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INTRODUCTION
 
This is the second time that the NLGN has produced 
a journal specifically for the LGA Conference. Last 
year, we wanted to kick start new conversations 
amongst local authorities in order to highlight wicked 
issues that were not being given sufficient air time. 

But the last 12 months have given life to a new a breed 
of clarity. Whilst there will always be an appetite for new 
ideas, it is not for the lack of them that local government is 
still facing huge challenges. Rather it is the pace of change 
that is exacerbating things. We are moving too slowly. Both 
public and private are locked into a symbiotic relationship 
that is forming a vicious circle. The public sector is still 
unable to clearly articulate its needs and the private sector is 
largely unwilling to transfigure its profit model. 

The future of local government will be made by those 
organisations willing to break out of this. To this end we 
have invited a selection of NLGN members to contribute 
their thinking. Deliberately we chose a question to focus 
the mind. To zero in on a single alteration that one could 
make to effect change. So this year, we’ve asked the 

best and brightest from the NLGN network to answer 
the question: ‘If you could change one thing in local 
government, what would it be and why?’. 

The desire to change and to prepare for the future, 
combined with taking inspiration and learning from the 
past, is the essence of NLGN at the LGA Conference this 
year. Our fringe programme largely explores how public and 
private might work together to move the sector forward, 
from exploring how we might radically re-think children’s 
services, to getting to the heart of what a commercial 
council might look like. We’ll also be launching our 
companion essay collection, The History Boys. 

We hope you enjoy the essays and you’re invited to join us at 
our fringe events. We’re already looking forward to next year’s 
journal, where we hope to showcase some of the amazing 
projects and programmes that councils have implemented in 
the face of the most difficult social and economic backdrop 
for a generation. Next year will not be any easier but many 
organisations, particularly those featured in the journal, are 
ready to do things a bit differently. 
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Trust journalists 
and we’ll all reap the 
rewards 
Ted Jeory
Home Affairs Editor, Sunday Express, and author of the
Trial by Jeory blog

Of all the scary moves made by Eric Pickles, none filled 
me with as much horror as his recent edict telling people 
to film council meetings. In my borough of Tower Hamlets, 
footage would have to come with an X-rating warning 
– and frequently with subtitles. But his thrust, of course – 
and one at the core of the New Local Government Net-
work’s policy principles – was ‘the more transparency, the 
better’. We journalists go along with that.

Yet during the next 12 crucial months when councils are 
going to have to explain seriously difficult decisions, here’s 
another little bit of advice: talk to us hacks more.
Hacks do like to be fed, and our favourite foods are not 
just stories, but also access. It’s amazing what a chat 
with a senior council director will do for relations with 
journalists. Senior town hall bods are experts in network-
ing at conferences like this: they know how to charm and 
engage. So why not let them talk to reporters?

We’re not the most difficult people they will encounter— 
and respecting off record briefings is part of our job. Bland 
statements attributed to a spokesperson turn off not only 
journalists, but also readers and taxpayers.

Press officers at far too many councils have become con-
trol freaks who demand questions are put in writing and 
who respond only by writing. Everything is done by email. 
The art of talking, and of relationship-building, has gone.

Trust, as well as transparency, is a good thing. It can help 
you get your message out.
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BUILDING THE FUTURE 
FROM AN ARRAY OF 
POSSIBILITIES
 
Barry Quirk 
Chief Executive, London Borough of Lewisham

For most of my managerial career, local government has 
been focused on service improvement. Arguably it started 
with John Major’s Government and its Citizen’s Charter 
initiative in 1991. Several Councils had become sprightly 
in the late 1980s to meet the rigours of the compulsory 
competitive tendering regime. For it was then that the 
“sourcing revolution” really began. The organisational 
questions most posed at that time were whether we 
should we make it ourselves, buy it in the market place 
or build it with others (through joint ventures). And those 
Councils that had gotten fit for competition in the late 
1980s grabbed Major’s Citizen’s Charter initiative with 
relish - it heralded the focus on “service users” or indeed 
on “consumers”. 

At that time some Councils blended this consumerist 
approach to local government services with a more 
collectivist strand derived from Professor John Stewart’s 
encouragements for English local government to 
develop a “public service orientation”. And for almost 
two decades, service improvement was the touchstone 
of local government - and, in truth, it needed to be. 
This took many shapes: there was a “modernising” 
services agenda; making services “e-enabled” through 
the Internet (I suspect that nowadays we would use 
the term “digital era governance” - or some such); 
performance management and target setting; and finally 
whole organisation customer relationship management. 
During this period, designing and delivering “best 

in class” services became the very essence of local 
government. Admittedly the approach became ever more 
sophisticated - from specifying narrow targets to outlining 
broad service outcomes - but it remained a solidly 
managerial approach to improving services. In some 
ways the “open services” approach employed by the 
current Government is a ratchet on from the second term 
Blair Government’s attempts to reform public services 
through more competition and choice.

More recently this managerialism has given way to 
approaches based more on finding targeted solutions to 
persistent social problems. The growth of these “problem 
solving” approaches reflects (1) the limitations of previous 
social policy interventions; and (2) the rising influence of 
behavioural economics and a general sense that, when it 
comes to solving problems, people are more likely to be 
influenced by their peers than by the state’s professionals. 

