 
McLoughlin and Chancellor George 
Osborne remain enthusiastic, and 
it has cross-party parliamentary 
support. It seems likely that the 
government will push ahead, and 
local authorities, whether pro or 
anti, will have to deal with the 
consequences. It will be a long time 
before we know who was right and 
who was wrong.  

Philip Wolmuth is a photographer 
and journalist

“ A minimum of 216 Camden homes are to be demolished – more than double 
the total along the whole of the rest of the route – with a further 264 at risk.”

Anti-HS2 sign in Little Missenden, Buckinghamshire
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Complaints

Learning  
from complaints

An inquiry by the Local Government 
Ombudsman and the LGiU has found 
that councillors have confidence in the 
Ombudsman service but want more 
information from it. Mark Smulian discussed 
the findings with Ombudsman Jane Martin.

It’s good, if sometimes painful, 
to learn from one’s mistakes 
and those of others. And with 
an ever-increasing emphasis 

in local government on maintaining 
service standards on declining 
resources, no-one wants to waste 
money by doing something so 
badly that it must be rectified, 
let alone with a compensation 
payment to the aggrieved resident.

There should therefore be plenty 
for councillors to learn from the 
Local Government Ombudsman 
service. 

Following an inquiry into its 
working conducted with the LGIU, it 
became clear that while there was 
no fundamental objection to the way 
the service works, councillors want 
more and better information from it.

The inquiry secured responses 
from 402 individuals, representing 
232 councils, of whom 59 per cent 
were officers, 39 per cent council-
lors and the remainder representa-
tive groups and MPs.

Key findings from the inquiry 
included that there was significant 
support for the service, with 91 per 
cent of respondents feeling that 
local government benefits from 
having its own ombudsman and 92 
per cent that the public benefits 
from this. 

There was also confidence in the 
system and processes in use, with 
81 per cent agreeing that ‘members 
of the public have the mechanisms 
they need to hold the authority to 
account’, though officers agreed 
with this rather more strongly than 
did councillors.

Answers did though reveal a 
strong demand for an increased 
amount of information from the 
ombudsman service, with 70 
per cent asking for more subject 
reports, in particular on planning, 
and 77 per cent of respondents 

wanted to see the service 
offer better access to the 
detailed data it holds on 
complaints. 

There was also strong 
support among respond-
ents for the idea that the 
service could better support 
councillors in their work.

Ombudsman Jane 
Martin says: “It was very 
heartening to get such a 
good and positive response. 
It shows people think there 
is an important role for the 
ombudsman service and 
that it is valued.

“We hope our work helps 
councillors play their role 
in ensuring there are good 
quality local services, which 
are central to the localist 
agenda.”

The service has now 
committed to publishing 
all decisions online. “That 
is a lot of information in 
raw data, and should allow people 
to search through categories of 
complaints to see the decision taken 
and why it was taken,” she says.

Councils already get annual 
reviews, but Ms Martin hopes to 
go beyond this so that they may 
compare performance more readily. 

She has also taken on the 
point about subject reports, and 
intends to produce between four 
and eight a year that will look at 

where complaints most commonly 
arise in each area, what most often 
goes wrong, and what are the most 
appropriate responses. The first 
batch is expected to include school 
admissions and adult social care.

The only point where sugges-
tions made garnered objections 
from a noticeable number of 
respondents was in relation to how 
the ombudsman could work with 
local scrutiny committees.

Asked whether 
they would like to see 
ombudsmen take on 
an increased role in 
supporting accountability 
and scrutiny at local level, a 
mere 22 per cent approved 
and 55 per cent did not.

Councillors were more 
enthusiastic than were 
officers, just 14 per cent 
of whom liked the idea.

The main concern was 
that such an increased 
role could undermine 
local democratic account-
ability and could compro-
mise the ombudsmen’s 
impartiality by embroiling 
them in local controversy.

Ms Martin concedes: “I 
think perhaps we did not 
explain well about getting 
involved with local scrutiny. 
It would be entirely inap-
propriate for us to do that, 
as it must be a local matter.

“But it would be most interesting 
for councillors to see the value of 
learning from complaints as part 
of local scrutiny and we’re going to 
look at how that can help them to 
respond, working with the Centre 
for Public Scrutiny.”

She is adamant that the 
ombudsman service will not turn 
itself into a regulator now that the 
Audit Commission is going.

“With local accountability comes 
the public support for localism, and 
it’s no bad thing we are there as a 
check and balance,” Ms Martin says. 

The LGO and the Future Direc-
tion of Local Accountability: an 
LGIU Inquiry – is available at www.
lgiu.org.uk/publications.  

Mark Smulian is a freelance 
journalist
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“ She intends to produce between four 
and eight reports a year that will look at 
where complaints most commonly arise, 
what most often goes wrong, and what 
are the most appropriate responses.”



There are three reasons why 
this must inevitably involve a 
re-localisation of politics.

1. Localism has a democratic 
premium.

2. Complex problems are rarely 
solved by centralised, one-size-
fits-all solutions. 

3. The really difficult challenges 
we face cannot be solved by 
institutions (of state or market), 
or communities or by citizens 
working alone but require a collec-
tive, collaborative engagement of 
all parts of the public realm. 

These are compelling argu-
ments for localism and for the 
engagement of citizens in the 
design and delivery of public 
services but there’s also a risk that 
local approaches to public service 
innovation will lead to insularity, 
fragmentation and endless rein-
vention of the wheel.

What we need then is a way 
of thinking about localism that 
preserves the value of the local 
while simultaneously tapping into 
broader networks. In this context 
local government is crucial to 
stimulate innovation, to scale up 
and connect local successes, to 
provide democratic legitimacy and 
to manage local decision making 
about how and what services are 
delivered.

But this involves putting together 
a jigsaw of bewildering complexity. 

One in which the pieces include 
different parts of the 

country, diverse bits of 
the public sector, 
a broad market of 
service providers, 
civil society and 

New thinking  
– new localism

The LGiU’s Connected Localism essays 
showcase cutting edge thinking 
around how local government can 
drive innovation and improvement in 
public services and create stronger 
communities more in charge of their 
destinies. Here, we look at some of 
those ideas over the next few pages. 
Jonathan Carr-West sets the scene.
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In publishing Connected 
Localism we were responding 
to a growing gap between 
rising demand and shrinking 

resources and by long-term 
challenges such as caring for an 
ageing population; driving local 
economic renewal; ensuring that 
young people are equiped wth the 
social, vocational and educational 
skills to flourish in a fluid 
economy; mitigating and adapting 
to the impact of climate change; 
and responding to developments in 
communications and technology.

These changes are character-
ised both by their complexity, rate 
of change and unpredictability and 
by the fact that that they make a 
real difference to the issues people 
care most about. 

Tackling these long-term 
changes to our society and 
economy and the challenges they 
create will demand innovation and 
inspiration; new ways of thinking 
about what public services are 
and what government does. Put 
crudely, if the last 20 years has 
been about local government 
moving from delivering services 
to commissioning them, the next 
20 years will be about moving 
from commissioning services to 
‘curating‘ places and working with 
communities so that fewer services 
are required. 

community sector groups, social 
networks, budgets deriving from 
different Whitehall departments 
and an expanding set of political 
geographies. All to be brought 
together in one coherent whole. 

We call this connected localism: 
connected across services, across 
places and across the public realm.

But what does this look like in 
reality?

The essays in Connected 
Localism start to sketch out some 
answers to this question. They 
argue for local tax raising powers; 
for diverse provider markets driven 
by public entrepreneurialism; 
for new models of participatory 
governance; different approaches to 
risk and the integration of informal 
networks into service provision. 
They grapple with the challenges 
of embedding innovation and the 
tensions between individual and 
community aspirations.

Connected localism is not 
proposed as either a political 
ideology or a public manage-
ment method, but as a way of 
thinking and doing that builds on 
the creativity and civic energy of 
local people and connects it into a 
dynamic network of innovation and 
strategic governance.

None of that can happen however 
without leadership at a local level. 
At LGiU, we believe, as we always 
have, that elected members 
are  crucial to local governance: 
not simply because they provide 

accountability (important though 
that it is), but because they stimu-
late creativity, make connections 
across services and places and 
ensure that innovation is rooted in 
the needs and aspirations of the 
communities they represent.

Of course, innovation is already 
happening across local govern-
ment; the articles in this edition 
of c’llr are ample evidence of that. 
Our task now is to share it and learn 
from each other so that individual 
innovation can become wholesale 
transformation.

