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INTRODUCTION

Our Innovation In–Depth series are case study-rich briefings 
which share practical learnings from council-led innovation. 
These briefings feature original examples of how councils have 
pioneered new approaches, with lessons learned distilled from 
interviews with individuals involved. The aim of the series, 
closely linked to our Innovation Exchanges, is to share insights 
about how to drive through change within the financial and 
organisational context of local government.

To misquote William Shakespeare: all the world’s a stage, and local 
government is fast becoming a major player.1 

International partnerships, negotiations and agreements are not the 
preserve of national governments. Places from all over the world are 
increasingly interacting with each other on a bilateral basis and in 
dedicated global networks and forums, represented by local civic 
leaders and officials.2 

An international presence enables local leaders and officials to broker 
agreements and strengthen ties between places; share experiences 
managing complex economic, social and environmental challenges 
at the local level; learn from successful initiatives piloted elsewhere 
to meet those challenges; promote local business, education and 
tourism opportunities; and much more besides.

Local leadership in the international arena is normal in other countries, 
particularly where local government has genuine power and clout 
nationally. In the UK, London and the core cities have a longstanding 
history of international activity, now assisted by the metro mayoral 
governance model that is recognisable in other large city regions 
around the world. But a local authority does not need to represent a 

1  With apologies to The Bard, the real quote from As You Like It can be read here.
2  One example of an international network between places is Eurocities, which features in case 
study 2 of this report.

https://www.newlocal.org.uk/network/events/innovation-exchange/
https://www.rsc.org.uk/as-you-like-it/about-the-play/famous-quotes
https://eurocities.eu/
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large city or be governed by a mayor to develop relationships with 
local government bodies abroad. Indeed, as Brexit requires national 
governments in the UK to re-forge and cultivate global partnerships 
on their own terms, there is greater imperative for local authorities 
representing all kinds of places to step into the international space 
and do the same.3 The ambitious, innovative and durable nature of the 
international relationship is more important and fruitful than the size of 
the places involved.4

As with any local government partnership, building successful ties 
between places in different countries requires time, resource, goodwill, 
leadership and commitment. Some local authorities in the UK have 
stepped away from their twinning agreements because they cannot 
guarantee one or more of those factors.5 However, if done well, 
international partnerships between places can provide a real boost 
to local residents, students and businesses with the promise of new 
commercial, educational and cultural opportunities and enhanced 
national and global reputation. 

This Innovation In-depth features three local authorities making the 
most of their international links in different ways. First, Southampton 
City Council signs off an ambitious modern twinning agreement 
with Miami-Dade County, Florida. Second, Birmingham City Council 
explores how to reboot its European strategy following the UK’s 
departure from the European Union (EU). Third, councils in Warwick 
and Leamington play a supporting role to aid the work of local charity 
One World Link in its engagement with Sierra Leone. 

3  The UK Government has provided some support to encourage collaboration between local au-
thorities in the UK and France after Brexit. An overview of the projects it has funded is here.
4  For example, read about the links that the small towns of Bodmin in Cornwall and Montgomery in 
Mid Wales have with Grass Valley, California, and Hungary respectively because of shared heritage 
and culture. See also Wigan, which has reinforced its twinning links with Angers, France, with an in-
novative ambassador scheme.
5  BBC News. (5 January 2012). Why are towns un-twinning?

https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-05-24/hl479
https://bodmin.gov.uk/community/bodmins-twin-towns/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-55560076
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-55560076
https://www.wigan.gov.uk/Council/Town-Twinning/About-the-twinning.aspx
https://www.wigan.gov.uk/Council/Town-Twinning/About-the-twinning.aspx
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-16408111
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CASE STUDY 1
Developing an ambitious twinning 
partnership
Southampton City Council

One of the UK’s most recent twinning agreements was signed 
in June 2019, between Southampton City Council and Miami-
Dade County in the US State of Florida.6 It is a good example 
of a modern international twinning partnership, founded on 
similarities between places, shared aspirations and strong 
personal relationships.

