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Helen is the Chief Executive at
Northumberland County Council. After initially
teaching in Yorkshire, she successfully led three
Primary schools in Hampshire. From 2003

she was a Director in Solihull and Executive
Director of Children’s Services in Sunderland
2005-10. From 2010, in Sunderland, as
Strategic Director for Transformation, she

led the Council’s business transformation,
efficiency and improvement work. She was
Chief Executive at Wrexham Borough Council
from 2011-17 and at Walsall Metropolitan
Borough Council from 2017-2023.
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Most recently, at Northumberland County, Helen has delivered rapid organisational
improvement and culture change. Helen believes passionately in the power of systems
leadership, establishing with key partners, a Countywide Partnership with a shared vision
to tackle long-term social and economic inequalities. This aligns with her priority to grow
resilient communities through reframing the Council’s relationship with the public and
the local economy. Helen has delivered game-changing investments in Northumberland,
including: a £10bn inward investment by ‘Blackstone QTS in Europe’s largest Data and

Al campus; and building a new railway line connecting South East Northumberland with
Newcastle City Centre.

Helen has been influential in shaping innovative practice nationally in England and Wales
particularly within business transformation; digital enabling; governance arrangements;
regeneration; alternative delivery models; social care; health and education.
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Introduction

| feel sure I’'m not the only council chief executive thinking the sector

stands at a crossroads.

We all see ever-rising demand for social care services alongside
increasingly unsustainable costs for Special Educational Needs and
Disabilities (SEND). | believe this is setting the agenda for local authority
finances and narrowing public debate on what councils are for. The
narrative around our sector is increasingly being defined around crisis
management and a sense that we are just about ‘holding on’

Social care services for children, families and
adults remain critical. These are not merely
statutory duties; | believe they are a moral duty
forall of usin public service.

Yet, | want to put forward a broader, dare |
say, bolder narrative for the future of local
government. Alongside delivering vital,
statutory services, let us reclaim our role as
shapers of place, convenors of partnerships,
and long-term stewards of communities.

In this paper, | aim to show how growing
financial pressures have contributed to the
erosion of foundational services such as parks,
libraries, leisure, shared spaces, heritage, and
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Rewiring The State, Cabinet Statement 31/7/26 REWIRING THE STATE - CABINET STATEMENT.pdf
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environments. These services have come to
be viewed as a matter of choice, perhaps even
luxuries for some authorities. Yet the evidence
shows they form the social infrastructure

that supports health, wellbeing, economic
participation, social cohesion, civic pride, and
trustin institutions.

Investing in what | call the foundations’
should therefore be seen not as optional, but
as a long-term commitment to ‘prevention’. |
believe local authorities are uniquely placed
to deliver these foundations’ This matters
now more than ever. Government has
committed to ‘Rewiring the State™. More
funding and powers devolved to Mayoral

T
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N

Strategic Authorities (MSAs) will surely follow.
An expanded role for mayoral strategic
authorities. Substantial constitutional change.

All of this poses some obvious and big
questions: what are local authorities for

now and in future; how will councils operate
alongside strategic authorities; who will lead
on what; and what are councils’ unique selling
pointsin a ‘rewired’ state?

There are doubtless many more questions. My
pointis that we, as a sector, need to answer
these questions for ourselves. If not, others
will. In the debates to be had on ‘rewiring),

| believe we need to come forward with an
ambitious future vision and narrative for local
government.

In that context, I've always been impressed by
examples of municipal ambition from history.
Growing up in Birmingham, | lived with the
legacy of previous generations of civic leaders
who grasped past challenges and took bold
decisions. Not all proved successful; place-
shaping comes with risks and requires nerve
attimes. Yet, | believe examples from the past
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and present can inspire us to be confident
in our collective ability to drive social and
economic change.

In this paper I've also used examples from my
own authority to show how councils can use
their democratic legitimacy, local knowledge,
and convening power to tackle complex issues
through long-term, place-based action.

| believe the future direction for local
government should move beyond a narrow
focus on managing crises. Instead, we can
define our future around a set of positive
themes, including: councils as stewards of
social infrastructure; prevention as a form
of national infrastructure; and foundational
services as critical enablers of prosperity,
resilience, and community wellbeing.

A confident, empowered local government
sector is well-placed to work with strategic
authorities and national government to
address long-term social, economic, and
health challenges.
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Defining the problem

Rising demand

Local government delivers more than 800 services, affecting residents in
many different ways throughout their lives®. Within these services, there
are over 1300 different statutory duties which form a baseline of safety,
protection, and essential provision®. They ensure those most in need are

supported and safeguarded.

Research from the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation found that the number of over-
65s needing care is projected to increase by
57% by 2038 compared with 2018%. It cannot
be ignored that the future sustainability of
adult social care is and will continue to be
one of the biggest public policy challenges for
government, both locally and nationally.

Spending on SEND home to school transport
surged by 70% between 2015-16 and 2023-24
(National Audit Office®). The County Councils
Network projects that spending could reach
£3.4bn by 2030/31%.

In 2025, the Chartered Institute of Public
Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA) gave
written evidence to the Ministry of Housing,

Communities and Local Government (MHCLG).

It highlighted:

+  Expenditure on Adult Social Care totalled
£23.8bnin 2022/23; an increase of 26%
since 2018/109.

e The number of children in need has risen
in the last decade, increasing by 7% to over
403,000 in 2023, costing £13.3bn?".

Coupled with a 140% increase in Education,
Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) between 2015
and 2024, it’s clear the funding challenge in
SEND and Social Care (adults and children’s)
is significant (arguably existential) and long-
term®,

All of this fuels a media narrative focused on

a narrow set of challenges, which is largely
negative, and obscures the wider part councils
fulfil.