Connected Localism is available 
as a PDF on the LGiU website: www.
lgiu.org.uk/publications  

Jonathan Carr-West is LGiU chief 
executive

ConneCted 
loCAliSm And 
innovAtion

Special feature



A mission 
to innovate

There’s a risk these days that innovation in local 
government is becoming its own worst enemy, writes 
Sophia Parker. All too often it conjures up images of 
officers sitting around on jaunty-coloured beanbags, 
talking jargon, over-using post-it notes and essentially 
taking a break from their day jobs just as things are 
getting tougher. However this cynicism must not cloud 
the need for serious innovation in today’s world.

Connected localism and innovation
Special Feature
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There’s no question that 
the fiscal situation that 
most councils face is the 
worst in living memory. 

Innovation will happen as a result 
of these circumstances, whether 
we like it or not.

The question is what that inno-
vation is focused on. Here local 
government has a choice. Either 
it can go down the ‘less-is-less’ 
route of ever-greater cost cutting, 
reducing services to their bare 
bones. Or it can take a route that 
fundamentally transforms the way 
councils go about their business, 
with an ambition not only of saving 
money, but also of improving lives.

For the last two years, Nesta and 
the Local Government Association 
have been addressing the question 
of how to support councils in such 
transformative work, through the 
Creative Councils programme.

This programme has shown 
just how big the challenges are. 
Incremental innovation – improving 
back office functions, tweaking 
an existing service – won’t be 
enough. Yet big bang innovations 
of Barnet’s and Suffolk’s ilk often 
feel impossibly risky. We’ve seen 
how many councils lack the skills 
and the culture needed to innovate. 
Volatile political environments 
make it harder to take risks. The 
sector’s culture doesn’t lend itself 
to change.

To overcome these challenges, 
the Creative Councils team 
created an approach to innova-
tion that is firmly grounded in the 
reality of the sector. Members and 
officers from participating coun-
cils have been guided through 
an innovation process, supported 
along the way by dedicated 
innovation coaches, as well as a 
number of research, communica-
tions and business experts. 

Through this work we’ve learnt 
that there is not a straightforward 
blueprint to successful transforma-
tive work. In some places, the most 
effective way of achieving change 
is a ‘mission-driven’ approach 
– where a clear sense of moral 
purpose comes from a sense of 
either failure or possibility, and acts 
to draw people together around 
a common cause. In other places 
a ‘stealthy’ approach has yielded 
better results – where challenging 
work happens under the radar 
initially, in order to build up a track 
record before going public.

Three insights from the Creative 
Councils programme stand out in 
particular for councillors. 

First, many of the most exciting 
people we met were what could 
be called unassuming innovators. 
They were dedicated to solving 
problems and finding new ways to 
meet needs but didn’t see them-
selves as innovators. Exhorting 
officers to innovate in the abstract 
may not be the best way forward. 
Instead, ask questions, seek new 
perspectives, use data to unpick 
problems, and give your officers 
the space to do so too.

Second, innovation demands 
not only creativity in having ideas, 
but also creativity in implementing 
them. Again and again we’ve seen 
good ideas shrivel thanks to the 
culture of local government, which 
can thwart new approaches faster 
than you can say innovation. Coun-
cillors need to take on this clash 
of the old and the new if they are 
serious about finding new ways to 
meet today’s fiscal challenges.

And third, innovation that 
improves people’s lives rarely 
happens without building new alli-
ances – across public sector organi-
sations, but also with communities, 
businesses and voluntary organiza-
tions. Officers can do this work but it 
is politicians who can really lead the 
way by letting go of existing power 

bases in order to build meaningful 
new partnerships.

 Creative Councils has shown us 
that political support is like oxygen to 
truly innovative work: it can’t survive 
without it. That’s because all innova-
tion work is inherently risky. Starting 
something new in today’s context will 
probably demand stopping an existing 
service. New ideas by definition start 
out unproven. This can be extremely 
challenging where there isn’t a clear 

majority or where political leadership 
is weak. But unless risk is managed 
rather than avoided all together, 
councils will struggle to improve their 
citizen’s lives whilst simultaneously 
cutting costs.

For more information about 
the Nesta/LGA Creative Councils 
programme, please go to http://
www.nesta.org.uk/areas_of_work/
public_services_lab/local_public_
services/creative_councils. The five 
participating councils are Derby-
shire, Monmouthshire, Rotherham, 
Wigan and Stoke.   

Sophia Parker is a consultant for 
the Creative Councils programme 
at Nesta. sophia.parker@mac.com 

“ innovation demands 
not only creativity 
in having ideas, but 
also creativity in 
implementing them.”

Nesta and the LGA have 
produced an animation 
to explain the creative 
councils programme



Our Place! 
Lessons from 
One Norbiton 

Since Autumn 2012, LGiU has been 
working with Kingston Council and 
the community in Norbiton to deliver 
the One Norbiton Neighbourhood 
Community Budget pilot. Now the 
pilots have come to a close, Laura 
Wilkes reports on the next steps.

Connected localism and innovation
Special Feature
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With the pilots 
over and the 
government’s recent 
announcement of 

new £4.3 million financial support 
for the programme – now called 
Our Place! – it is time to take 
stock of what we have learnt, and 
also consider what councils, and 
Whitehall need to do to take the 
programme forward.

In One Norbiton we looked at 
the two themes of Community 
Safety and young people Not in 
Employment, Education or Training 
(NEETs), in order to better align the 
resources of Kingston council and 
partners alongside the community. 
We wanted to test the possibilities 
and limits of co-commissioning 
with residents, transforming the 
way that local public services are 
designed and managed to use their 
capacity and voluntary action to 
innovate, and design and deliver 
services differently to produce 
better outcomes in Norbiton ward. 

Through the course of 
the pilot, we worked 

c l o s e l y 

with the community and council-
lors to understand their priori-
ties and concerns and mapped 
these against existing public 
and voluntary service provision. 
Through the use of co-design, we 
analysed the causes and impact of 
particular issues in the Norbiton 
community and looked at how 
services could be re-designed to 
focus on prevention and areas of 
greatest need. We went through 
a process of spend mapping to 
understand the resources at play 
in the ward, and where there 
may be crossover and duplication 
across the public sector.

We found through the pilot 
that the Our Place! approach to 
the design and delivery of local 
services provides a real opportunity 
to transform services, focus on 
outcomes, commission differently, 
involve communities and work in a 
much more integrated way across 
the public sector. The pilot in King-
ston was remarkably successful 
in achieving engagement with the 
community, identifying community 
priorities and themes for the area 
and in enhancing community influ-

ence over how to achieve impor-
tant outcomes locally. 

It also 

really incentivised, increased and 
strengthened local partnership 
working through the sharing of data 
and working with the community 
to devise common outcomes. The 
Our Place! approach encourages 
thinking about how budgets can be 
more closely pooled and aligned 
across different organisations and 
how savings can result from this. 
This can be uncomfortable and 
it requires a shift towards much 
greater transparency and sharing 
of risk – but the rewards of doing so 
will be a greater focus on preven-
tion and ultimately, improved 
local outcomes and savings at the 
acute end of the spectrum. So the 
announcement of funding is great 
news for local government. Now 
is the time for councils to get on 
and push forward with this way of 
working to support communities to 
take more local control. 

But local government can’t do 
this alone, and to make Our Place! 

successful we need commit-
ment from Whitehall 

that all key 

departments, beyond DCLG, will 
engage in the programmes. As 
things stand, departmental silos 
will stand in the way of pooling 
and aligning budgets. We also 
need assurance that councils will 
be granted greater freedoms and 
flexibilities to innovate and experi-
ment with designing and delivering 
services in a different way; to allow 
for things like reinvestment of 
savings made back into preventa-
tive services. 

What we found through One 
Norbiton was immense enthusiasm 
and commitment from the community 
and local partners to work together 
differently to improve outcomes in 
the area. Ultimately though, if this 
programme is to be adopted across 
local government, we need answers 
from Whitehall on whether local 
partners will be granted additional 
freedoms and flexibilities to design 
services differently. Without this, 
there is a risk that Our Place! won’t 
deliver the outcomes that communi-
ties are striving for.  

Laura Wilkes is an LGiU policy 
manager

“ The pilot in Kingston was remarkably 
successful in achieving engagement with 
the community, identifying community 
priorities and themes for the area.”