This people-centred and experimental problem solving 
approach is found in many initiatives - from social 
enterprises trying to meet “payment by results” targets, 
to multi-disciplinary teams working to improve the quality 
of families’ lives. It is a healthy additive to the somewhat 
bland managerialism of the 1990s and the 2000s but, on 
its own, is not really enough to meet the challenges of the 
coming two decades.

Following the 2008 crash and the deep recession 
that has ensued, the degree of global competition for 
business growth and jobs means that every locality in 
the UK faces fresh challenges. Councils that base their 
approaches on simple “boosterism” (bloated boasting 
that seeks external investment into localities) or on 
“bootstrapping” policies (that infer that people can solve 
their problems entirely on their own) are destined to fail. 
Most local communities in the UK face a flat economic 
future. Even the most positive economic forecasts would 
seem incredibly gloomy in any other decade. They 
need their Councils to build hope and confidence; not 
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delusional nor reckless optimism derived from vacuous 
strategies, but positive and practical optimism that builds 
confidence in the real possibilities of places. 

So my one message for the future of English local 
government is that it should focus much more on how it can 
feasibly build hope and confidence in localities. This is really 
difficult because it is complex, and involves community 
leadership and social change. It is easier to focus on 
managerial and operational changes to services, but that 
would be the equivalent of cleaning the carpets while the 
house is on fire. 

Of course, we need to maintain a strong momentum 
for making services more relevant, less costly and more 
productive. And of course we need to sustain a focus on how 
best to help people solve knotty local social problems. But, 
more than that, we need Councils to be the generators of 
confidence throughout their communities. They need to build 
civic spirit, nurture civic virtue and foster civic enterprise. 
Each locality possesses an array of possibilities. Turning 
these into a positive future requires practical wisdom and 

focused action on the part of businesses, communities, 
elected councillors and appointed public servants. 

People with rose-tinted glasses simply look for a positive 
future - they don’t actually do anything about it. Practical 
people in local government should avoid the rose-tinted 
glasses, and plant the roses instead.

Joint ventures: 
an opportunity 
for growth and 
for good value
James Blake
Chief Executive, St Albans City and District Council

I would like to see a change in the mindset of the debate on 
local government funding.

The highlight of our year in St Albans was the opening 
of our new £25m leisure centre, after five years of hard 
work and planning. The new centre is a state of the art 
facility, sensitively designed to fit in with the historic 
character of the city. 

Some people have asked me how we managed to invest 
that kind of money in a leisure centre, in the current financial 
climate. The answer, of course, is that the business case 
makes sense. The new centre aims to be commercial 
- responding to market demand - but with a focus on 
providing good value facilities for young and older people. 

It will save the Council money on its revenue budget each 
year, after borrowing costs. The centre is a real partnership 
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between the Council and a private centre operator. Both 
partners understand each other’s drivers and needs. Both 
therefore contribute to and benefit from the partnership. 
We are taking the same approach to discussions with all 
our contractors.

In other areas of our business we have adopted a similar 
approach. We have recently welcomed the Citizens 
Advice Bureau and Council for Voluntary Services to the 
civic centre. This has helped us to create a joined up 
advice and support service, focused on supporting our 
most vulnerable residents through the welfare changes. 
It also makes good use of redundant office space and 
saves money. The upfront costs of the move will be paid 
back within 3 years.

There is nothing new in all this. But it marks a culture 
change for us. I recently had a budget meeting with all of 
my senior managers and, for the first time, the dominant 
language was about growth, not cuts. The change in 
mood was palpable. Perhaps the national mood could do 
with a similar transformation. 

GENUINE LOCALISM 
PLEASE!
 
Cllr Doug Taylor
Leader, London Borough of Enfield

I would like local Government to have more freedom and 
less interference from central Government. But I recognise 
that central Government needs to ensure that presenting 
inequalities are smoothed in central Government financial 
support.

Governments have a powerful urge to draw power to the 
centre. The drawbridges are raised and the directives and 
statutory guidance come raining down from the central 
ramparts with frightening frequency. We’ve been told how 
often we should be collecting the bins; how often we 
should be producing Council newspapers; and by how 
much we should (or shouldn’t) raise the Council Tax. So, 
does the Government really support local decision making 
if there is a risk that the decisions made are not what it 
wants to see? Or if its own central political priorities are 
not as enthusiastically embraced locally?

Across the country there are local authorities of every 
political colour who seem to me to be perfectly capable 
of making these decisions for themselves, based on the 
mandate for which they were elected in the first place, 
and on a huge amount of local intelligence developed over 
many years. The principle of representative democracy is 
so founded, isn’t it?

Some recent changes have brought real opportunities 
for genuine localism – like bringing public health under 
the jurisdiction of the local authority. But this will work far 
more effectively if local authorities and communities can 
develop their priorities unhindered, and can formulate long 
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term implementation plans to address them. It’s not going 
to work if we are living in fear that the Minister might show 
up at a primary school one morning, and issue a speech 
requiring local people to change their priorities on the basis 
of the Westminster zeitgeist, and on his or her personal 
peccadillos. 