02  LGA: Services LG provides https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/councillor-and-officer-development/councillor-hub/introduction-local-government

03 Local Government Association (2025) Autumn Budget 2025: LGA briefing. Available at: Local Government Association (Accessed: 13 August 2026). [local.gov.uk

04 Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2024) The future of care needs: a whole systems approach. York: JRF. Available at: https://v

proach (accessed May 2026)

05  National Audit Office (2025) Home to school transport. London: NAO. Available at: https://

f.org.uk/care/the-future-of-care-needs-a-whole-systems-ap-

www.nao.org.uk/reports/home-to-school-transport/ (accessed May 2026

06 County Councils Network (2026) Schools White Paper cannot ignore looming £3.4bn SEND transport bill, councils warn. Available at: https://www.countycouncilsnetwork.org.uk/schools-white-

paper-cannot-ignore-looming-3-4bn-send-transport-bill-councils-warn/ (accessed May 2026)

07 UK Parliament, Housing, Communities and Local Government Committee (2025) The funding and sustainability of local government finance: Written evidence. Available at: https://committees

parliament.uk/work/8703/the-funding-and-sustainability-of-local-government-finance/publications/written-evidence/ (accessed May 2026)

08  National Audit Office (2024) Support for children and young people with special educational needs. London: NAO. Available at: https://

people-with-special-educational-needs/ (accessed May 2026).
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vw.nao.org.uk/reports/support-for-children-and-young-
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https://committees.parliament.uk/work/8703/the-funding-and-sustainability-of-local-government-finance/publications/written-evidence/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/8703/the-funding-and-sustainability-of-local-government-finance/publications/written-evidence/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/support-for-children-and-young-people-with-special-educational-needs/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/support-for-children-and-young-people-with-special-educational-needs/

Funding challenge headlines:

* 33% of local authorities will have cumulative deficits in their high-needs budget greater
than their reserves, when the override ends in March 2026.

* 42 ocal authorities have received exceptional financial support since 2020-2021.

« T7% of income from council tax, business rates, and central grants was spent on demand-
led costs in 2023-24%,

«  Councilsin England are facing a £7bn funding “black hole” - more than the combined
council spend on roads, transport, homelessness and housing®.

+ Local authorities in 2026 are spending 78% of their budget on adult & children’s social
care'’.

«  SEND-related deficits have reached new records, averaging 20 times the size of councils’
unallocated financial reserves*?.

new forms of trust and feelings of
reciprocity are inculcated among
local people™.

Without change, the outlook for local
government is stark. Across the sector, | can
see, little by little, the funding and focus of
foundational services has been gradually
eroded. In practical terms, this means our parks, youth
clubs, libraries, and sports facilities.

These places are integral to residents’ lives.
They build trust within communities. They

are fundamentally what make a place a place.
These spaces can also be grouped together as
The Bennett Institute for Public Policy defines ‘third spaces’™.

‘social infrastructure’ as:

Why does this matter?
Social infrastructure and
foundational services

These spaces are also where social capital
...those physical spaces in which grows. The British Academy defines
regular interactions are facilitated social infrastructure as the ‘seedbed’for
between and within the diverse social capital*®. One need only look at the
sections of a community, and breakdown in cohesion in communities over
where meaningful relationships, the past three years to see how this matters'”.

09  National Audit Office , “Local Government Financial Sustainability Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government REPORT,” 2, 2025, https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/up

0ads/2025/02/local-government-financial-sustainability-summary.pdf.

10 Local Government Association (2026) Councils warn of £7bn funding black hole threatening local services within three years. Local Government Association. Available at:

uk/about/news/councils-warn-ps7bn-funding-black-hole-threatening-local-services-three-years (Accessed: 10 July 2026).

sky.com/story/englands-councils-spending-78-of-their-main-

11 SkyNews, “England’s Councils Spending 78% of Their Main Budgets on Social Care,” Sky News, January 20, 2026, https:

budgets-on-social-care-13496240#:~:text=According%20t0%20new%20figures%2C%20councils%20in%20England,for%20specific

“ouncils-spending-78-of-their-main

12 SkyNews, “England’s Councils Spending 78% of Their Main Budgets on Social Care,” Sky News, January 20, 2026, http

budgets-on-social-care-13496240#:~:text=According%20t0%20new%20figures%2C%20councils%20in%20England,for%z20s,

13 Kelsey, T.and Kenny, M. (2021) Townscapes: The value of social infrastructure. Cambridge: Bennett Institute for Public Policy, University of Cambridge. Available at: https://www.bennettsc

cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Townscapes_The_value_of_infrastructure.pdf

14 Kelsey, T.and Kenny, M. (2021) Townscapes: The value of social infrastructure. Cambridge: Bennett Institute for Public Policy, University of Cambridge. Available at: https://www.bennettsc

cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Townscapes_The value of infrastructure.pdf

15  Hollis, H., Skropke, C., Smith, H., Harries, R. and Garling, O. (2023) Social infrastructure: international comparative review. Institute for Community Studies and Bennett Institute for Public Policy.

Available at: View report (Accessed: 11 June 2026). [youngfc

16 The British Academy and Power to Change (2023) Space for community: strengthening our social infrastructure. London: The British Academy. Available at: https://www.thebritishacademy.

ac.uk/documents/4536/Space_for_community_strengthening our_social_infrastructure_vSUYmgW.pdf

17 The Guardian (2025) UK a ‘powder keg’ of social tensions a year on from summer riots, report warns. 15 July. Available at: View article (Accessed: 11 June 2026)
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Local Parks Matter

+  Better mental wellbeing in children.

Born in Bradford, a longitudinal study, demonstrated that access to good quality green space
is directly linked to improved health and wellbeing outcomes. These include:

+  Lower risk of depression in pregnant women.
«  Better play, social interaction and family time?®,

The health value of a park depends on how it is cared for. High-quality green spaces equipped
with amenities like shelters and public toilets create a welcoming environment. Conversely,
spaces that deter residents from visiting cut them off from the important health benefits that

well-maintained social infrastructure naturally provides®.