Sunil060902/Wikipedia Commons
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Localism – the gap between  
rhetoric and reality

Britain, and more particularly England, remains one of the most centralised states among 
the industrialised nations, with power concentrated at the centre of government. In the 
past, both Labour and Conservative governments have paid lip service to the need for 
greater localism, but have struggled to deliver in practice, writes Patrick Diamond.
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This struggle to deliver 
localism makes any 
discussion about how 
to bring about what the 

LGIU describes as ‘connected 
localism’ both necessary and 
urgent: greater decentralisation 
and devolution not just through 
local democratic institutions 
and statutory agencies, but 
through the dispersal of power 
to neighbourhoods, communities 
and places. 

Many agendas have emerged 
to transfer power to the local level 
in the last decade: from ‘earned 
autonomy’ for local government 
and elected mayors, to Regional 
Development Agencies (RDAs). 
Since 2010 initiatives such as Local 
Economic Partnerships (LEPs) and 
‘city deals’ have been launched. In 
addition, the Conservative party’s 
flagship reform, the ‘Big Society’, 
emphasised redistributing power 
back to communities. Nonethe-
less, a contradiction has emerged 
between the impulse to reform 
the state and hand power back to 
citizens; and the desire of ministers 
and Whitehall policy-makers to 
keep their hands firmly on the 
levers of power. As a result, the 
rhetoric on devolution in England 
has rarely been matched by the 
reality. In practice, central govern-
ment departments and agencies 
– usually overseen by the Treasury 
– have refused to ‘let go’, leading 
to an ever-more pervasive, target-
driven, and ‘power-concentrating’ 
audit culture in the British state. 
In the absence of major Whitehall 
reform, localism in the British 
state is likely to remain inherently 
limited.  

At the same time, governments 
have been reluctant to address the 
arrangements for financing local 
provision, where 95 per cent of 

taxes are raised nation-
ally and redistributed 
to local authorities. Any 
attempt at devolution has 
faced a second crucial 
barrier – without finan-
cial devolution, political 
devolution is unlikely 
to succeed. The centre/
local imbalance has 
weakened the impetus 
and momentum behind 
localising reforms. The 
democratic settlement 
in the United Kingdom 
is evolving in the context 
of devolution to Scot-
land, Wales, Northern 
Ireland, and the London 
Assembly. However, 
England itself has so far 
been denied any major 
political reform, and the 
English state remains 
highly centralised. This is 
manifested in the crisis 
of democratic engage-
ment and declining 
electoral participation, 
particularly in local 
government: in comparison to 
other industrialised nations, local 
autonomy and initiative are highly 
restricted. Moreover, there has 
been a historic decline in the role of 
local authorities as the key institu-
tion in the provision of welfare and 
public services. 

What has changed in recent 
years is that ‘connected localism’ is 
not a choice, but a necessity. There 
are certainly compelling reasons 
to support greater localism on the 
grounds of political principle: the 
need to uphold the autonomy of the 
citizen, the right of communities to 
self-government, and the impera-
tive of ending the culture of uniform 
mediocrity in public services. 
However, for practical reasons 

of ‘good government’, connected 
localism is an idea whose time may 
well have come. 

This relates to more than just the 
fiscal crisis of the British state and the 
UK public finances. There are long-
term trends that are fuelling an ever 
greater mismatch between demands 
and resources. The period ahead 
will be characterised by increasingly 
painful choices and trade-offs in rela-
tion to public spending, exacerbated 
by structural pressures from demog-
raphy to the ageing society. Where 
possible, such choices and trade-offs 
are best addressed and resolved 
locally. Moreover, addressing growing 
conflicts over resources means that 
the state and statutory agencies 
will have to innovate, working in 

partnership with a diversity of places, 
neighbourhoods, social networks, 
and families, unlocking the ‘social 
productivity’ of communities. ‘Social 
productivity’ alludes to reshaping 
services around the ‘needs and 
capabilities of citizens’. As ever, there 
is a crucial role for local government 
both in providing strategic leadership, 
enabling services to be effectively 
organised at the local level, while 
devolving power from Town Halls to 
local neighbourhoods. Over time, it 
may be possible to close the ‘power 
gap’ which still afflicts English 
democracy and governance.     

 
Patrick Diamond is a Southwark 
councillor

“ A contradiction has emerged between the 
impulse to reform the state and hand power 
back to citizens; and the desire of ministers 
and Whitehall policy-makers to keep their 
hands firmly on the levers of power.”

Connected localism and innovation
Special Feature



Taking a different direction  
for public service reform

The case for radical reform of our public services has never been greater, but we 
need a new national strategy to guide it. Mark Upton sets out the parameters.
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This (and the last) 
government has set 
out the case for public 
service reform as 

providing the response to rising 
public expectations, increasing 
demand driven by demographic 
change, notably the ageing 
population, and the need to see 
significant efficiency savings. 
Their response has been to 
pursue a common reform pathway 
through choice, competition, 
provider autonomy and making 
funding follow the user.

This has placed ‘who’ provides 
public services above ‘what’ services 
are required, how they are delivered 
and how they are to be funded. Thereby 
relegating the relationship between 
service users, the wider community 
and the state and failing to address the 
fundamentals of what these services 
are trying to achieve. Consequently 
as a nation we have not really seen 
meaningful reform nor have we made 
significant progress to resolve those 
long-standing problems. At best we 
will continue to see existing services 
in a reduced and unsustainable form 
and at worst holes will appear through 
which the needs of an increasing 
number of vulnerable people, will fall.

We need a new national strategy 
which must address head on the 
fundamental questions facing our 
public services and not merely 
mention them in the opening pages 
and then claim that they are being 
addressed, namely:

How can our public services adapt 
to the ageing population? 

As we live longer we need to 
recalibrate our public services and 
benefit entitlements to reflect an 
ageing population. While we have 
been successful in putting years 
to life, we also need to put life into 
those extra years.

How can we reduce the demand, 
and make our public services 
sustainable?

We must reduce demand 
by tackling the causes of that 
demand, making services self-
serving or simply making public 
interventions more effective. 
This requires a greater invest-
ment in, and focus on service 
redesign, and a fundamental 
rethink about the relationship 
between the state and the 
individual; starting with a clear 
understanding of entitlement 
both now and in the future.

How should our public services 
be funded? 

We also need to question 
the very basis on which our 
public services are funded. The 
current balance between the 
role of national and local taxa-
tion, national insurance, service 
charges, etc is irrational and only 
serves to empower the Treasury 
rather than democracy. 

How can we marshal new sources 
of public investment? 

We need to smooth out the 
volatility of public investment 
which makes it more expensive 
than it should be. The government 
has been exploring the potential 
role which private insurance and 
pension funds can play, for some 
time now which is the right course 
of action. Those markets are under 
investing in the UK’s infrastructure 
which can provide the stable return 
on investment they are seeking. 

We should also learn the lessons 
from the private finance initiative and 
try not to shoe horn ‘round pegs into 
square holes’ by devising a range of 
different public-private models.

How can we make different parts 
of Whitehall and local public 
sector to join up?

Any convincing strategy needs 
to work towards the ideal and a 
more rational structure for public 
services and then stick to it, using 
statutory partnerships and single 
pooled budgets only where neces-
sary. This may mean returning to 
the thorny issue of the structure of 
local government, but it should also 
provide an opportunity for a more 
devolved and secure constitutional 
relationship between central and 
local government.

How can we make public services 
more accountable in their perfor-
mance and actions?

While transparency, account-
ability and decentralisation are 
central to the current government’s 
reform plans it has not generally 
valued local democratic account-
ability. Its approach to transparency 
is superficial and not really designed 
to increase accountability, while 
whole swathes of public services are 
exempted (e.g. free schools, private 
contractors). With well reported 
accountability lapses finding the 
sector wanting, there is work still to 
be done.

If our politicians provide 
leadership and address these 
questions in full, it will potentially 
provide for a far more convincing 
plan for the future of public 
services that will have a chance 
to capture the public’s imagina-
tion and engage with those on the 
frontline, and succeed.  

Mark Upton is a freelance 
public policy and policy affairs 
consultant, (www.publicpoli-
cystrategies.co.uk) and an 
associate at the LGiU.

“ Public services 
need to adapt to 
the challenges of an 
ageing population.”
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Social care

New  
role for NICE 

A £3.8 billion Integrated Care Fund for councils to join 
up health and social care for vulnerable older people 
was good news for local government, but means 
tough decisions for councillors, writes Jane Silvester.

The Integrated Care Fund 
was one of the headline 
announcements in the 
government’s recent 

spending review. To get their 
hands on this money though, 
councils’ plans for it will have 
to be signed off by central 
government. It’s another 
example of the challenge facing 
councillors as they take decisions 
about how care services should 

be commissioned. How can they 
ensure their resources are used 
efficiently and, at the same time 
that they deliver the best care 
outcomes for service users and 
carers?