Determining our own 
destiny for the sake 
of our residents
Niall Bolger
Chief Executive, London Borough of Sutton

Graphs of Doom, Jaws of Despondency, CSR 2013. A 
financial crisis is undoubtedly affecting local government and 
our public sector partners. Meanwhile some of our citizens 
are feeling the effects of austerity much more than others. 

Then a rather unsavoury blame game is turning citizens 
away from meaningful discussions about their public 
services and the future of their communities. For local 
government, there is a genuine risk of us collectively losing 
confidence in our ability to do anything about this. 

So the one thing that I would change would be to revitalise 
our resolve to determine our own destiny and to grasp 
the future in partnership with other public bodies and our 
communities.

To do this, we need to strengthen our role as leaders of 
place and support our Members to represent all of the 
services in our localities. A clear pre-condition for this has 
to be a greater autonomy for local government and respect 
for its democratic mandate. This is a representation of the 

distinctiveness of the places we serve. It is axiomatic that 
for people and organisations to flourish, there needs to be 
effective, respectful relationships which are bound together 
in a common cause of putting citizens’ needs first and 
foremost, above our organisational interests. 

For me, this is a call to arms to ensure that we continue 
to deliver effective, joined-up public services that make 
sense to our residents - at a price they are willing to pay. 
It is an opportunity to manage our own destiny and to 
determine the future of our communities in co-operation 
with the citizens we serve. It is a time to create hope and 
engagement, not reply on blame and indifference. 

As the NLGN suggests in its publication Gaming the Cuts, 
this requires Officers and Members to be visionary and 
visible, open and catalytic, exploratory and evaluative. The 
real challenge for public services will be to motivate and 
encourage the people in our organisations to find a way of 
making this a reality in a fractious climate.
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Achieving growth 
requires greater 
financial autonomy 
Cllr Peter John
Leader, London Borough of Southwark

I have bold ambitions for Southwark and want it to 
thrive, but we, and many other councils, are held back 
from realising our goals by the rules surrounding local 
government finance.  If I could change one thing about 
local government it would be to give local government 
greater financial autonomy.   
 
Southwark is at the heart of London, both physically 
and in our role as a fast growing and dynamic borough, 
proud of our history and playing a central part in London’s 
future. We want to invest in our future and meet the 
challenges which our borough faces. Allowing local 
authorities to make investments in their own infrastructure 
would enable us to properly cater for the population 
growth that is forecast and would allow us to better create 
the right economic environment to create jobs and growth.  

Changing borrowing rules means that councils could also 
invest the capital that is needed to meet challenges such 
as the chronic housing shortage. In Southwark, we are 
building 1000 new council homes within the existing rules 
but, were we to be able to borrow on the same terms as 
housing associations, we could do that many times over 
and ensure that housing was affordable and meeting the 
needs of the borough.

Devolving tax revenue back to boroughs would also help 
this; freeing up councils to set local levels on business rates 
and council tax would give councils greater freedom to 
vary local tax rates to stimulate growth.  Likewise, greater 
power to use levies and taxation to shape policy would 
mean that councils like Southwark could tax the industries 
we are trying to reduce, such as pay day lenders or betting 
shops, and offer favourable tax rates to smaller businesses 
to help provide greater choice on our high streets.  

I am excited about the London Finance Commission 
and the recommendations which are taking this debate 
forward.  Local government finance needs change, and 
needs a government that is prepared to decentralise and 
trust local councils.  This government talks about localism 
– I’d like them to put this talk into action and let councils 
have the autonomy they need to deliver jobs, growth and 
thriving local communities.
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changing 
the image 
of the local 
government 
sector 
Sandra Whiles
Chief Executive, Blaby District Council

It would be easy to trot out things like 
structural reorganisation, fewer councillors, 
single member wards, more devolution 
from central government etc. etc., 
but these types of change can act as 
distractions from us getting on and doing.

For me, the one thing I’d love to change 
is our confidence and image as a whole 
sector. 

We already have most of the powers to 
do the things that are needed locally. We 
have the creativity and ideas to make 
a difference in our local authorities. We 
are great at pulling partners, people 
and communities together around a 
common purpose. And we have shown 
time and time again that we can respond 
and deliver major change, be it around 
reduced budgets, system improvements 
or emergency response, which would be 
impossible for many national bodies. So 
why confidence? 

True integration is about people and their behaviour
True integration means a transformed relationship between citizens 
and the state. There are three pillars of this integration:

1. Big system integration
2. Professional behaviour
3. Patient and user experience

The first of these is taking considerable focus and effort. There is a real
danger that not enough attention is paid to the second and third.
Successful integration will require a balance of all three.

The Home Truths programme shows the value of a deeper understanding
of professional behaviour and patient/user experience through
focusing in on one set of relationships – GPs – their influence on older
peoples care pathways and their relationship with social care. 

Just one example of innovation in public services
The Home Truths initiative is just one of the mechanisms by which iMPOWER
is helping local government to sustainably reform public services.

If you want to know more about our market leading support to local
authorities please contact: Jeremy Cooper, Director, on 020 7017 8030 
or email at jcooper@impower.co.uk.