A 2018 study by the charity, Fields in Trust revealed that the use of parks and green spaces
delivers an estimated wellbeing value of £34.2bn per year to the UK population®. This
underlines how parks and green spaces aren’t just local amenities. They drive significant

health, wellbeing and economic returns.

Of course, these benefits are not confined

to parks. Social value research by Sport
England estimated that grassroots, sport and
physical activity created £122.9bn of social
value in 2023/24. Where communities have
good access to safe, inclusive, and affordable
recreational infrastructure, it triggers a ‘ripple
effect’ They are more likely to benefit from
improved health, stronger social networks,
and reduced long-term pressure on public
services™.

Our heritage infrastructure is another critical
foundation for social capital. Research from
Historic England found that heritage brings
people together and builds social capital. This
includes physical places such as historic high
streets, parks, town halls, markets, places of
worship, and historic buildings, as well as
traditions, festivals, and shared local stories?.
Heritage and historic assets should not only

be seen as something to preserve, but as
part of the social infrastructure that supports
belonging, participation, and community
resilience®.

In Northumberland, | reflect that the
commitment to foundational services and
social infrastructure across the county is

not a straightforward matter of choice.
Northumberland covers a vast geography

(the National Park is larger than many council
areas) — | say it is more akin to running a small
country than a large council. It's composed of
main market towns and hundreds of villages
and smaller settlements. What this means

is ‘place’is at once hyper-local and critical

to residents and their councillors. Leisure or
library provision in Morpeth, for example, sits
some sixty miles from Berwick. Foundational
services and social infrastructure must have
local presence in a place like Northumberland.

18 Born in Bradford (no date) Green space and health: evidence and interventions. Available at: Green space and health: evidence and interventions (Accessed: 11 June 2026)

19 Bornin Bradford (no date) Green space and health: evidence and interventions. Available at:

20  Fieldsin Trust (2018) Revaluing Parks and Green Spaces. Available at: Revaluing Parks and Green Sp

een

and health: evidence and interve

ions (Accessed: 11 June 2026)

Fields in Trust) (Accessed: 11 June 2026

21 Sport England (2025) Social value and return on investment of sport and physical activity. Available at: Social value and return on investment of sport and physical activity (Accessed: 11 June

2026).

22 Historic England (2023) The role of heritage in bringing people together. Available at: The Role of Heritage in Bringing People Together (Accessed: 11 June 2026).

23 Historic England (2023) The role of heritage in bringing people together. Available at: The Role of Heritage in Bringing People Together (Accessed: 11 June 2026).
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https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/local-government-financial-sustainability-summary.pdf.
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/local-government-financial-sustainability-summary.pdf.
https://www.local.gov.uk/about/news/councils-warn-ps7bn-funding-black-hole-threatening-local-services-three-years
https://www.local.gov.uk/about/news/councils-warn-ps7bn-funding-black-hole-threatening-local-services-three-years
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https://news.sky.com/story/englands-councils-spending-78-of-their-main-budgets-on-social-care-13496240#:~:text=According%20to%20new%20figures%2C%20councils%20in%20England,for%20specific%20services%20that%20people%20pay%20for..
https://news.sky.com/story/englands-councils-spending-78-of-their-main-budgets-on-social-care-13496240#:~:text=According%20to%20new%20figures%2C%20councils%20in%20England,for%20specific%20services%20that%20people%20pay%20for.
https://news.sky.com/story/englands-councils-spending-78-of-their-main-budgets-on-social-care-13496240#:~:text=According%20to%20new%20figures%2C%20councils%20in%20England,for%20specific%20services%20that%20people%20pay%20for.
https://www.bennettschool.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Townscapes_The_value_of_infrastructure.pdf
https://www.bennettschool.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Townscapes_The_value_of_infrastructure.pdf
https://www.bennettschool.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Townscapes_The_value_of_infrastructure.pdf
https://www.bennettschool.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Townscapes_The_value_of_infrastructure.pdf
https://bennettschool.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Social_infrastructure_international_comparative_review.pdf
https://www.youngfoundation.org/institute-for-community-studies/repository/social-infrastructure-international-comparative-review/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/4536/Space_for_community_strengthening_our_social_infrastructure_vSUYmgW.pdf
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/4536/Space_for_community_strengthening_our_social_infrastructure_vSUYmgW.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2025/jul/15/social-tensions-british-people-polarisation-research?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://borninbradford.nhs.uk/our-impacts/findings/green-space-and-health-evidence-and-interventions/
https://borninbradford.nhs.uk/our-impacts/findings/green-space-and-health-evidence-and-interventions/
https://fieldsintrust.org/insights/revaluing-parks-and-green-spaces
https://www.sportengland.org/research-and-data/research/social-value-and-return-investment-sport-and-physical-activity
https://historicengland.org.uk/research/heritage-counts/heritage-and-society/social-cohesion/
https://historicengland.org.uk/research/heritage-counts/heritage-and-society/social-cohesion/

Northumberland is certainly not immune to
funding pressures felt across the sector. Yet,
conventional approaches to reorganising
amenities and services do not work in our
context. Our geography means we have to
think differently.

Our Communities First approach addresses
this challenge by focusing on shifting from
traditional service-led models to one that
starts with the strengths, assets and potential
of communities. Through this, we aim to

help people remain independent for longer,
improve outcomes through earlier intervention
and prevention, and reduce demand on

more costly statutory services. This includes,
for example, connecting residents to
community-based support. It emphasises
partnership working across the council,
health services, the voluntary and community
sector, and local residents. Building more
resilient neighbourhoods lies at the heart of
Communities First?.

Government’s focus on ‘Pride in Place” and
local government reorganisation (LGR)

also recognises councils can and should

play a renewed strategic role in shaping
communities®. At this time of reform and
system redesign, including ‘rewiring, there is,
| think, an opportunity not only to reorganise
but to also rediscover and reinvigorate its
purpose.