Before they became twinned, Southampton and Miami-Dade 
County already had longstanding ties based on their geographic 
similarities as maritime cities and the close commercial and 
corporate relationships between their ports. The Port of Southampton 
and PortMiami operate on a similar cargo mix and also serve as 
their respective nation’s leading cruise port. The UK office of Miami-
headquartered global cruise company Carnival Corporation & plc is 
located in Southampton, meaning there is a natural flow of people 
regularly travelling between Miami and Southampton for work and 
reinforcing the connection between the two ports and the two cities. 
One of the key drivers behind the development of a civic agreement 
between Southampton City Council and Miami-Dade County was to 
bolster the longstanding relationship between the ports.

Corporate priorities and aspirations were also an important driver. 
Southampton City Council has an ambition for the city to be regarded 
in the UK and internationally as a “gateway to the world.” The Port of 
Southampton is the UK’s largest export port to non-EU markets as 
well as a premier cruise port. With the UK’s recent withdrawal from EU 
membership, the council is eager to build on the strengths of the city’s 
port and be recognised by the UK Government as a key strategic asset 

6  Invest in Southampton. (14 June 2019). Southampton and Miami, Florida become sister cities at 
ceremonial signing event.

http://www.investinsouthampton.co.uk/news/story.aspx?id=tcm:64-412546
http://www.investinsouthampton.co.uk/news/story.aspx?id=tcm:64-412546
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to open new markets. Becoming the sister city of Miami-Dade County, 
which is internationally renowned as a ‘gateway to the world’ and 
particularly as the USA’s gateway to South America, is a clear signal of 
intent from the council to realise its ambition.

Another factor that was crucial in developing the twinning agreement 
was the openness and encouragement of Nicolette Brent, the 
Consul General at the British Consulate in Miami. Originally from 
Southampton, Nicolette Brent “initiated conversations” with the council 
to highlight the links between the Port of Southampton and PortMiami 
and played an important role in connecting the cities’ civic leaders.7

There is no blueprint for the future of the relationship between the city 
of Southampton and Miami-Dade County. Officials are keen to let it 
develop naturally, as a progression of the already strong relationship 
that exists between the two ports. In the short term, there are several 
areas where the sister cities are already working together and learning 
from each other to benefit residents and local businesses:

 = Climate: Rising sea levels have made climate change 
a very real and immediate problem in Miami. The city is 
actively considering ways to improve its climate resilience. 
Southampton is also a city on the sea with excellence in marine 
and oceanographic research, and work is currently underway 
to connect the University of Southampton and Solent University 
more closely with the University of Miami’s Rosenstiel School of 
Marine and Atmospheric Science.

 = Culture: Miami is recognised as one of the cultural capitals of 
the USA. The Mayor of Miami has more powers at his disposal 
than local government leaders in the UK and is therefore able 
to place a small levy on new developments to support public 
arts and architectural excellence. Southampton City Council is 
campaigning for Southampton to become the next UK city of 
culture and believes that its sister city agreement with Miami-
Dade County will strengthen its bid. 

7  Ibid.
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 = Technology: The Mayor of Miami has ambitions to position the 
city as an east coast alternative to San Francisco and is creating 
a welcoming environment for big private equity players and 
high-value start-ups. Southampton City Council is seeking to 
strengthen its relationship with the city of Miami and learn from 
its efforts to support fast-growing technology companies. 

Lessons for councils negotiating  
a new twinning agreement:

 = Start somewhere! It is helpful to have a strategy and agenda for 
forming international partnerships, but councils do not need a 
fully considered strategic approach to start having conversations 
with people and building relationships. 

 = It is easier to develop an international partnership agreement 
when two places are geographically similar and already have 
much in common. Assess the relationships that local people, 
businesses, universities and public institutions already have with 
places overseas. You might already have stronger international 
links in your area than you realise.

 = A partnership between places that operates at multiple levels (for 
example, at civic, commercial and academic levels) is stronger 
and easier to manage than a partnership that only exists as a 
relationship between a few individuals.

 = Work with people who are interested in the international agenda. 
Developing a twinning agreement requires commitment and 
goodwill on both sides. Don’t try to force an agreement through 
with officials who are unenthusiastic about it – there are people 
in plenty of other places who will be enthusiastic and will be 
better partners as a result. 