Home Truths is a partnership 
of 11 areas (councils and
health bodies) across the 
UK supported by iMPOWER
and academic partners. They
are collecting evidence on
local relationships and
behaviours and using it to
transform demand, improving
health and care outcomes
and saving money. 

The Home Truths programme
Understanding professional and citizen behaviour: an
essential building block for health & social care integration

– Do GPs trust the quality of social care?
– Do GPs respect social workers’ opinions on what is best for patients?
– Do GPs think the council  has explained social care options available?

www.impower.co.uk

home truths ad 2.qxd:Layout 1  21/6/13  17:46  Page 1
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I think that many councils, councillors and council officers 
are ground down by people telling us that we aren’t good 
enough, without necessarily having the data or evidence 
on which to base these often publicly made statements.

If we don’t have confidence, we won’t believe that we 
can do what’s necessary to steer our Places quickly and 
boldly through the challenges ahead, be they economic, 
social or environmental.

And, if we don’t believe in ourselves and our sector, there 
is a real risk that we won’t do the things so needed to 
reshape and deliver local services across sectors. If this 
happens, things may well become a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

“No more proxy 
elections” - 
strengthening 
local democracy 
Kieran Curran
External Relations Policy Officer, 
Lancashire County Council

Last month’s elections witnessed new lows for voter 
turnout and renewed fears for local democracy.

Average turnouts of around 30% represented a significant 
drop from 2009 when county councils last faced the 
electorate. Nationally, governing parties in future might 
rule with less than 40% of the vote. Locally, that reality 
is already here. It’s now possible to win ward elections 
on a massively reduced share of the vote, and council 
administrations are increasingly formed from the votes of 

a minority of a minority. Plummeting turnout means more 
core-voter strategies, further alienating voters as parties 
focus on their base. 

Synchronising our electoral calendar – holding all county, 
district and metropolitan elections on the same day as the 
General Election vote – would boost turnout and restore 
credibility to local politics. Yes, devolution can raise the 
stakes and actually give citizens something to vote for, 
but, tactically, synchronisation would also solidify the 
central-local relationship and present voters with a clear 
and total – not confused and piecemeal – choice.

Opponents claim same-day local elections would forever 
languish in the shadow cast by a national poll. But it’s equally 
likely local issues would be elevated to prominence by the 
media scrutiny accompanying a General Election (especially 
where local media is lacking, which is in most places) and 
parliamentary candidates would be queried on local-led 
issues, intensifying the debate and pulling in more voters. 

Won’t “coupling” weaken local government’s “democratic 
mandate”? Not if local elections these days are “just” 
a verdict on Westminster rule by a minority of voters – 
where’s the mandate in that? Synchronisation would mean 
voters could kick out those they wanted kicking out: No 
more proxy elections. 



13

LGA Conference Journal

The evidence supports synchronisation. Scotland saw 
turnout rates plummet after it decoupled the Scottish 
Parliament and local government elections. Synchronisation 
(or other re-alignment) isn’t a silver bullet but it would create 
some parity for local democracy and it’s Big Brother. Better 
a sibling rivalry than a parent-child relationship.

harnessing local 
government’s 
adaptability as 
a strength
Paul Blantern
Chief Executive, Northamptonshire County Council

It was Darwin who said it is not the strongest nor the 
most intelligent but those most adaptable to change that 
survive. In my mind there is no doubt that, in all of the 
UK’s public sector, it is we in Local Government who have 
consistently shown we are the most adaptable to social 
change, demographic change, financial change and, lest 
we forget, central policy change. What’s more, in true 
evolutionary terms, not only do we adapt as a ‘species’, 
but we are wonderful at adapting to those locality factors 
that are unique to our particular geographies, cultures, 
heritages, demographics and economic circumstances.

Yet it is that very adaptability - that resultant rainbow of 
innovation and evolution - that prevents us from becoming 
the dominant species in the public service jungle... the one 
that has the control to actually adapt our own environment 
to suit the very thing that unites us all: the wellbeing and 
safeguarding of our residents.

So if there’s one thing I’d change about Local 
Government, it’s our self-belief.

Why can we not be bolder and say we don’t need 
competitions and one initiative after another to deliver 
growth? We need to have the strength of belief to 
collectively say we know where our infrastructure needs 
to be built and what it will cost; we know where our new 
schools need to be; we actually talk and deliver outcomes 
for our citizens on a daily basis – and, more essentially, 
help them to help themselves. 

More importantly, we need to be clear that we know why 
we are slightly different, and why we don’t need the same 
centrally imposed solution everywhere. For example, in 
a county like Northamptonshire we have over 30,000 
approved planning permissions. So, do you know what? 
Planning policy is not the issue in our county, infrastructure 
is - and that’s why we have come up with our own 
innovative solutions to building it.