24 Northumberland County Council (2025) Addressing Inequalities in Northumberland: Embedding and Sustaining Northumberland’s Commitment to Generational Change. Available at: Northum-

berland County Council report (Accessed: 13 August 2026).

As the Pride in Place strategy says:

Strong neighbourhoods and
communities are vital to drive
growth. Strong social capital
contributes to improved socio-
economic outcomes in wellbeing,
education,crime, and health. It
also fosters innovation, reducing
transaction costs,and facilitating
better decision-making .

People notice ‘the foundations’
shaking

A growing body of evidence indicates
declining investment in local services and
neighbourhood conditions is associated with
reduced social cohesion and lower levels

of institutional trust. People’s everyday
experiences of place, including perceptions
of safety, the quality of local services, and the
condition of neighbourhood environments,
significantly shape both their sense of
community and their confidence in public
institutions?”.

The Independent Commission on
Neighbourhoods (ICON) highlights that
residents judge the effectiveness of
government largely through services they
encounter in their neighbourhood?. It follows,
therefore, that if residents perceive these
important foundational services are being

25 MCHLG, “Pride in Place Strategy,” GOV.UK, September 25, 2025, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/pride-in-place-strategy/pride-in-place-strategy. UK Parliament, English Devolution

and Community Empowerment Bill: Explanatory Notes (HL Bill 150, Session 2025-26), published by the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, available at: https://bills.parliament.

uk/publications/63703/documents/7396 [bills.parliament.uk]

26 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2025) Pride in Place Strategy. London: HM Government. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/pride-in-place

strategy/pride-in-place-strategy (Accessed: 31 July 2026

27 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2024) Trust in a changing world: Social cohesion and the social contract in uncertain times. Available at: https://ww.social.desa.
un.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/World%20Social%20Report Dec2024.pdf (Accessed: 17 June 2026). [social.desa.un.org
World Health Organization Europe (2023) Widening inequities, declining trust - they are inextricably linked. Available at: https://www.who.int/europe/news/itermn/12-07-2023-widening-inequities—

declining-trust-—-they-are-inextricably-linked--with-significant-impacts-on-health--finds-new-who-europe-report (Accessed: 17 June 2026). [who.int

Crest Advisory (2025) Why place matters: neighbourhood effects on crime and anti-social behaviour. Available at: https://www.neighbourhoodscommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/08,

Neighbourhood-effects-on-crime-and-ASB-Crest-report-ICON-August.pdf (Accessed: 17 June 2026).

28  Independent Commission on Neighbourhoods (2025) Think Neighbourhoods: Interim report. Available at: https://www.neighbourhoodscommission.org.uk/report/interim-report-think-neigh-

bourhoods/ (Accessed: 17 June 2026).
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eroded, this contributes to declining trust
ininstitutions and weakened community
resilience.

A 2025 study by the Local Government
Information Unit (LGIU) revealed that a
majority of respondents (54%) did not trust
their local council to act in their best interest®.
Moreover, the same study found that 43% of
respondents felt that the quality of locally
provided services had fallen over the past five
years®. Corroborating this trend, a London
School of Economics (LSE) study identified
that local councils are most frequently
perceived as least likely to prioritise the
public’s interests, with 28% of respondents
selecting them from a list of 19 services®.

These services are not peripheral. They
support residents, sometimes before a further
need for support occurs, which we know
often results in expensive interventions, and
unsustainable demand®.

In my view, it’s no coincidence that escalating
statutory, financial pressures have led to a
reduced focus on foundational services. And
people have noticed. Investing in the everyday
fabric of place should not be seen as an extra
‘nice to have’ | would argue itis critical,
preventative infrastructure®,

LUAEL TS, o

)

The evidence is both clear and compelling.
Almost everyone in a council area benefits
from foundational services and investment in
social infrastructure. These underpin healthy
communities, prevention and local economic
growth.

29  Godley, D, “State of the Locals 2025 - LGIU,” LGIU, April 21, 2025, https://lgiu.org/state-of-the-locals-2025-2/#section-2.
30 Ibid.

31  King’s College London (2025), Big decline in belief public services are listening, as Reform UK becomes magnet for those who feel powerless. Available at: https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/big-de-

cline-in-belief-public-services-are-listening-as-reform-uk-becomes-magnet-for-those-who-feel-powerless

32 Demos, “The Preventative State: Rebuilding Our Local, Social and Civic Foundations,” Demos, April 25,2023, https://demos.co.uk/research/the-preventative-state-rebuilding-our-local-so

cial-and-civic-foundations/.
33 Adam Coutts and Diego Diaz Velasquez, “Social Infrastructure and Social Capital - the Active Elements of Community Resilience a Policy Review for the Independent Commission on Neighbour-
hoods,” 2025, https://www.neighbourhoodscommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/ICON-Social-Infrastructure-and-Social-Capital-report-FINAL.pdf.
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https://www.neighbourhoodscommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Neighbourhood-effects-on-crime-and-ASB-Crest-report-ICON-August.pdf
https://www.neighbourhoodscommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Neighbourhood-effects-on-crime-and-ASB-Crest-report-ICON-August.pdf
https://www.neighbourhoodscommission.org.uk/report/interim-report-think-neighbourhoods/
https://www.neighbourhoodscommission.org.uk/report/interim-report-think-neighbourhoods/
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Focusing on solutions

Despite the challenges, and there are many, | believe local government is
uniquely placed to rebuild trust in public services and the wider state. A
key part of this involves maximising the councils’ democratic legitimacy,
expressed through Elected Members.