 

Contact: Matthew Hill, Economic Development Manager
matthew.hill@southampton.gov.uk   

mailto:matthew.hill@southampton.gov.uk


6 7

CASE STUDY 2
Rebooting European  
engagement post-Brexit
Birmingham City Council

Birmingham is an international city. The council serves a large 
and culturally diverse population, enjoys close relationships 
with major cities throughout the world,8 and employs a 
dedicated international affairs team to lead its activities on the 
global stage. This team’s immediate priority, working closely 
with local partners, is to “re-set, re-purpose and re-vision” 
Birmingham’s strategy for engaging with Europe and beyond in 
the post-Brexit landscape.

The council knows that Brexit will require it to manage its European 
relationships differently. The UK’s membership of the EU was like a 
“glue”, in the sense that taking part in EU-funded projects and EU 
networks helped facilitate and enable Birmingham’s close links with 
other European cities. Without access to that ‘glue’, the council is 
reviewing and rebooting its European and international affairs strategy 
from first principles. That means: 

 = Developing a renewed understanding of the various component 
parts that make the city of Birmingham the place it is; 

 = Using the 2022 Commonwealth Games, which is taking place in 
Birmingham, to celebrate and bring together the city’s diverse 
communities;9

 = Working with key partners such as Birmingham’s universities and 
the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce to build a new 
“Alliance” that enables Birmingham to participate in a variety of 
international forums; 

8  Distinctly Birmingham – Partner Cities.
9  Birmingham City Council. (1 March 2021). Birmingham 2022 – Celebrating Communities.

https://distinctlybirmingham.com/partner-cities/
https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/news/article/822/birmingham_2022_-_celebrating_communities


8

 = Collectively joining the dots of Birmingham’s component parts to 
form one clear vision and identity for the city that all partners can 
get behind and present to the international arena; and

 = Reaching out to Europe and European cities to make clear that 
Birmingham still intends to be a good international partner, 
maintain social and economic ties and work with them on 
addressing common challenges.

In this re-set of its European and international strategy, Birmingham’s 
long and positive track record of collaboration with European partners 
will stand the city in good stead. Birmingham’s partnership with Lyon 
will mark its 70th anniversary in 2021. The city’s other formal partnerships 
with Frankfurt (since 1966), Milan (since 1975) and Leipzig (since 1992) 
have given rise to productive educational and cultural exchanges and 
events – including the Birmingham Frankfurt Christmas Market, the 
world’s largest authentic German Christmas market outside Germany 
and Austria.10 

Birmingham was the first UK city to set up an office in Brussels in 
1986 (which remains open) and one of the six founding members 
of the Eurocities network.11 As well as promoting joint-working and 
knowledge-sharing between its 190 member cities, Eurocities has an 
influence over place-based funding frameworks, policy and legislation 
at EU level. Brexit required the UK Government to give up its seat on the 
European Council and lose its say in EU matters. However, Birmingham 
City Council’s intention to remain an active member of Eurocities will 
allow the city to retain some influence over key aspects of EU affairs, 
such as the rules governing trade between the bloc and non-member 
states like the UK.

City diplomacy in the UK is reaching a “pivotal moment”. International 
networks give cities a presence on the global stage, opening up 
opportunities, partnerships and influence for UK cities that national 
governments cannot access. Major cities are increasingly pitching 
themselves behind a clear identity, in many ways akin to a brand. 
Whereas Milan is known worldwide for fashion and Frankfurt for 

10  VisitBritain. (last updated 6 May 2020). 13 of the best Christmas Markets in Britain.
11  Read about Eurocities here. Note that members of Eurocities must be located in Europe, but not 
necessarily within a member state of the EU.

https://www.visitbritain.com/gb/en/13-best-christmas-markets-britain
https://eurocities.eu/about-us/
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commerce, Birmingham as a city is generally more modest about 
what it stands for and specialises in. Once the ‘city of a thousand 
trades’, the council is now examining how to unlock “the potential of 
its soft powers and assets” to take greater control of its narrative, seize 
new opportunities through global networks, and step confidently and 
proactively into the post-Brexit European and international space. 