So we have to be bolder, to own localism, rather than just 
engage in the perpetual localism rhetoric we hear from 
others. Let’s stand up as a sector and be brave enough to 
say “no, we’ll do it our way thanks”.
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And why do we need to do this? Because we all 
recognise that, with the accepted winds of austerity, the 
ability to adapt to change at an ever faster, bolder and 
more innovative rate is essential for the wellbeing of our 
localities, and we must begin to be responsible for our 
own evolution, not restricted by those who, actually, 
cannot adapt fast enough themselves.

local leaders must 
take the initiative 
in reforming 
public services 
Jim Graham
Chief Executive, Warwickshire County Council

If I could change one thing in local government, the “One 
Thing” is Self-Confidence… the “Why” is the absence of 
a coherent idea of what the public services will look like 
during the continuing years of austerity in the rhetoric of 
national politicians. The self-confidence we need has been 
eroded by the seduction of centralism and its promotion 
of a dependency culture. Why take risks to think out of 
the envelope when we’ve come to depend on the drugs of 
guidance and dictat? We may loathe the latter but fear the 
absence of a regular fix in our victimhood. 

The future landscape of the public services in any 
geographical area will be of a very different scale and 
topography… yet many of us are still looking over our 
shoulder hoping the old familiar maps and landmarks are 
not lost. We have the ability to redraw these maps anew 
and I would dispute this venture as a “distraction.”
From the citizen’s point of view, our current complexity 

of service accountabilities across the whole public sector 
doesn’t make a great deal of sense. We are tackling the 
big issues as they stand, yet simplifying the local public 
sector can be readily accommodated. 

The centre doesn’t appear to have much of either the wit 
or the appetite to tackle it, and we have the powers vested 
in democratically elected local leaders to take a lead in 
this venture. The power vested in the leader of a council is 
greater than that of any other local leader, including an MP, 
and it has in it an authority and accountability than can 
be understood and adhered to by both the public and the 
wider public sector. Do we need strong local government 
or local administrative franchises? 

If it’s the former, then we need to demonstrate confidence, 
and reduce the overlap and duplication between local 
public services on our patch on a grand scale.

How to facilitate  a 
‘whole-systems’ 
approach in local 
government 
Joanna Killian
Chief Executive, Essex County Council

Most people will remember 2012 for the Olympics or for 
the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee. I will too, but I will also 
remember it as a year of profound change in Essex’s 
public services.  

In January 2012 partners from across the county began 
working together as a Whole Place Community Budget 
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pilot. We took a whole-system approach, 
recasting our activity to address issues that 
cut across – or fell between – traditionally 
configured public services.  
 
This was tough. We mobilised from a 
standing start, worked closer than ever 
before with Whitehall departments, and 
brokered agreements to a set of credible 
change proposals. These will improve 
outcomes and deliver substantial cashable 
savings.  Perhaps more importantly, this 
process gave us a glimpse of the future 
role of local government – integrating 
commissioning with partners and rewiring 
provision to secure outcomes.  

So when I think, “If I could change one thing 
about local government, what would it be?” – 
it would definitely be something to make this 
whole-systems approach much easier. 
 
I think a ‘place-based funding settlement’ 
would be top of my list. A single funding 
allocation, made from the centre, for 
all services in an area, over a spending 
review period. This would make it easier 
for partners to take a collective view on 
system-wide pressures; assess where 
costs and demands are increasing; move 
money to tackle priority outcomes; and 
invest together with greater certainty.    
 
I know that such a settlement would bring an 
enormous technical and cultural challenge 
for Whitehall. For that reason we probably 
won’t see anything quite like this for many 
years.  But, with the Spending Round still 
fresh in our minds, I hope that Ministers 
will look to further strengthen mechanisms 

Our knowledge 
delivering your results

A top 50 law firm with a full range of legal services, at 
Weightmans – it’s all about you. Recognised as National Law 
Firm of the Year 2012 with client satisfaction scores higher 
than the legal industry average, we work hard to get results 
for our clients each and every day.

As one of the country’s leading public sector legal practices, working with local authorities, local 
authority consortiums, police forces, fire authorities, education establishments and NHS Trusts, we 
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to support and incentivise deeper collaboration between 
public services partners. This will be a welcome first step. 

A revolutionary 
approach to health and 
social care services 
Cllr Paul Carter
Leader, Kent County Council

I want to start a revolution. I want local government across 
the country to realise the opportunity it has to help re-
shape health and social care for local people. 

The recent health reforms present the opportunity for a 
fresh start, one which places patients, integrated care and 
GPs at its heart. Yet during the passage of the Health and 
Social Care Bill, research for our Kent Health Commission 
showed two thirds of councils felt local government 
unengaged in shaping health reform, while almost three 
quarters believed the sector had little or no influence over 
them. This sense of powerlessness has to change. 

To transform healthcare locally, we need a revolutionary 
new type of local leadership. The Act puts in place 
new decision-making structures that take power and 
influence out of the hands of NHS managers and 
bureaucrats and put them instead in the hands of 
GPs and clinicians. It allows them to commission new 
community based services that their patients need (and 
want), rather than simply relying on what the system has 
always provided.

As local council leaders we need to reach out and forge 
new relationships with the emerging Clinical Commissioning 

Groups and, in particular, with our local GPs. As local 
government, we need to use our new role to work with and 
champion those GPs who are embracing change locally and 
help them to overcome inertia where it may exist. These are 
revolutionary times and we can’t risk inaction giving time for 
any bureaucratic barricades to be rebuilt.