NICE (National Institute for 
Health and Care Excellence) is 
well placed to help councils make 
these decisions. From April, we 
took on a new remit to produce 
guidance and quality standards 
for social care for the first 
time. This new chapter for NICE 
reflects a new reality, as shown 

by the Care Bill currently 
going through parliament, 

that in order to improve 
the quality of care, and 

to ensure value for 
money there has to 

be better integra-
tion of health and 
social care.

We are well 
placed to take 
on this role 
because we 
already publish 
evidence-based 
g u i d a n c e 
and quality 

standards for 
improving health 

and preventing 
disease and 
treating health-
care conditions. 
The addition of 

social care 

means our work now covers areas 
of care such as prevention, early 
intervention, re-ablement and 
long-term care and support for 
adults, children and young people.

NICE’s social care quality 
standards contain concise, user-
friendly statements that show 
what high quality care looks like. 
They are not a new set of targets 
for performance management but 
are designed to complement the 
existing regulatory framework 
and help commissioners and 
providers of social care ensure 
they are delivering good quality 
care. Our quality standards also 
help service users and their 
carers better understand the kind 
of care they should be getting.

We see our quality standards 
informing discussions at Health 
and Wellbeing Boards around 
commissioning social services 
and integrating services for 
health and social care. Using 
NICE quality standards will 
ensure the care councils choose 
to provide is rooted in robust 
analysis of the evidence of 
what works and, crucially, can 
provide value for money. They 
should be used by councils to 
inform commissioning strate-
gies in order to deliver high 
quality services that meet local 
needs. Quality standards can 
also be a useful tool for scru-
tinising health and social care 
services too. 

Our new social care programme 
is an ambitious one. In April, 
we marked our change in name 

and new remit by publishing 
our first social care quality 
standards; one covering 
dementia care and 
another for the wellbeing 
of looked after children. 
Two more quality 

standards are already in develop-
ment for autism in children and 
adults and mental wellbeing of 
older people in residential care. 
As well as this, working with 
other partners we have begun 
to develop new evidence-based 
social care guidance for topics 
such as domiciliary care, the 
transition between health and 
social care and the transition from 
children’s to adult social care. We 
will be developing these and other 
guidance in the months and years 
ahead and we welcome input from 
councils to help us shape them. 

NICE’s new remit will help to 
ensure that people receive good 
care, support and advice at 
whichever point they are in the 
health and social care system. 
It also means councillors will 
have access to evidence-based 
guidance to improve the quality 
of social care services they 
commission. 

You can find out more about 
the NICE social care programme 
and how to get involved at www.
nice.org.uk/socialcare  

Jane Silvester is Associate 
Director, Social Care, NICE, 
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“ NICE’s social care 
quality standards 
contain concise, 
user-friendly 
statements that 
show what high 
quality care 
looks like.”



The  
human  
cost of paying for care

New LGiU report Independent Ageing 2013 looks at 
the state of council support for care self-funders. 
The report’s author Laurie Thraves explains why it 
is vital that local authorities pay attention to those 
who pay for their own care and support.

Ann Reid’s mother, Peggy, 
is 94 and has dementia. 
She has lived in a care 
home for the past eight 

years. Ann sold her mother’s home 
for £176,000 to pay for care home 
fees and, in the past eight years, 
she has paid out £222,000 in care 
home costs. 

The amounts of money involved 
are eye-watering. It’s for this reason 
that Andrew Dilnot’s reforms, which 
will introduce a limited cap on 
the cost of care, have been widely 
welcomed. 

But Ann, perhaps surprisingly, 
did not object to her mother being 
required to pay for her care. What 
she did object to was the council’s 
view that, because her mother paid 
for her own care, she was “not 
their problem”. This is despite the 
fact that, as new LGiU research 
conducted in collaboration with 
the insurer Partnership shows, full 
self-funders make up 45 per cent of 
care home residents. 

Ann found that local government 
support was lacking in two key 
areas. First, she found that basic 
information about paying for care 
and benefits that she could claim, 
including reductions in council tax 
because she was also caring for 

her husband, was not forthcoming 
at the point of entry into care. Ann 
told the LGiU that, “if I had known 
then what I know now, I would have 
done things very differently”. 

Second, she found that 
temporary care was not made 
available for self-funders and 
guidance on choosing a care 
home was not forthcoming. Ann 
was forced to make a rapid deci-
sion under significant pressure. 
Peggy was, in consequence, 
placed in a care home that was 
unsuitable for her needs. 

There are strong incentives 
for local government to improve 
support for self-funders. First, 
older people who pay for their own 
care represent a growing number 
of vulnerable residents who can 
experience significant hardship. 

Councils, however, also pay 
a heavy price. Under the current 
system, councils pay for self-
funders who deplete their assets. 
The LGiU calculates that, in 
residential care alone, this cost 
councils in England £425 million 
in 2011-12. This cost is more than 
four times the £104 million worth 
of service reductions that adult 
service departments will make in 
2013-14.

Providing self-funders with 
access to early and effective finan-
cial advice can help self-funders 
make decisions that will maximise 
their assets, reduce the stress on 
families of having to take decisions 
about funding care in an emergency 
and save councils money.

The LGiU report highlights 
leading practice by authorities 
who are already putting in place 
systems to deliver access to regu-
lated financial advice, promoting 
these services through GP 
surgeries, hospitals and libraries 
and ensuring that self-funders can 

access temporary care while the 
family choose a home. 

Hertfordshire County Council, 
for instance, has launched a new 
service to enable self-funders to 
make better-informed choices 
and cut the £3-4 million cost of 
self-funders falling back on state 
funding. The freephone service, 
provided by PayingForCare, ensures 
that prior to making decisions about 
care and how to pay for it a person 
is in possession of all the necessary 
information. There has been a posi-
tive response and, as of May 2013, 
23 per cent of self-funders had 
sought financial advice. 

Encouragingly, local govern-
ment has given strong support 
to improvements in support for 
self-funders. In her response to 
the report, ADASS President Sandie 
Keene stressed that directors of 
adult social services had broad 

responsibilities to all the adults in 
their local communities, whether 
state or self-funded, and that 
providing relevant and up to date 
information to every citizen was of 
utmost concern.

I’m optimistic that, if councils 
can follow-up on this commitment 
with real action, we can cut the 
financial and human cost of paying 
for care and make difficult cases 
like Peggy’s the exception, rather 
than the rule. 

Ann Reid (http://www.annreid.
co.uk) is a campaigner for the 
Alzheimer’s Society.

Independent Ageing 2013 is 
available as a PDF from the LGiU 
website: www.lgiu.org.uk/publica-
tions.   

Laurie Thraves is an LGiU policy 
manager

“ What she did object 
to was the council’s 
view that, because 
her mother paid 
for her own care, 
she was ‘not 
their problem’.” 

Social care
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Employment and growth

Jobs: the route out of poverty

The government’s introduction of cuts to the welfare benefit system has generated 
enormous political controversy, writes Chris Roberts. It seems one of life’s enduring 
mysteries that some people continue to believe that in order for the rich to work harder 
they require tax cuts and bonuses while the poorest in society should be left with less. 

For more than a decade, 
Greenwich has been 
driven to secure the 
regeneration of former 

industrial land and the creation 
of jobs. So, when faced with 
the challenge of the poorest 
members of our community being 
driven into even greater depths of 
despair, including the potential 
loss of their homes, or being 
relocated away from existing 
family support networks to other 
parts of the UK, we felt simply 
that we had to intervene. 

Those worst affected by benefit 
changes in Greenwich are the 440 
families affected by the Total Benefit 
Cap. Of these, 50 per cent will lose 
over £50 per week and a quarter 
will lose over £100 per week. There 
are 1,778 children affected in these 
families and 74 per cent are lone 
parent families. 

Whatever your political view-
point, we can surely agree that 
employment is the only sustainable 
route out of poverty. 

So while the rows continue at 
Westminster, in Greenwich we set 
to work on supporting these local 
families. If we accept that work is 
essential to eliminating poverty, 
then moving families out of London 
makes no sense, if it can possibly 
be avoided. Their employment 
prospects in the medium to long 
term are going to be better if they 
can be supported to live in London 
and the South East. Moreover, if 
their children are to succeed, does 
it really make sense to rip their 
kids out of school and disrupt their 
education? 