Lessons for councils seeking to deepen their 
international engagement: 

 = There needs to be political and managerial leadership that 
really believes in, and understands the benefits of, international 
partnerships. 

 = Join the dots of the component parts of your place to develop 
a clear vision. It is important for all of your city’s key strategic 
partners and stakeholders to share in this vision and develop the 
relationships and governance which support it.

 = Be clear about your place’s identity and purpose, what it wants 
to achieve and which benefits it wants to secure. Take control of 
your own narrative and ensure you confidently communicate this 
through your local and international connections.

 = Engagement requires resource. This is a real challenge for local 
authorities dealing with the immediate domestic concerns of 
Covid-19, recovery and austerity, and some cities have withdrawn 
from networks like Eurocities because of this. But it’s important to 
think strategically and long-term: many places around the world 
are struggling with similar challenges, and investing properly in 
international partnerships creates opportunities for sustainable 
economic recovery and prosperity and provides platforms where 
places can learn from and help each other.

 

Contact: Lloyd Broad, Head of European and International Affairs  
lloyd.broad@birmingham.gov.uk  
 

mailto:lloyd.broad@birmingham.gov.uk
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CASE STUDY 3
Facilitating international friendships 
One World Link and councils in 
Warwick and Leamington

Councils do not always have to take the lead on managing 
international relationships. They can play just as important 
a role through facilitating the links developed by other 
organisations within their place. Such is the case in Warwick 
& Leamington, an area that has strong ties to Bo, Sierra Leone, 
owing to the efforts of local charity One World Link (OWL) and 
the support of local councils where needed.

OWL was created in 1980/81 by local people in Warwick & Leamington 
eager to reach out the hand of friendship to communities in the 
global south. The charity established links with people in Bo, originally 
to exchange pen pal letters. Over time, OWL’s work to enhance 
understanding and cultural exchange between Warwick & Leamington 
and Bo has evolved and now comprises the following strands:

 = Educational links, which involves primary school children in 
Warwick & Leamington and Bo working on shared projects and 
teachers taking part in exchange programmes; 

Photo credit: Philip Clarke / One World Link.
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 = Health links, which is a developing piece of work aiming to 
strengthen connections between hospitals and clinics in Bo and 
their counterparts in Warwick & Leamington;

 = Local government links, which includes skills-sharing support 
from officers in councils serving the Warwick & Leamington area 
and an official friendship link between Leamington’s parish council, 
Royal Leamington Spa Town Council, and Bo City Council.

The latter strand is in large part enabled by the strong local 
government link among OWL volunteers. The charity’s UK-based 
executive includes a former local councillor and current and former 
council officers specialising in planning, environmental health and 
waste management. Although OWL is not an aid agency and does 
not have the capacity to administer large-scale programmes, its 
council-based volunteers have been able to share knowledge with 
organisations in Bo to help progress specific projects. 

For example, after Bo City Council was formed in 2004, OWL helped the 
council develop a pilot project on waste management and recycling, with 
waste management officers from Warwickshire County Council providing 
advice and expertise.12 More recently, OWL linked up with The Prince’s 
Foundation to facilitate its efforts to pilot a rapid planning toolkit in Sierra 
Leone.13 OWL’s work to help Bo City Council develop a plan for the city, 
which saw town planners from Warwick District Council provide support 
and training workshops for colleagues in Bo, was ‘highly commended’ 
by the Commonwealth Association of Planners in its 2019 Awards for 
Outstanding Planning Achievement in the Commonwealth.14

Although it has no formal relationship with Bo, Warwick District Council 
has always been supportive of OWL’s work. The council has given 
special leave to officers to travel to Sierra Leone,15 and these officers 
have always taken opportunities to brief key councillors on their work 
and give presentations to full council. When OWL has invited mayors 

12  One World Link. (2014). Bo City Waste Management Project – A DFID investment in the future of Sierra Leone.
13  The Rapid Planning Toolkit was launched in November 2020. The video on the homepage fea-
tures the pilot project work in Bo and an interview with Haja Halimah Lukay, Development and Plan-
ning Officer at Bo City Council. 
14  One World Link. (2019). One World Link has been recognised in a major international award for 
town planning work as “a model for others to follow”.
15  Special leave does not include travel expenses. Travel to Sierra Leone was funded by the 
individual officers.

https://oneworldlink.org.uk/documents_1/2014_March_Waste_Project_Glenn_Fleet.pdf
http://www.rapidplanningtoolkit.org/
http://oneworldlink.org.uk/international-award-for-owl-planners/
http://oneworldlink.org.uk/international-award-for-owl-planners/
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and councillors from Bo City Council to visit Warwick & Leamington, 
they have been officially welcomed by Warwick District Council.