To begin with, local council leaders working with GPs in 
their new Clinical Commissioning Groups must together 
make the streamlining and integration of heath and social 
care services a reality. We must be brave in pooling our 
budgets and developing integrated joint assessments, 
commissioning around individual patients’ needs with single 
point access to services, whoever they are delivered by. 

At the same time we need to lead investment in new 
preventative and community care, encouraging people 
to take more responsibility for their own health while 
intervening earlier to avoid escalation of health problems 
into high cost hospital admissions. 

At the heart of our Kent Health Commission was a 
recommendation to shift of at least 5% of activity from 
acute care to primary and community health. Releasing in 
Kent some £59m a year – or £5m per Kent District – this 
would enable new community services to be developed, 
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commissioned and provided to patients at home or in local 
settings more accessible and suitable, both for them, and 
for their health needs. 

But we must be braver still. We want CCGs to have much 
greater choice in the provision of community health with 
new private and voluntary sector providers entering the 
market. We want GPs and their CCGs to be purchasing 
good community health from an expanded marketplace of 
new public, private and social enterprise providers. 

Not a day seems to go by without the reporting of another 
crisis in the NHS, but we mustn’t allow the nay-sayers to use 
these headlines to stand in the way of change which can 
transform care for the very people we all want to support. 

Equally, the positive reform we seek will only take root if we 
reject nostalgia for the way things have always been done and 
embrace the changes necessary - in both local government 
and the NHS - to forge a new healthcare system together to 
deliver further improvements to local services, ensure better 
use of public money, and provide better patient care. 

In changing one thing about local government, the need for 
revolutionary local leadership in health and social care has 
never been greater.

Seeking a local 
government 
renaissance 
through risk-taking 
and boldness 
Max Wide
Director, iMPOWER Consulting

If I could change one thing about local government it would 
be its timidity and institutional conservatism. Okay, that’s 
two things, but you know what I mean.

In my career to date I have looked at local government from 
many angles: outsider at first (in third sector homelessness 
projects), insider (for 23 years), and outsider again for nearly 
as long. I have worked for Solace Enterprises (actually 
private sector but local government ‘family’), BT and now 
iMPOWER (a properly exciting place). My other relationship 
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to local government has been, through my Mother’s 
mental illness, as a reluctant customer.

In all that time, despite so many apparent ‘transformations’, 
I am not sure how much has really changed. Three years 
ago in the midst of austerity, ‘perfect storms’ and the 
worst financial settlement for a generation, all the talk was 
of ‘thinking the unthinkable’, and of ‘straightforward and 
honest’ conversations with citizens. The life expectancy of 
the sacred cow apparently looked very short.

A short while later and many of those who embraced that 
language and set off down that path are no longer with 
us. The 2011 LGC 50 ‘most influential voices’ now looks 
very depleted indeed. The basic model has changed very 
little: it’s just got smaller, less costly, more defended and 
often less relevant to the real needs and opportunities 
that are present in today’s society. Its weak position 
made it a sitting duck in the most recent round of cuts, 
and so it was.

I know I am not alone in hankering after a new version 
of an era when local government was bolder, when it 
would work from its core competence, being close to 
communities and stepping in to act, sometimes riskily, for 
the common good. The local government that was bold 
enough to run telecoms, gas and electricity for a time, 
because it needed to be done and no one else would do 
it, and the local government that, equally boldly, stopped 
doing these things when someone else could meet that 
need, was in touch with its true purpose. John Stewart 
describes Town Halls as “the cathedrals of the nineteenth 
century entrepreneur” - are they still? 

Is it the case that local government’s own crisis stems 
from the fact that it is the servant of a political system 
that is itself in real difficulty? If so, then perhaps local 
government’s renaissance will come from the political 
system’s own response to its dwindling appeal. As Kathy 
Perera wrote last week, “What is needed, then, is a 

wider offer from parties in terms of people’s ability to ‘do 
politics’, rather than simply perform an occasional function 
of selecting others to do it for them.” 

Perhaps the bold thing now, is actually to leave the 
cathedrals and return to the communities, to really 
understand people’s stories and to use them to transform 
services from the outside in, to work with people’s own 
contributions and not make them passive recipients. When 
someone starts really listening to my Mum, rather than 
assessing and administering her, I’ll let you know.
 

Tapping into local 
government’s 
entrepreneurial 
spirit will turn 
ideas into action 
Cllr David Hodge
Leader, Surrey County Council

In 1998, three graduates bought £500 worth of fruit 
and started selling smoothies at a festival. They were so 
successful they went into business. This February they 
sold their remaining stakes in Innocent with the company 
valued at more than £300 million.  
 
This kind of entrepreneurial spirit is what councils need 
to tap into and then use to provide better, more efficient 
services. Harnessing this resourcefulness, commitment 
to investing in improvement, and sharp eye for making 
savings and generating income is what one of my Cabinet 
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colleagues with a successful private sector background 
calls taking the ‘council PLC’ approach. 
 
In Surrey, we’ve already proved we can merge commercial 
savvy with a strong public sector ethos, with our joint 
venture with a private firm to provide education services 
through Babcock 4S generating a £1.7m dividend that is 
being reinvested in services.  
 