By taking early decisions on our 
budgets, we identified a one-off 
premium which has been used in 
part to create a £6 million employ-
ment fund over two years. This will 
be used to create jobs inside the 

Council in four six-month tranches 
paid at the London Living Wage or 
above, ahead of work with local 
employers to move people into 
permanent jobs. Between April 
and June, more than 70 people 
will be offered work and given the 
chance to get back onto the ladder 
of employment before moving on, 
hopefully into more sustainable 
employment. Many local employers 
are already signing up with us to 
join the scheme. In the autumn, 
these initial 70 plus residents will 
move on and a second tranche will 
take over the temporary jobs within 
the Council and we shall sustain 
this for two years. 

In Greenwich we have an 
advantage, having opened 24 
children’s centres and operated a 
local labour scheme for 16 years 
which has placed more than 16,000 
people into work over that time. 
Our support for the families worst 

affected by benefit changes is only 
possible because we can act locally. 
In contrast, each day we see more 
contradictory government policies 
which make this harder. 

Central government continues 
operate in silos which seem to work 
to the detriment of our citizens. 
Otherwise, how could the DWP 
create a Total Benefit Cap which 

applies equally across the UK 
when DCLG insists on ‘affordable’ 
rents being 80 per cent of the local 
housing market? In London this is 
absurd. And if 74 per cent of fami-
lies affected are lone parents, why 
does the DfE decide it would be a 
good idea to give councils less of a 
role in Early Years?

The chronic disconnect is 
damaging to our citizens and 
prevents coherent policy being 
developed. Yet again, it is local 
government which is seeking to 
address the damage of conflicting 
Whitehall policy. How much more 
we could do for our citizens if the 
central government really would 
make its talk of localism actually 
mean something more tangible 
than buying a derelict pub.  

Chris Roberts is leader of  
Greenwich council
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Chris Roberts with a group of recruits to the council’s job scheme

“ If we accept that 
work is essential to 
eliminating poverty, 
then moving families 
out of London makes 
no sense, if it can 
possibly be avoided.”



Employment and growth
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Counting on the counties

If you had places that provided half of UK GVA* outside London, over 
10 million jobs and more than half of English jobs in the manufacturing, 
construction and science R&D sectors, wouldn’t you want to make sure 
they had access to the levers of economic growth, asks Richard Puleston?

And if you had places 
that contained the very 
best universities that 
the UK if not the world 

has to offer, major airports and 
key international sea ports and 
could evidence performance in 
the delivery of apprenticeships 
that beats national government, 
wouldn’t you want to make 
sure they could win freedoms, 
flexibilities and funding certainty 
to build on these strengths and 
eliminate weaknesses? 

The places I refer to are in our 
counties, yet it is our big cities 
which have persuaded Ministers to 
hand over the growth levers. As big 
places with big ideas, county areas 
must now pick up the mantle and do 
likewise.

If you’re Manchester, Sheffield, 
Bristol or Birmingham or one of 
the 28 cities in all who have either 
concluded or are negotiating City 
Deals, those levers will be familiar: 
a vision of localities, not Whitehall, 
driving growth, through devolved 
resources and additional powers 
over what we could call “people and 
place infrastructure” like skills and 
strategic transport links.

County areas are crying out for 
those powers and that seed corn 
money. Recent work by both the 
District Councils Network and 
County Councils Network have 
demonstrated what our “big places” 
can offer and some counties, Essex 
partners included, have already 

submitted tentative deals asking 
for a place-based settlement.

Progress has been slow, partly 
down to the confusion over a policy 
landscape that has been cluttered. 
While they should be complemen-
tary, City Deals, LEPs and Commu-
nity Budgets have often tended to 
operate a three-way road to get to 
the same place at the same time. 
Too often it feels like the journey 
matters more than the destination.

But there has been some 
notable success for counties. 
Where the likes of Staffordshire 
and Cambridgeshire have either 
played City Deals into wider county 
areas or have taken advantage of 
LEP boundaries that are more or 
less coterminous with county areas 
there are signs of definite progress. 
Yet those counties which lack those 
advantages must not be left behind.

In Greater Essex we looked to the 
whole place community budgets 
programme for that economic 
development and those levers 
which would constitute a County 
Deal. Our proposal is to create a 
£1 billion infrastructure fund using 
oven-ready projects to support 
60,000 new homes and 25,000 new 
jobs. We want to lever skills funding 
and create an Essex Employment 
and Skills Board enabling private 
sector direction of courses. And we 
want to cement the role our high 
calibre universities play by rooting 
innovation in business and public 
sector service delivery alike.

Community Budgets have been 
much more difficult to use for 
economic ends than as social and 
community resilience tools but the 
benefits are clear. 

The message counties need to 
hear from government is simple: 
“we will support you in going for 
growth in your own way”. That 
might be in measures 

to support market towns or high 
streets or it might be to unlock 
the big picture investment pots 
that will let places like Essex 
enable growth for its busi-
nesses and residents. 

For those counties 
where City Deals and 
LEPs provide an 
effective route 
to growth 
government 
s h o u l d 
continue to 
work to make 
that happen. 
But for areas 
where they cannot, 
Whitehall departments 
need to think with 
more clarity and fewer 
boundaries about the 
best way to get where 
UK PLC needs to be.

*Gross value added 
(GVA) is a measure 
in economics of the 
value of goods and 
services produced 
in an area, industry 
or sector of an 
economy.   

Richard Puleston, is 
Assistant Chief Execu-
tive, Strategic Services, 
Essex County Counci

“ County areas are 
crying out for those 
powers and that 
seed corn money.”



Scrutiny

A healthy  
approach to scrutiny

Ed Davie’s use of scrutiny to help ensure 
that lessons were learned following the 
death of a Brixton resident, impressed the 
judges of the LGiU c’llr achievement awards. 
Mark Smulian spoke to him about this role.

Deaths involving the 
actions of police officers 
are controversial at any 
time, and especially so 

when they involve black people in 
Brixton and even more so when 
the person concerned was a client 
of mental health services.

Faced with this conjunction of 
sensitive events, and with a coro-
ner’s report that criticised the local 
NHS trust’s role, Ed Davie set about 
showing that the scrutiny process 
could help to ensure that lessons 
were learnt and that the family of the 
victim, Sean Rigg, could be heard.

He won the Scrutineer of the 
Year category in the 2013 LGIU c’llr 
Achievement Awards on the nomi-
nation of Steve Reed, leader of 
Lambeth council until November 
last year and now MP for Croydon 
North.

Work as a journalist in the health 
field and for political publications 
meant Ed could not take part in 
party politics until those roles 
ended.

In 2010 he found himself free 
to stand when Labour sought 
candidates in Lambeth, and he was 
elected for the Thornton ward.

After the coroner’s report into 
Mr Rigg’s death, Ed invited his 
family, Black Mental Health UK and 
the South London and Maudsley 
NHS Trust to a scrutiny hearing. 

“My work now concerns mental 
health service clients, and it was 
clear there was concern in the 
black and minority ethnic commu-
nity about Sean Rigg’s death and 
the use of restraint by the police,” 
he says.

“I wanted us to learn the 
lessons, and black people are 
over-represented among deaths 
involving restraint.

“I held meetings where the 
family’s concerns could be heard 
and people were grateful for that.”

He has also engaged with 
the South London and Maudsley 
(SLaM) NHS Trust over other local 
controversies.

As Mr Reed’s nomination stated: 
“As a direct result of Ed’s intervention 
in a poorly executed SLaM service 
change consultation the trust have 
improved the way they consult with 
partners and the public.”

Health scrutiny work has also 
helped convince Lambeth and 
Southwark councils to appoint a 
joint public health director.

“Public attendance at health 
scrutiny meetings has doubled 
since Ed became chair and its work 
now receives numerous mentions 
in the local and even national 
press,” Mr Reed noted.

Another of Ed’s successful 
actions in holding service 
providers to account came when 
domiciliary care provider Allied 
Healthcare was criticised by Care 
Quality Commission inspectors 
over service management, and 

he called the 
company in to 
explain.

Mr Reed 
said: “Since Ed’s 
call in of Allied, 
inspectors report 
positive changes. 
CQC involvement 
team leader Lucy 
Hamer said of 
Ed’s interven-
tion: ‘This is a 
really useful case 
study and one 
we want to use 
in the further 
development of 
our work to build 
CQC/overs ight 
and scrutiny 
relationships’.”

Ed’s latest 
initiative is the 
‘street detox’, to 
examine changes 
in the provision 
of high street shops and how that 
interacts with health.

He explains: “I’m keen to look 
at high streets and their effect on 
health with the new public health 
responsibility. 