Councillors provide the connection Local government has achieved incredible
between residents, communities and local things forits residents in the past. Ithink a
institutions, ensuring local priorities, concerns renaissance of local place-shaping is long
and aspirations shape public policy and overdue. While the current context and
investment decisions. In short, they shape outlook are challenging, a confident and
local places. This local reach has the power well-resourced local government sector can

to present a more positive narrative. Councils embrace real opportunities.

should place greater emphasis on this broader

role in shaping the future of communities and And, we know we have substantial strengths
places. on which to build.
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(i) Municipalism past
and present

Our sector has a long and proud history of
responding to challenge. Looking over the
past 150 years, corporations, then councils,
evolved to meet changing social, health, and
economic needs. Councils have repeatedly
innovated, perhaps more than any other
part of the state. Past and present, we have
ensured residents do not merely survive, but
also thrive.

Inspired by the past...

The 19" century municipal reforms of Joseph
Chamberlain were driven by deep social and
moral convictions®.

Chamberlain and his contemporaries
understood that collective action to improve
housing, health, and education would raise the
quality of life for all citizens™.

He recognised that a more active local state
was pivotal to improving residents’ lives®. The
advancements made by councils in the late
Victorian era serve as a powerful reminder

of the positive impact that a confident,
pioneering local government can have on the
quality of public life*".

...LLearning from current good
practice...

The ‘Preston Model’ shows the spirit of
municipalism endures in a modern context.
Preston’s pioneering work in community
wealth building illustrates what can be
achieved when local government aligns
economic policy with social purpose®. It
has drawn on municipal ownership, anchor
institutions and procurement of local and
regional businesses®.

Outcomes include increases in productivity
and a declinein local unemployment®. The
Preston Model demonstrates that place-based
working, when tailored to local circumstances,
has a direct positive impact on the lives of
residents.

Furthermore, a 2023 study found community
wealth building in Preston was associated
with measurable improvements in the
population’s mental health and wellbeing.
When compared to other areas that had not
adopted the programme, Preston had lower
rates of antidepressant prescribing, a reduced
prevalence of depression and higher levels of
life satisfaction*.

When empowered and ambitious, councils can
reshape local economies and deliver tangible
outcomes for communities.

34 Jules P. Gehrke, “A Radical Endeavor: Joseph Chamberlain and the Emergence of Municipal Socialism in Birmingham,” American Journal of Economics and Sociology 75, no. 1 (January 2016):

23-57, https://doi.org/10.1111/ajes. 12130

35  Cawood, I. and Bore, A. (2016), A Civic Gospel for the 21st Century?, History & Policy, 5 July. Available at: https://historvandpolicy.org/historians-books/books/a-civic-gospel-for-the-21st-centur

36 Cawood, |. and Bore, A. (2016), A Civic Gospel for the 21st Century?, History & Policy, 5 July. Available at: https://historyandpolicy.org/historians-books/books/a-civic-gospel-for-the-21st-centur
37 Szreter, S. (2002), A central role for local government? The example of late Victorian Britain, History & Policy, Policy Paper. Available at: https://historyandpolicy.org/policy-papers/papers/a-cen-

tral-role-for-local-government-the-example-of-late-victorian-britain

38  Alan Lockey and Ben Glover, “The Wealth within the ‘Preston Model” and the New Municipalism,” 2019, https://demos.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/June-Final-Web.pdf.
39 Lockey, A. and Glover, B. (2019) The Wealth Within: The ‘Preston Model’ and the New Municipalism. London: Demos. Available at: https://demos.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/June-Final-

Web.pdf (Accessed: 7 July 2026)

40 Lockey, A. and Glover, B. (2019) The Wealth Within: The ‘Preston Model’ and the New Municipalism. London: Demos. Available at: https://demos.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/June-Final-

Web.pdf (Accessed: 7 July 2026)

41 Rose, T.C., Daras, K., Manley, J., McKeown, M., Halliday, E., Goodwin, T.L., Hollingsworth, B. and Barr, B. (2023) The mental health and wellbeing impact of a Community Wealth Building pro-
gramme in England: a difference-in-differences study. The Lancet Public Health. DOI: 10.1016/52468-2667(23)00059-2.
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...And looking beyond our
shores...

Cleveland, Ohio, is a powerful example of
community wealth building. Facing long-term
industrial decline, poverty and economic
exclusion, the city created the ‘Cleveland
Model’ This focused on keeping wealth
circulating locally. Local universities, hospitals,
and community organisations used the
purchasing power to support worker-owned
businesses, create decent jobs, and build
community assets.

This ‘municipalism’ offers a different approach;
using local procurement, local ownership

and partnership with anchor institutions to
build resilience from within. It demonstrates
that councils and civic institutions can act as
economic stewards, shaping local markets in
ways that support inclusive growth*.

Barcelona became one of the most prominent
examples of new municipalism following the
rise of ‘Barcelona en ComuU’. This was based
on the idea that local government should not
simply deliver services but should actively
create new ways for people to participate in
shaping their city.

It included stronger use of participatory
democracy, digital, and a focus on services,
social rights, and community assets. The
‘Barcelona model” was not simply about
consultation; it shifted power and created
shared responsibility between the municipality
and local communities. Critically, it
demonstrates ‘municipalism’ is a democratic
model as well as an economic one®.

Underpinning each of these examples is the
role of Councillors in articulating a vision for

place, building civic consensus and providing
democratic accountability.

Municipalism is not simply about institutions
acting on behalf of communities; it is about

communities exercising their influence through

democratic local leadership.

These examples convey something important:
local government is uniquely positioned

to connect people and place, while driving
positive interventions.

What local government has, to some

extent, lost, amid the sustained focus on
managing immediate pressures, is the

spirit of entrepreneurial municipalism.

When councils are empowered and have
access to the right funding, they can invest

in ambitious, large-scale local projects that
deliver significant economic, social and health
benefits for residents. Such spending should
be viewed not simply as capital investment,
but as prevention. In my own experience,

| have seen how The Northumberland Line
exemplifies how locally driven infrastructure
investment can improve connectivity, support
regeneration and widen access to essential
services and life-changing opportunities.