Innovation is the key to taking it to the next level. We’re 
already turning ideas into action for the benefit of residents. 
Bold plans have been developed for a trading arm that will 
help plug the gap left by a dwindling government grant, 
and help keep a lid on future council tax rises.  
 
And Surrey is taking innovative approaches with others too. 
We’ve set up a joint purchasing operation with East Sussex 
County Council to save millions of pounds a year by 
striking harder bargains with suppliers, and we’re playing a 
key role in South East 7, a partnership between the region’s 
seven largest councils, to make estimated savings of £75m 
in just two years while also improving services.

Our aim is to become truly entrepreneurial. We’re not there 
yet but we’re creating the conditions that allow our staff to 
look at examples of entrepreneurial spirit such as Innocent 
and ask themselves the question: ‘If they can do it, why 
can’t we?’

Ensuring fluidity 
in the local 
government sector 
Manjeet Gill
Chief Executive, West Lindsey District Council
 
This was hard as local government has so many strengths 
and attributes. The one thing I would change is the focus 
and over-reliance on structures as the key solution to 
difficult complex situations.

By structures, the biggest one I challenge, yet understand, 
is the focus on local government reorganisation, such as 
that of the Unitary Government. Just as, equally, the focus 
on traditional hierarchical and professional silo-based 
structures that were best suited forty years ago, with 
reflection, never really in my time bought up with Professor 
Stewart’s ‘wicked’ issues such as poverty, crime, health 
or employment, to name but a few requiring cross agency 
solutions. Why do I personally feel this?

First, a rapidly changing world requires rapid, agile 
responses with a fluid flow of resources to areas of need. 
Imagine roles changing monthly - this would sound chaotic 
from a ‘structural’ viewpoint.

Second, the ‘command and control’ model is outdated. 
This is largely because ‘official’ leaders commanding 
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authority in an organisation may not have direct control 
over the external resources they need to harness in order 
to deliver results. 

Third, the focus on unitaries, whilst I support for the 
main reasons, assumes ‘economies of scale’, equally 
some thinking is advocating ‘small is agile’. Efficiencies 
work for largely transactional areas, while others need a 
different approach such as co-production with citizens 
and customers. For example, Districts are well placed 
to do this at a time when Counties are either remote or 
distracted by bigger demands such as social care and 
health reconfiguration.

Fourth, design is more fundamental than restructuring, as 
it asks fundamental questions such as, “What would be 
functional for the customer?”

With these thoughts, I suggest we change our focus from 
structure to design, which continually adapts to change.

Less legislation, 
more innovation
Graeme Creer
Weightmans LLP

Local government was operating while central government 
was still playing the game of thrones, before Parliament was 
invented. 19th century legislation gave local authorities a basic 
shape, and the law and the geography were tidied up in 1948 
and 1972, but, until the 1980s, central government generally 
left local government alone. Then the floodgates opened.

Since 2000, seven local government Acts have contained 
a staggering 1,191 pages of text. Add the Local Audit Bill, 
and they will outweigh War and Peace.

The last government’s contribution was a tidal wave of 
new duties, regulations, guidance, strategies, challenge 
funding and performance management. The coalition 
government promised to reduce bureaucracy and central 
control. Localism felt different, but only at the beginning.  

Does it really matter if the council publishes a newspaper, 
or decides chief officer appointments in committee rather 
than in full Council – both targeted for future legislation?  
Why are there three different sets of rules about publishing 
senior officers’ salaries? And why were new Regulations 
about the conduct of meetings introduced unexpectedly 
last summer? 

A 2007 “concordat” committed the Government to 
reducing unnecessary intervention in local government.  
In 2009 the Communities and Local Government Select 
Committee noted that “nothing much appears to have 
changed as a result”. The Political and Constitutional 
Reform Committee felt that the answer was to seek 
views on a draft code on relations between central and 
local government. The Government’s response was 
unenthusiastic. 

Local authorities face an unprecedented challenge to 
keep local economies active, communities intact and 
people safe and secure, despite a long term recession 
and a dramatically increasing gap between resources 
and demand. They will have to innovate, take brave 
decisions, and ride out the electoral consequences. Yes, 
central government should decide national policy, and 
legislate if necessary. But there is no need for government 
intervention in the way local authorities work. It is a 
distraction, a meaningless trial of strength, and a waste of 
time and money.

Quite simply, let there be a moratorium on new local 
government legislation unless there is consensus between 
central and local government that it is essential.
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Councils as 
strategic 
bodies: radically 
reforming 
public services 
Stephen Hughes
Chief Executive, Birmingham City Council

I would pass a law that prohibited 
Local Councils from directly delivering 
any service to the public, but with the 
responsibility to achieve health, wellbeing 
and prosperity for its inhabitants.

The intended consequence of course 
would be to turn all authorities into 
100% commissioning bodies, with clear 
outcomes defined.

I think this would bring significant short 
term benefits for the planning and delivery 
of local public services, but also secure 
for Councils a central role in the future 
development of public service reform.