“Payday loan and betting shops 
are dominating high streets, which 
damages their economic health 
and also damages people’s health 
by impoverishing them. You also 
find 24-hour off licences and junk 
food takeaways clustering in the 
poorest areas.”

The street detox scrutiny 
commission will look for ways in 
which Lambeth could stem the 
proliferation of these outlets, 
though he admits the planning 
system is “rather a blunt tool” for 
this purpose.

Ed says his journalistic back-
ground has helped him carry out 

effective scrutiny, since he has 
experience of asking awkward 
questions and talking to all kinds 
of people.

The key to success is, he says, 
that Lambeth’s executive treats 
scrutiny seriously, welcomes it as a 
challenge and will implement ideas 
put forward. “I know it’s not like 
that in every council,” he notes.

Budget cuts will hit Lambeth 
with a 45 per cent reduction in the 
2010-16 period and scrutiny must 
bear its share of this.

“I will be down to five two-hour 
sessions a year to examine the 
biggest hospital trust in the country, 
but I’m hopeful we can still make an 
impact,” Ed says.   

Mark Smulian is a freelance 
journalist
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“ Public attendance 
at health scrutiny 
meetings has 
doubled since 
Ed became chair 
and its work now 
receives numerous 
mentions in the 
local and even 
national press.”



Community
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An inspirational champion

When a gas explosion ripped apart a terraced street in Shaw, Oldham, Jean Stretton 
acted swiftly to help residents and keep people informed. Her inspirational leadership 
harnessed the efforts of those around her to alleviate the impact on people made 
homeless. An example of the difference councillors can make, she was named 
community champion in this year’s c’llr awards. Elizabeth Thompson reports.

The explosion on 26 
June 2012 completely 
destroyed three houses, 
killing two-year-old 

Jamie Heaton. In February Andrew 
Partington, who lived next door 
to Jamie’s family, was jailed for 
deliberately causing the explosion 
by cutting gas pipes in his own 
property after a row with his 
girlfriend.

The day started like any other 
until Jean, cabinet member for 
neighbourhoods, received a call 
about the blast. She arrived to find 
a large police cordon – 150 people 
had been evacuated from their 
homes. “It really came home how 
serious the situation was” says 
Jean, “people were very concerned 
as at that stage no one knew how 
damaged their homes were. They 
didn’t know where they would 
spend their time.”

The council’s emergency plan 
was implemented and a rest centre 
was established in a school. Jean 
was among the first at the centre 
and in the following days and hours 
did everything she could to support 
residents practically and emotion-
ally – from organising emergency 
housing to supplying cups of tea 
and listening to concerns. She 
conducted more than 30 media 
interviews during the first 12 
hours, which she describes as a ‘bit 
of a blur’, but which were vital to 
keeping people informed and about 
the relief effort.

After 48 hours many residents 
were allowed to return to their 
properties but around 50 remained 
homeless. The extent of the 
damage, negotiations over insur-
ance and the need to make the 
properties safe has meant some 
people are only just returning 
homes more than a year later. 

For Jean the way that people 

rallied round in the immediate 
aftermath was inspiring: “After 
initial thoughts of ‘how terrible’ 
came the thoughts of ‘what can I 
do?’ and people began turning up at 
the rest centre with spare clothes, 
all the things you’d need to set up 

home – one little girl brought her 
toys.”

People needed to be rehoused 
quickly and Jean was key to setting 
up an emergency fund which drew 
£300,000 in donations. Everything 
was handled swiftly and efficiently 

which meant money was available 
for rental deposits and other urgent 
needs. 

The emergency plan proved 
effective on a practical level but 
for Jean the response was about 
empathy; being there for people 
and often acting on instinct. “The 
situation was so out of the ordinary, 
so terrible and had such an impact 
on the lives of people. You have a 
plan for dealing with emergencies 
but it’s about who you deploy to 
which premises, for many things 
you just have to react to as they 
crop up.”

The council didn’t escape 
criticism, but for things beyond its 
control, “people were desperate 
to get back home but it was a 
police investigation site. Plus we 
had to wait for building control to 
say which houses were safe.” But 
those affected by the incident spoke 
positively about the support they 
received and about the visibility of 
Jean, both in the rest centre and the 
media. 

Says Jean: “People were angry; 
a child lost his life and a lot of 
people’s lives will never be the 
same again. They were bemused, a 
whole range of emotions really, but 
people react in different ways; for 
example the Heatons have thrown 
themselves into charity work.”

Jean welcomes her award, but 
as a tribute to all the council staff, 
partners and volunteers involved: 
“We really all pulled together in a 
massive team effort with the inter-
ests of residents at the heart. It’s 
not my award but a testament to the 
community of Shaw and how they 
rallied round – I see it as symbolic 
of that.”  

Elizabeth Thompson is a freelance 
journalist

“ For Jean the way that people rallied 
round in the immediate aftermath was 
inspiring: people began turning up at 
the rest centre with spare clothes, all the 
things you’d need to set up home – one 
little girl brought her toys.”



Crime

Calling 
the  
Commissioner to account

Although he had previously chaired Buckinghamshire’s 
Overview and Scrutiny committee, the role of Chairman of 
Police and Crime Panel was uncharted territory for Trevor 
Egleton, in what was a new and untested system. Here, he 
shares his experience of getting the Panel up and running.

Policing governance 
took a totally new turn 
in July 2012, when 
legislation came into 

force that replaced Police 
Authorities with new Police and 
Crime Commissioners. These 
Commissioners, directly elected 
by the public, hold significant 
power over their police force and 
local criminal justice system. The 
legislation also included a scrutiny 
and review mechanism in the 
form of Police and Crime Panels, 
joint committees made up of a 
councillor from each of the police 
area’s local authorities, along with 
co-opted members.

Initially it was somewhat of a 
‘blank piece of paper’ as the frame-
work and constitution for Panels is 
broad and flexible. There was also 
a time pressure on all Panels, as 
well as Commissioners, in the first 
months, to discharge the neces-
sary statutory duties in good time; 
and it was vital that we developed 
a good working relationship with 
the Commissioner and his office to 
meet that duty.

Panels have been tasked with 
both challenging and supporting 
their Commissioner with a ‘light 
touch’ scrutiny function; a ‘critical 
friend’ role, combining a mean-
ingfully challenging stance on 
Commissioners’ performance with 

a more supportive role in assisting 
them in achieving their strategic 
priorities to reduce crime in their 
area. A complex balance to achieve.

From the outset, we recognised 
the challenges we face in the 
Thames Valley.

Firstly, our Panel is one of the 
largest, both in terms of geograph-
ical area, covering three traditional 
county areas and comprising 18 
authorities. The mix of two-tier 
and unitary councils meant a more 
complex arrangement than most 
other Panels, and gave us both a 
geographical and a governance 
challenge.

To overcome this, we have put 
in place a meeting structure which 
lessens these difficulties: we rotate 
our meetings around the Thames 
Valley area to ensure we physically 
cover the ground, give the public 
easier opportunity to attend and 
help raise the Panel’s profile. At 
each meeting, we devote some 
of the agenda to a specific update 
from the host council’s area so that 
we can better understand local 
issues.

We have also encouraged our 
members to become ‘subject 
champions’; each taking a specific 
priority from our Commissioner’s 
Police and Crime Plan and investi-
gating them in-depth, with the idea 
that each will become the Panel’s 

expert on that topic.
Another challenge is 

the diversity of policing 
and crime issues across 
the region; from the 
urban and acquisitive 
crime issues faced by our 
towns and cities, through 
to the very real problem 
of rural crime committed 
on farming and isolated 
communities.

Over the last year, 

we’ve used our challenges and 
successes to broaden our learning 
and have shared what we’ve learned 
with other Panels at regional and 
national events.

Meaningful engagement with 
the public has been an issue for us; 
we need our residents’ input and 
we need to know their concerns on 
local policing, crime and safety. 

We have endeavoured to add our 
own flavour to raising awareness of 
our work and the Commissioner/
Panel system. For example, we 
have developed a proactive commu-
nications and media campaign, 
including the use of social media, 
to reach a wider audience. We 
want people 
to understand 
that the work 
of the Panel 
affects them 
and that by 
getting involved 
with us they 
can help the 
Thames Valley 
get better, 
more effec-
tive policing. 
We intend to 
progress this 
over the coming 
year.

We are keen 
to nurture 
p a r t n e r s h i p 
working, and 
in July we held 
a partners 
conference; a 
‘summit’ where 
the Commis-
sioner, the 
Panel, police, 
c o m m u n i t y 
safety and 
other voluntary 
and community 

organisations came together to find 
fresh ways to engage the public and 
augment the work programme.