42 The Democracy Collaborative (no date) Case studies. Available at: The Democracy Collaborative case studies page (Accessed: 11 June 2026).

43 The democratising capacity of new municipalism: beyond direct democracy in public-common partnerships’ (2025) Policy & Politics, 53(2), pp. 403-. Available at: Bristol University Press arti-

cle (Accessed: 11 June 2026)
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Northumberland Line

The Northumberland Line rail scheme has shifted connectivity and accessibility in South East
Northumberland from Ashington to Blyth and into the Tyne and Wear conurbation.

This is creating more liveable, prosperous and accessible communities along the route.
Northumberland County Council worked with key partners, including the Department for
Transport, Network Rail and Northern Trains, to deliver this truly transformational scheme.
Enhancements to transport links have been instrumental in stimulating economic investment
within the region and helping to bring forward much-needed delivery of housing allocations.

The scheme was justified on a clear demonstration of market failure including:

+  Southeast Northumberland experiencing consistent underdelivery of housing in recent
years.

« The area facing challenges, including social and environmental deprivation arising from
unemployment - frustrating the ability of communities to emerge from post-industrial,
coal mining legacy into sustained growth.

Through a phased delivery from December 2024, rail passenger services were reintroduced
over a rail line that was previously used only by freight trains. The £336m project is delivering a
transformational shift in public transport journey times between Ashington and Newcastle of
approximately 35 minutes, compared to peak hour bus journey times in excess of 1 hour.

The project has been hugely successful from day one, with passenger numbers exceeding
allinitial targets. As of August 2026, over 1.7m journeys have been made on the line, with
numerous examples of how it is already changing people’s lives.

Nearly £70m of additional place-making funding has been secured on the back of the
Northumberland Line, delivering active travel corridors to improve ‘First and Last Mile’
connections to the stations, introducing new bus services to improve public transport
interchange opportunities and being the stimulus for town centre regeneration programmes.

Ashington Station was recently voted Britain’s most life-changing station in the 2025 edition of
the ‘World Cup of Stations’.
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(i1) Councils as shapers
and stewards of place

Local government is the key

to solving some of our biggest
national challenges. We work at
the front line of people’s daily
lives. We shape places, provide
vital services which hold our
communities together,keep
people safe, and create the
conditions for prosperity and
wellbeing. We start from a strong
base.Rooted in a democratic
mandate, councils are inherently
close to their local communities
and can deliver tailored services
to address specific needs™ .
Local Government White Paper 2024

That councils are place-shapersis not a

new concept. Almost 20 years ago, ‘Lyons’
highlighted the importance of local authorities
to wellbeing®. The Local Government
Association built on this, outlining the core
pillars of effective place-shaping?.

This illustrates the significant impact that
councils, in their role as place shapers, can
have on the challenges facing their residents.
This is not the exclusive domain of councils;
when local government gets it right, its
achievements are often mirrored in national
government, which benefits everyone.

Yet, an article published by the Institute for
Fiscal Studies (IFS) in January 2026 highlighted
that the United Kingdom’s regional inequalities
remain large by international standards, and
that although successive governments have
sought to rebalance them, these initiatives
have failed to tackle the pressing issues facing
our communities and local government.*’

44 Local Government Association, Local Government White Paper (LGA, 2024), available at: https://www.local.gov.uk/local-government-white-paper

45 Sir Michael Lyons, Place-shaping: a shared ambition for the future of local government - Final Report, Lyons Inquiry into Local Government, The Stationery Office, March 2007.

46 Local Government Association, Place-shaping, Councillor Transformation Toolkit, available at: https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/transformation/councillor-transformation-toolkit,

place-shaping.

47 Krutikova, S. and Xu, X. (2026) Tackling regional inequalities: lessons from new research. London: Institute for Fiscal Studies. Available at: https://ifs.org.uk/articles/tackling-regional-inequali-

ties-lessons-new-research (Accessed: 3 July 2026).
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Corroborating this trend, research from the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation

and Development (OECD) indicates top-
down, ‘one-size-fits-all’ national policies

are insufficient, arguing that tailored, place-
based policies should be utilised to effectively
combat these geographic disparities and
inequalities®.

Place-based policy is defined as an approach
that recognises different areas face distinct
challenges and opportunities, requiring
tailored interventions that build on local
assets, needs, and capacities®. Intertwined
with ‘shaping’, is our sector’s role as long-
term stewards of place. Because we serve

as a constant in residents’ lives, councils are
uniquely positioned to consider the long-term
future of their communities.

Councillors are a distinctive strength
in stewardship. Their relationship with
communities provides councils with deeper

insight into local conditions, concerns and
priorities. This local knowledge, born of
proximity, cannot be replicated by regional or
national institutions. But it can benefit from

a closer and complementary relationship
between the local, regional and national state.

In Places on a Mission, New Local identified
five catalysts for mission-led place®. These
demonstrate councils are pivotal to setting
and driving missions. It also shows that

when a local authority utilises its role to its
greatest extent, it can achieve the seemingly
audacious®. Through planning decisions,
regeneration and neighbourhood advocacy,
councillors help shape the physical, economic
and social character of places over time.

48  OECD (2025) Place-Based Policies for the Future. OECD Regional Development Studies. Paris: OECD Publishing. Available at: OECD publication page (Accessed: 3 July 2026)

49 OECD (2025) Place-Based Policies for the Future. OECD Regional Development Studies. Paris: OECD Publishing. Available at: OECD publication page (Accessed: 3 July 2026)

50  New Local, Places on a Mission: Pioneering Local Statecraft in an Era of Uncertainty, March 2026. Available at:

https://www.newlocal.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Places-On-a-Mission_FINAL.pdf.