Direct delivery of services absorbs 
management capacity and diverts attention 
away from the strategic needs of a place 
to micro-management. It also creates bias 
in decision making in favour of its own 
producer interests against those of others 
(whether other public agencies, the voluntary 
sector or private business) and consumers.  

IT Services
Business Solutions
Consulting

In a fast-evolving marketplace which demands leadership that brings 
results, there exists a way of certainty: Tata Consultancy Services (TCS).
With TCS as your strategic advisor and partner, the ever-changing new 
landscapes of business become new vistas of opportunity, from digitally 
connected consumers to big data to emerging markets to end-to-end 
solutions for transforming your organization. TCS offers you market-proven, 
world-class experience, expertise and guidance to show the way for your 
business to evolve. Visit tcs.com and you’re certain to learn more.

Navigating a world of new rules
and new opportunities.
There is a certain way.
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Direct delivery also weakens the legitimacy of the 
democratic mandate that is local government’s greatest 
strength. If Councils are seen to be wholly strategic bodies 
then there will be more willingness to entrust them with 
Governance responsibilities for other public services, such 
as, say, Health or Criminal Justice.

Such a proposal does not mean that all Council services 
have to be outsourced to private suppliers. They can still 
be delivered by public servants employed by autonomous 
public agencies. There are many examples of such 
agencies – NHS trusts or School Academies for example. 
New ones may have to be created.

Councils, holding all the purse strings and accountable to 
central government departments for service outcomes, 
would use that influence to require joint planning and 
delivery across agency boundaries in return for funding. 
The vast potential for better outcomes at lower cost 
through collaboration and redesign of services would be 
more likely to be achieved. Local democracy would be 
reinvigorated because local decisions would clearly matter. 

The Need for Digital 
Engagement to 
Transform Local 
Government 
Kerry Chapman
Regional Director - Industry Marketing UK & Europe 
Tata Consultancy Services

As a society we are increasingly embracing and looking 
to engage with technology, interacting across multiple 
channels in new and innovative ways. Last year the Office 
for National Statistics noted that the number of people 
who had never been online in the UK is now down to only 
7 million people. The number is only set to drop further. 
This presents a golden opportunity for councils to take 
advantage of online and provide first class customer 
service. 

At Tata Consultancy Services (TCS) we understand that 
local governments are living through difficult times. Local 
authorities are under pressure to reduce operating budgets 
whilst at the same time looking to the future to modernise 
and improve IT systems in order to deliver better services 
and value for money to their customers. 

TCS offers councils the opportunity to radically change 
the way they deliver services whilst still delivering value 
for money for the taxpayer. We believe that we have the 
knowledge and expertise to offer local authorities solutions 
that can resolve these tensions, allowing them to maximise 
existing investments whilst improving systems and offering 
customers best practice service delivery. 
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Supporting vulnerable communities 

Often the most digitally excluded people are the most 
vulnerable. For example, of the 7 million people who have 
never been online, over half are disabled. Balancing the 
benefits of embedding new technology with the needs of 
our vulnerable communities will be one of the key markers 
for success and an area that TCS is exploring at this year’s 
2013 LGA conference. 

Working in partnership with councils we can help them 
exploit new digital technologies, not only to re-shape 
services but to improve the quality and accessibility 
of what is provided and to encourage new sorts of 
relationships to emerge between managers, senior leaders 
and the general public.
 
Transforming administrative systems
 
TCS develop solutions that offer wide ranging benefits for 
customers, employees and local authorities. We reduce 
back office costs, offer more accurate and accessible 
employee services, and deliver better services and value 
for money. 

 
Our proven DigitalGov solution enables centrally-run 
human resources (HR), and Payroll systems with standard 
procedures and processes, to have comprehensive MIS 
and Employee Self Service based on your existing HR & 
Payroll systems. 
 
This approach allows local authorities to protect 
their existing investment, whether it is SAP, Oracle or any 
off-the-shelf packages, without any additional expensive 
transition cost to a new package.   
	
TCS has partnered with Cardiff County Council as part of 
a 15-year ICT collaboration to improve the efficiency of its 
HR, payroll and training administration functions. The TCS 
team has provided the Internal Shared Services solution 

that has been driving efficiencies and reducing costs while 
enabling the council to transform its processes.

e-market solutions 
 
TCS develop solutions that are changing the way local 
authorities engage with suppliers and customers. Online 
shopping is increasingly user-friendly and popular and TCS 
has applied the same principles to corporate procurement.  

TCS’ unique e-market solution is a web-based application 
that creates an electronic market place, offering 
customers the facilities to enjoy electronic trade between 
one or more buying organisations and many supplier 
organisations. Users are faced with options and choices that 
can transform purchasing decisions and services acquired. 

Many organisations are considering investments in 
e-market solutions to reduce procurement management 
costs, improve access to services and increase 
productivity in the face of declining tax revenue, increasing 
debt and limited resources.
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Contacts
Should you wish to discuss working with NLGN further 
then you can contact either:

Simon Parker
Director
SParker@nlgn.org.uk 

Adrian Harvey
Head of Research
AHarvey@nlgn.org.uk

Jenna Collins
Networks Manager
JCollins@nlgn.org.uk
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