Twelve months on from the 
formation of our Panel, I believe 
it is successfully fulfilling its role. 
Having moved into the ‘business’ 
phase, our work in helping the 
Commissioner and the police force 
to deter criminals from committing 
crime and catch those who commit 
it is now in full swing.  

Trevor Egleton is a Bucking-
hamshire County councillor and 
Chairman of the Thames Valley 
Police and Crime Panel
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“ We have encouraged 
our members to become 
‘subject champions’; each 
taking a specific priority 
from our Commissioner’s 
Police and Crime Plan.”



Children and young people
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Breakfast boost for 
Blackpool’s youngsters

It’s been reported that Michael Gove is considering free meals for primary 
pupils – he could do worse than talk to Blackpool where the council has been 
making sure pupils get a good start to the day with a healthy breakfast.

Blackpool is a place that 
means many things to 
many people.

Whether it’s a donkey 
ride on the beach, a ride on a 
rollercoaster or a trip up the Tower, 
it evokes strong memories for 
millions of people.

But while the town will always 
be remembered by its visitors, it’s 
often the case that those who live 
here are all too easily forgotten.

As leader of Blackpool 
Council, my job is to put those 
people first, to try to put in place 
good local services that enrich 
the lives of families and coun-
teract some of the problems that 
exist within the town.

And there’s no shying away from 
the fact there are difficulties.

Blackpool has a low general level 
of health, high premature death 
rates, a struggling economy, poor 
housing standards and compara-
tively low academic achievement.

Those problems are long-
standing ones and solutions are not 
quick or easy.

But charity begins at home, they 
say, so rather than waiting for the 
government to come along and 
help out we’re looking at our own 
ways of bringing about cultural and 
practical change.

One policy in particular, blazes a 
trail and is unique in England.

“A breakfast revolution,” the 
headline writers called it when the 
idea of providing all primary aged 
children with free breakfasts in 
schools was first launched.

Fast forward seven months and 
the revolution has been realised.

More than 11,000 breakfasts 
are being served every school day 
and children are no longer starting 
lessons on an empty stomach.

Giving children the best possible 
start to their day will, we believe, 

allow them to focus on their educa-
tion and, hopefully, instil a positive 
culture of healthy eating.

Northumbria University, who are 
internationally renowned for their 
research into school meals and, 
in particular, breakfasts, recently 
released some research into the 
five month pilot scheme we’ve been 
carrying out.

Led by Dr Margaret Defeyter, 
their team of academics included 
psychologists, nutritionists and 
statisticians and concluded, over-
whelmingly, the scheme should 
continue.

Children, they said, were eating 
more healthy items for breakfast, 
as well as feeling happier and more 
alert.

Making breakfast available to 
all children, they said, rather than 
offering them on a means-tested 
basis, was preventing the stigmati-
sation that can come with providing 
a scheme for a limited few.

And early indications also say 
the benefits we envisaged for 

classroom punctuality and perfor-
mance are becoming a reality.

It wasn’t all positive though; 
there were some alarming findings.

Shocking evidence emerged 
about what some children were 
eating at home before they came to 
school.

Leftover pizza, KFC wraps, 
energy drinks and cups of coffee 
were all on that gloomy list.

We had some positive criticism 
too with the team suggesting an 
earlier start may help punctuality 
while adding it may be better to 
ensure children eat the breakfast 
outside classrooms, rather than in 
as some schools have chosen to do, 
to prevent disruption.

 The researchers also champi-
oned healthier alternatives to some 
of the current products on offer 
(milk, fruit juice, fruit, bagels, fruit 
loaf, cereal and toast) and called for 
further training of staff on nutrition.

We will be considering all of 
these issues ahead of the new 
school year.

Introducing a policy like this, 
with such a potentially widespread 
social, educational and logistical 
impact does not come without 
controversy, of course.

It’s not a cheap measure (around 
£1.5m per year) and every man and 
his dog that disagrees with the idea 
or supports another party have 
pointed out an alternative spending 
priority.

But to us our children are the 
future and are absolutely vital to 
building a better society.

Putting in place a policy that will 
lead to long term improvements in 
the health and education of those 
children is something that I, for 
one, am very proud of.

I hope the policy will now provide 
valuable food for thought, if you’ll 
excuse the pun, for other councils 
as they too look to address difficult 
social issues.  

Simon Blackburn is leader of 
Blackpool Council

“ More than 11,000 
breakfasts are 
being served 
every school day 
and children are 
no longer starting 
lessons on an 
empty stomach.”



Shared services

Partners  
in progress

The experiences of Hambleton and 
Richmondshire District Councils (c’llr 
June 2013) demonstrate that shared 
services is not the easy option that 
some might think it to be. But shared 
services can work, say Derrick Haley 
and Jennie Jenkins.

We are leaders of two 
sovereign Suffolk 
councils – of different 
political cultures 

- that have been rolling out 
shared services delivered by an 
increasingly integrated workforce 
for the last two years. We know 
better than most, therefore, just 
how challenging and wearing the 
process can be on both councillors 
and officers.

But we believe, if our experi-
ences and insights have any validity 
beyond the confines of our own 
administrative boundaries – and 
we think having spoken to many 
colleagues from other councils that 
they do – that there are measures 
which can be taken to minimise the 
risks of a ‘marriage breakdown’. 

The first is to recognise that no 
matter how compelling the busi-
ness case for shared services and 
no matter how robust the under-
lying project management, what 
really matters at the outset is the 
building up of trust and relation-
ships. In other words, spend time on 
the wooing. Get to know each other. 

By early 2011 both Babergh and 
Mid Suffolk had signed up to the 
intellectual case for one workforce 
delivering services and outcomes. 
However, it was not until we had a 
new single chief executive in place 
that we really began to provide 
spaces and time for councillors and 
officers to begin to properly get to 
know each other and to start shaping 
their approach to both integration 
and now to transformation as well.

Such an approach meant not 
just more formal meetings through 
a Joint Member Implementation 
Board, but the chance for all 
councillors and officers to build 
an understanding of each other 
through seminars, workshops and 
other informal opportunities.

As leaders, our  phone bills went 
through the roof as we doubled, 
tripled and more again the number of 
conversations we had with colleagues 
from our own groups and other 
groups. We listened to the concerns 
of others and tried to address 
them at each and every 
turn, but without losing 
sight of the big prizes 
of financial headroom 
and better outcomes 
for our communities.

The chaperone 
role of managerial 
leadership was also 
crucial here in that senior 
officers ensured they were 
on hand to help broker better 
relationships when needed and 
challenge where appropriate. This 
requires a new level of emotional 
intelligence and relationship 
management skills to be sustainable. 
We wonder if the local government 
sector is doing enough to recognise 
and nurture these development needs.

After two years, we believe that 
we have seen a shift in our previ-
ously distinct political cultures to 
one which – whilst never going 
to be uniform – is based more on 
our similarities and shared experi-
ences than ever before.

So what has our relationship 
achieved thus far? We believe we 
are smaller, smarter and swifter 
than before. Smaller in that we are 
now achieving nine per cent annual 
net revenue savings (c.£1.8 million 
per year). Smarter in that we are 
now less reliant on management 
but strongly led politically and 
culturally so that we can maximise 
self reliance and confidence in 
our front line colleagues. Swifter 
in that we are at the leading edge 
in developing pathways to serving 
a plurality of councils from one 
delivery model and that helps us to 

better influence others – including 
government.

And what chances that our 
co-habitation will continue and 
prosper into the future? After all, 
more shared service couplings will 
inevitably lead to more separations 
as things just don’t work out.

Well, we’re launching a series 
of six transformation enquiries 
– root-and-branch wholesale 
reviews of our activities and our 
use of resources. These will be 
led by councillors and involving 
staff, customers, service users 
and other partners and are aimed 

at being innovative and creative in 
how we deliver outcomes for our 
communities. 

The objective is to reduce our 
reliance on shrinking government 
funding and build up our financial 
sustainability in the years ahead. 
We believe that will stand our 
relationship in good stead during 
both good and bad times!  

Derrick Haley is Leader of Mid 
Suffolk District Council

Jennie Jenkins is Leader of 
Babergh District Council 
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“ No matter how compelling the business 
case for shared services and no matter how 
robust the underlying project management, 
what really matters at the outset is the 
building up of trust and relationships.”

MID-SUFFOLK

BABERGH



Another view
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From the  
ridiculous to the sublime

Alan Waters thinks a now little-read American 
historian has some lessons for us today.