Warwick & Leamington is one of the host areas in the 2022 
Commonwealth Games, and OWL is currently contemplating how to use 
the Games to raise its profile locally and extend a hand of friendship to 
Commonwealth countries. Warwick District Council has written to the 
President of Sierra Leone offering to explore whether the district could 
host the country’s athletes for the Commonwealth ‘pre-games’. The 
charity is also considering opportunities for increasing cultural links with 
Sierra Leone in partnership with Warwick District Council. 

Advice to councils considering supporting or 
leading international skills-sharing relationships:

 = Do it!

 = Be sensitive to the culture, geography and society in that place, 
and learn from others who have worked in the same space. Look 
at resources already out there like The Prince’s Foundation toolkit 
which can help.16 There’s no need to reinvent the wheel.

 = Go with an open mind and be led by local people.

 = Raw skills are often more useful than detailed technical 
knowledge because of the differences in culture between the 
UK and other countries. The ability to think spatially and an 
understanding of how to carry out community consultation and 
engagement are better tools than turning up with ‘the answer’.

 = Key lesson: “where there’s a will, there’s a way.” Bo has huge 
challenges, with less control and fewer resources than we have in 
the UK. But the council does its best for local communities and has 
a real desire to do good town planning despite those challenges. 

 
Contact:  Philip Clarke, Head of Development Services, Warwick 
District Council, and Volunteer at One World Link   
philip.clarke@warwickdc.gov.uk  

16  The Prince’s Foundation – Rapid Planning Toolkit.

mailto:philip.clarke@warwickdc.gov.uk
http://www.rapidplanningtoolkit.org/
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CONCLUSION

Within any one place, there are 
multiple organisations – public 
institutions, schools, colleges, 
universities, businesses, chambers 
of commerce, sports clubs, cultural 
bodies, charities, community and 
voluntary groups – with close links to 
counterparts in other countries. Rather 
than turn their back on the international 
relationships that already exist 
or are developing organically 
in their place, many local 
authorities are now 
exploring how best 
to support them 
strategically and 
get more out of 
their  
own overseas 
partnerships.

In particular, the case studies in this report 
demonstrate the value of local government in 
opening doors to strengthen the relationships 
that local organisations have cultivated with 
partners in other countries. Look outwards, 
not inwards, and councils will find that 
positive and proactive civic leadership 
carries weight on the world stage and brings 
substantial benefits to the people and 
places they serve.
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Our Innovation In–Depth series are case study-rich 
briefings which share practical learnings from council-led 
innovation. These briefings feature original examples of 
how councils have pioneered new approaches, with lessons 
learned distilled from interviews with individuals involved. The 
aim of the series, closely linked to our Innovation Exchanges, 
is to share insights about how to drive through change within 
the financial and organisational context of local government.

Innovation
In-depth

Innovation
Insights

Our Innovation Insights series are write-ups of the core 
points from Innovation Exchanges. These short papers distil 
the challenges as well as the solutions, approaches and ideas 
that participants shared in the session.

Innovation
Exchange

Innovation Exchanges give participants from our 
member councils a space to step away from day-to-day 
activities and engage with peers from across the country. 
Each session addresses a big challenge or opportunity facing 
councils and their communities. Sessions are peer-led and 
practically-focused, so participants come away with insights, 
ideas and learning to share with their teams.

THE INNOVATION SERIES
This publication is part of a series of publications that come out of our peer 
led Innovation Exchange event programme.

https://www.newlocal.org.uk/network/events/innovation-exchange/
https://www.newlocal.org.uk/network/events/innovation-exchange/