51 New Local, Places on a Mission: Pioneering Local Statecraft in an Era of Uncertainty, March 2026. Available at:

https://www.newlocal.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Places-On-a-Mission FINAL.pdf.
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(iii) Councils, systems
leadership and prevention

Councillors are convenors of local networks
across systems. This is exemplified by the
Preston Model and its work around anchor
institutions®. In 2025, Solace highlighted
work in Leeds, adding further weight to the
argument that local government acts as a
convenor of networks®. Councils are ideally
positioned to bring the main actors together
to tackle shared challenges and seize local
opportunities.

Anchor institutions are well-placed to play a
key role in addressing the challenges facing
a county or borough. Councils use their
convening role to bring these organisations
together around shared local priorities and
coordinate action on place-based issues.
Successful place-based approaches also
depend upon political leadership. Councillors
can help build long-term consensus

around local priorities, giving place-based
programmes the legitimacy and continuity
needed to address challenges that extend
beyond individual funding cycles.

Integrated local systems are already operating
across the country. ‘Family Hubs” and
‘Integrated Care Systems’ are examples of
place-based partnership in action, bringing
together local government, national agencies,
health partners, and voluntary and community
organisations. They demonstrate that
coordinated, place-based working remains

an important tool for improving outcomes.

Councils are best placed to act as the key
facilitator of these partnerships because of
their proximity to local communities, their
understanding of place, and their ability to
work with agility across organisational and
sectoral boundaries.

The concept of prevention is not novel.
Councils across England have embedded this
within public health and wider services. A
study published by the British Medical Journal
(BMJ) into public health interventions found
that every £1 invested in public health yields a
£14 return to the wider health and social care
economy **. Preventative measures can have a
powerful impact on residents’ lives™.

The impact of preventative work is rarely
realised immediately, and indeed negative
consequences of reductions to local,
foundational services’ also take time to be felt.
A 2024 report by the Institute for Government
used historical cuts to youth justice to illustrate
the dangers of sacrificing preventative
budgets:

...the impact may not be obvious.
A cut in youth justice spending
by local authorities in 2010 did
not immediately translate into
an uptick in demand for police
services or a noticeable increase
in crime™®.

As statutory spending pressures rise, councils
can be forgiven for reducing ‘preventative
budgets’ as a quick fix for immediate shortfalls.
Yet this approach only compounds longer-term

52 Alan Lockey and Ben Glover, “The Wealth within the ‘Preston Model’ and the New Municipalism,” 2019, https://demos.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/June-Final-Web.pdf.

53 Society of Local Authority Chief Executives and Senior Managers (Solace), The Power of Place, June 2025. Available at:
https://8018031.fs1.hubspotusercontent-nal.net/hubfs/8018031/The%20Power%200f%20Place%20Report.pdf.

54 Masters, R., Anwar, E., Collins, B., Cookson, R. and Capewell, S. (2017) Return on investment of public health interventions: a systematic review. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health,

71(8), pp. 827-834. Available at: https://jech.bmj.com/content/71/8/827

55 Buck, D. (2018) Talking about the ‘return on investment of public health’: why it’s important to get it right. The King’s Fund, 23 April. Available at: https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/insight-and-analy-

sis/blogs/return-investment-public-health

56  Hoddinott, S., Davies, N. and Kim, D. (2024) A preventative approach to public services. Institute for Government, May. Available at: hitps://wwu.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default

files/2024-05/preventative-approach-public-services 0.pdf
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pressure. | believe local authorities must make
a conscious, strategic decision to use their
powers and adopt a long-term approach.

In Northumberland, collaboration with

the Institute of Health Equity (IHE) and the
Northumberland County Partnership has
driven significant progress in addressing health
inequalities. We have used our council role
as a partnership convenor, bringing together
anchor institutions and building consensus
around a long-term (2044), system-wide
preventative approach, where health is no
longer treated as a standalone policy area.
Instead, health equity is embedded across
housing policy, growth and employability,
early years and education, and transport.

Through this we have learned some key

lessons for policy development:

« Integration is essential - health
inequalities cannot be addressed
through health services alone.
They require coordinated action
across housing, employment, and
education.

« Long-term commitment is critical
- sustainable change depends on
maintaining focus over decades
rather than short-term initiatives.

o Local partnerships enable
innovation - strong system
leadership and collaboration
support tailored and place-based
solutions.

« Evidence and adaptability must
work together - combining robust
analysis with iterative delivery
supports both effectiveness and

innovation.

This work has been delivered without reliance
on additional, external funding. Instead, it has
focused on maximising existing assets and
building a long-term consensus across officers,
councillors, and anchor institutions. So far, the
model is proving sustainable.

| see our version of ‘systems leadership’in
Northumberland as a key component of our
Communities First approach. My personal
contribution to this has been to: first, build
strong and trusted relationships across

the ‘system’; second, convene our ‘anchor
institutions around a long-term, shared vision.
Then, and only then, we identify things we can
do together to achieve our vision. Lastly...well
thereis no ‘lastly’

Our Partnership is organic. In a sense, it’s a
journey, and one that, if successful, should
long outlive my tenure at Northumberland.
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Conclusion: A forward-looking
model of local government

The pressures facing local government are real and significant. Rising
demand for adult social care, increasing complexity within children’s
services and SEND, and sustained financial pressures are reshaping local
government finance and policy. | observe that this has distorted and

narrowed our sector’s narrative.

| am making the argument that local
government should be understood as more
than a provider of statutory support services.

Significant fiscal reform is coming. We have
all seen the statement of intent. Councils
should be actively involved in developing
these reforms, ensuring that the different
circumstances of urban, rural, coastal and
inland authorities are properly represented.
Our sector’s role in these discussions will
ensure the new arrangements reflect the
differentness of places and Government’s
ambition to rewire the state is maximised.

Councils are democratic institutions rooted in
place. They shape communities, steward local
identity, convene partnerships and maintain
the social and physical infrastructure on which
all our residents depend.