The American historian and 
diplomat John Lothrop 
Motley (1814-1877) is best 
known for his outstanding 

history of the Dutch struggle for 
independence.

Motley pursued both a diplo-
mat’s and a historian’s career but in 
1847 he settled on his life’s work as 
a writer: the study of the struggle of 
the Netherlands for independence 
from Spain. Motley’s Rise of the 
Dutch Republic (3 volumes -1856), 

published at his own expense, was 
an immediate success. His hero 
was William of Orange; his villain, 
Philip II. He was the first foreign 
historian to write a major history of 
the Dutch Republic. In 3,500 pages 
he crafted a literary masterpiece 
that was translated into numerous 
languages; his dramatic story 
reached a wide audience during the 
19th century.

Motley’s work has as its focus 
political and religious liberty and 

the threat to it posed by Catholicism 
and the Spanish monarchy. His style 
no longer attracts readers, and 
scholars have moved away from 
his simplistic dichotomies of good 
versus evil, Dutch versus Spanish, 
Catholic versus Protestant, 
freedom versus authoritarianism. 

 However, his passion for 
research and powerful narrative 
writing made him a master histo-
rian. Oliver Wendell Holmes (1879) 
compared Motley’s colourful style 
to Peter Paul Rubens’s paintings. 
Later scholars wrote their own 
versions of the rise of the Dutch 
Republic, but they acknowledged 
the seminal influence of Motley’s 
work. He died at Frampton Court, 
England, on May 29, 1877 and was 
buried at Kensal Green cemetery. 

What is my purpose in writing 
about a now little read American 
historian of the 19th Century?

 You might surmise that it has 
been inspired by the debate over 
Michael Gove’s centralised history 
curriculum for schools; in its 
revised form, though shorn of its 
‘original list of patriotic stocking 
fillers’, (Richard Evans) has a 
Euro-sceptic perspective about 
Britain’s historical relationship with 
the rest of Europe. In short, barely 
mentioned at all. 

A specifically Dutch reference 
appeared in George Osborne’s 
statement on the 2015/16 Compre-
hensive Spending Review This 
took calculated bite out of local 
government by cutting a further 10 
per cent from its budgets. Osborne 
wrapped the coalition government 
in patriotic colours by recalling 
the anniversary of the Battle of 
Waterloo as a triumph of a British 
led coalition over an authoritarian 
power (for which of course read 
the outcome of the 2010 General 
Election). There were 17,000 Dutch 

soldiers in Wellington’s army 
along side 26,000 German (later 
reinforced by 45,000 Prussians). 
British troops numbered 25,000 – 
making Waterloo arguably more 
of a German than a British victory 
(at this point recourse to smelling 
salts for euro sceptic and UKIP 
councillors).

Actually what brought Motley 
to mind was something that Eric 
Pickles said just prior to start of 
this year’s LGA Conference. With 
calculated timing he decided to 
conjure up “town hall bin bullies”; 
commenting “ for too long barmy bin 
rules have allowed local authorities 
to slap fines on law-abiding people 
who make innocent mistakes”. As 
the peoples’ champion Mr Pickles 
was going to legislate to prevent 
such bullying behaviour. This 
follows his attack on “town hall 
Pravdas”; disparaging council-
lors as ‘volunteers’ who should 
consider giving their time for free; 
echoing the unpleasant language 
of welfare reform: councils should 
stop coming to government as 
dependents with the ‘begging bowl’ 
and learn to stand on their own two 
feet. Finally, he made it absolutely 
clear in his conference speech that 
he would continue to squeeze local 
government in pursuit of his vision 
of the small state and “big citizen”. 

A bleak scenario. So it is more 
important than ever to draw upon 
for inspiration and fight for what 
J.L. Motley said in The Rise of the 
Dutch Republic… that “…local 
self-government is the life-blood of 
liberty”.  

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.

John Lothrop Motley
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So how are we going to 
celebrate?” my wife said.

“Celebrate? You do 
that when you’re 21; I was 

thinking of a wake.”
Mercifully, turning 65 is not the 

huge deal it was for my parent’s 
generation when you suddenly 
transitioned to being an OAP. For 
starters, as regular readers know, I 
abandoned the wage-slave ship six 
years ago thanks to CalPERS, the 
California Public Employees Retire-
ment System. And get this: CalPERS 
has received so many requests 
from the media for information 
about individual pensions they plan 
to put the whole lot online. Yes, 
dear reader, your correspondent’s 
most intimate details will be laid 
bare to the rude gaze of the Great 
Unwashed. (Talking of intimate 
details, my doctor’s office informs 
me that I have grown half an inch 
taller since retiring. Apparently, 
thanks to countless horizontal 
hours in bed, on the couch, and 
passed-out on the sidewalk, I have 
literally decompressed.) 

The City of Berkeley, my old 
employer, has opted out of Social 
Security – the US state pension – 
offering instead an assisted savings 
plan. Nevertheless, I did have five 
years-worth of SS credits from the 
time I worked for the City of Hartford. 

It was still not enough to qualify for 
a pension but America and UK have 
a treaty whereby contributions in 
both countries can be smooshed 
together, prompting me when I 
reached 62 – the threshold age – to 
see if I was eligible. 

I had been advised that the San 
Francisco’s main Social Security 
office tends to be, ahem, lively, so 
off I want to the branch office in 
Chinatown, just a brisk ten-minute 
walk from my condo. My informants 
were right: the atmosphere was 
downright civilized, even if I did feel 
a little out of place amongst all the 
Wangs, Chens, and Lees. 

As a precaution I took the tools 
necessary for dealing with any 
bureaucratic waiting room: endless 
patience, a good book, and an 
empty bladder. Silly me, I expected 
to have my particulars punched into 
a computer that would seamlessly 
integrate with the British system 
and spit out my future pension. 
Unfortunately, only the NSA has 
that sort of access. A large form 
was filled in that was sent off to 
Washington. From DC it travelled, 
seemingly by clipper ship, to the 
UK. Four months later I received a 
letter confirming that I did indeed 
qualify, and my SS benefits were 
added to the golden stream already 
flowing from CalPERS. 

So what did I get when 
I turned 65 – a free bus 
pass? Almost – I can 
travel on the city’s transit 
system, Muni, for 75 cents 
rather than the standard 
two bucks. Woo hoo! 
And there’s always the 
senior dinner special at 
Denney’s. But the big deal, 
the big BIG deal for most 
Americans, is Medicare, 
which provides subsidized 
healthcare for the elderly. 
When the program was 
introduced in 1965 only 50 
per cent of the US popula-
tion over 65 had health 
insurance. That was a 
nasty problem back then, 
but with today’s prices it 
would be catastrophic. 

The change has been 
seismic: only one per cent of 
elderly Americans currently have 
no coverage; some three per cent 
make their own arrangements and 
the rest, a whacking 96 per cent, 
are enrolled in Medicare. It is not 
perfect – most people who can 
afford it also take out supplemental 
insurance – but it has succeeded 
in keeping millions of people 
physically and fiscally healthy. And 
here’s what is unique about the 
system: it is administered by the 
federal government. Moreover, it is 
stupendously efficient compared to 
the private sector: just 1.4 per cent 
of costs are spent on administration 
compared to a mind-boggling 30 
per cent in the private healthcare 
sector. Medicare also delivers 
much better value by dictating 
to hospitals, clinics, and doctors 
exactly how much it is willing to pay 

Postcard from San Francisco

The  
marvel of Medicare

Chris Mead has a good pension from California and even 
managed to get his UK pension put in the pot – but the 
real benefit of his US scheme is access to Medicare, 
America’s untouchable subsidised health insurance.

for any particular procedure. 
As you can imagine, all this 

government-centered efficiency 
drives free-market wingnuts 
bonkers. Republicans can’t do 
away with Medicare – it is way too 
popular – so instead they want to 
replace it with a voucher system. In 
2005 George Bush tried to pull the 
same stunt with Social Security, 
arguing that future retirees should 
be free to invest in, say, Enron. 
Nice one, Junior! Unsurprisingly, 
both ideas have proven about as 
welcome as W at a Mensa party, 
and the programs survive in their 
original form, continuing to support 
your correspondent as he grows old 
disgracefully.   

Chris Mead was IT director of the 
City of Berkeley, California
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“ Medicare is stupendously efficient 
compared to the private sector: just 1.4 per 
cent of costs are spent on administration 
compared to a mind-boggling 30 per cent 
in the private healthcare sector.”
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