This is based on democratic legitimacy, local
knowledge and capability. | can’t see how
this can easily be replicated in isolation (if at
all) by national or regional government. Nor
do | think Government or strategic authority
mayors are attempting to do this through
‘Rewiring the State’ Rather, | see ‘Rewiring’ as
an opportunity to define a blended approach
that gets the best from local, regional and
national to maximise outcomes for people.
That relationship will inevitably be dynamic
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at times, but should always be one that is
complementary and founded on mutual
respect.

In our North East Mayoral Strategic Authority,
‘mutual respect and trust’ is not a mere
platitude. Indeed, the original combined
authority was conceived of and driven by the
councils. The constituent councils are the
greater part of the authority’s origin story.
Naturally, an elected Mayor with a mandate
adds a new and different dynamic alongside
council leaders. It works and, in the context
of differing party politics too. | observe that
a commitment to ‘co-production’ goes a
long way to explaining the rapid progress
we’ve made together; councils and strategic
authority.

A great example of this co-production can

be seen in the North East Rural Growth
Programme. Through this, the Strategic
Authority Mayor and Cabinet support rural
businesses, farming, food production, and
innovation across the region. This is not ‘top
down’; rather it’s co-produced and delivered
with Northumberland (and the other councils)
because we are best placed to shape and
deliver a programme that is rooted in rural
places. Sustainable growth requires more,
not less co-production between councils and
strategic authorities.

| believe ‘rewiring’is a logical next step in this
development, offering not just local authorities
but also strategic authorities themselves an
opportunity to define what they do individually
and collectively. Ithink this next step could be
helped by some dynamic guiding principles,
with the principle of ‘co-production’ a good
place to start.

Examples from the past and present
demonstrate clearly the game-changing roles
local government can play. As councils, we
are at our best when we have confidence,
resources and freedom to act beyond
immediate pressures and pursue long-term
outcomes.

Arecurring theme throughout this paper

has been the importance of foundational
services. Parks, libraries, leisure centres,
community facilities, public spaces, transport
networks, cultural assets and well-maintained
neighbourhoods. These act as essential

social infrastructure with the power to

impact positively on key outcomes for health,
education, jobs and trust in public institutions.
This has been evidenced consistently.

The challenge for policymakers is therefore not
simply how to fund rising statutory demand,
but how to recognise the value created by
preventative and place-based investment.

The evidence presented in this paper points

to preventative approaches - through public
health, early intervention, social infrastructure,
community wealth building and place-based
partnerships - that deliver significant long-
term value.

Discussions on the future for our sector, |
believe, should recognise three interconnected
themes.

1. Councils are stewards of social
infrastructure. Places and assets that
bring people together and foster belonging

require local leadership and stewardship.
Local government is uniquely positioned to
care for, curate and reform local services,
investment and amenities.

2. Prevention should be treated as
nationally important infrastructure.
Governments invest in roads, railways
and digital networks because they create
long-term value. Prevention deserves the
same status. Investment that reduces
future demand and improves long-term
outcomes should be viewed as essential
infrastructure for a healthier and more
productive society.

3. ‘Foundational services’ are essential
enablers of prosperity. Of course,
economic growth requires investment
in productivity and infrastructure. It
also depends on people accessing
opportunities, participating in community
life, feeling safe and enjoying a good
quality of life. ‘Foundational services’
create the conditions in which people,
communities and businesses can thrive.

The wording and nuance of these themes

are up for discussion. I’'m not precious about
semantics. Noram | concerned about the
prospect of a ‘turf war’ between councils

and strategic authorities. Both need each
other. MSAs unlock the potential for regions
to achieve big strategic outcomes in policy
areas where scale truly matters. Councils are
uniquely placed to shape and care for local
places. Ilook forward to the white paper on
‘rewiring’. It should act as a catalyst for closer,
more effective working between all tiers of the
state.

Fundamentally, I believe local government
is a national asset that can be strengthened
through this process. If we can agree on this
as a baseline for local government, a natural
follow-on is developing a set of guiding
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principles that can define and shape future
working between the national, regional and
local state. These should come from a much
wider set of discussions but, in the interests of
starting the conversation, | suggest:

An integrated blueprint for
government: National, regional and

local government should operate as one
connected system, aligned around shared
priorities while respecting their distinct
democratic roles. This avoids “us and
them”, sustains collaboration, and delivers
better long-term outcomes for people and
places.

Strategic leadership and local place-
shaping: Strategic authorities should lead
on regional priorities and opportunities
that require coordination and investment
at a scale beyond the normal reach of
individual councils. Councils should be the
default for local place-shaping, working
with strategic authorities to align local
needs and ambitions with wider regional

Four asks of government:

1.

Treat prevention as national
infrastructure, creating funding and
systems that recognise its long-term
benefits.

Recognise and invest in
foundational services,
acknowledging their contribution

to health, wellbeing, resilience and
economic success.

Recognise councils as an integral
part of devolved decision-making
- a core part of ‘Rewiring the State’ -
enabling locally-tailored solutions to
local challenges.

Empower councillors to lead
place-based responses to national
challenges, strengthening the
democratic and civic role of local
government.

priorities.

« Co-production: Councils and Finally, a call to action for the
communities are partners in shaping ScCtor...
decisions and services that affect them.
Strategic authorities and councils | believe local government should confidently
should embed co-production in their reclaim its role as the democratic, local leader
work, drawing on residents’ knowledge, of place and grasp ‘Rewiring The State’ as the
experience and aspirations to deliver better opportunity to define our key role alongside
outcomes for people and places. regional and national government.

o Shared ownership of priorities:
Relationships between strategic authorities Dr Helen Paterson

and councils should be founded on mutual
trust, openness and respect.

» Prevention as standard: Councils
and strategic authorities should view
everything we do through a prevention
lens to ensure any policies we implement
are built on strong foundations.
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