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Introduction

Locd government remainsin a state of flux in Greet Britain. Currently being 'modernised' by the
New Labour Government, it has been subject to radical programmes of reform for most of the
last twenty years. This paper will describe and andyse those programmes of reform focusing
attention on the kinds of reform strategy that have been introduced, the gods of those reform
drategies (legitimacy, efficiency and effectiveness) and their consequences for locdities. The
paper will consider the Conservative Government's programmes of reform (1979-1997) and
the New Labour Government's programme (1997-) separately and then draw together and
discuss the key themes and the continuities/differencesin strategy  employed in the two periods.
Finaly the paper will consder the impact of contextual and structural factors on centra
government's capacity to deliver reform, paying particular attention to the fact that Britain has no
codified congtitution. Before describing and examining the respective reform strategies the
paper will provide a brief overview of the development of local government in Greet Britain.

Development of local government in Great Britain

The principle of dected loca sdf government was not established in Grest Britain until the
Municipa Corporations Act (1835) which set up 78-multi purpose elected loca authorities.
However these bodies had limited powers and were dso limited in their operation of

democracy, elected as they were by a franchise of mae ratepayers (Wilson and Game, 1998).
Prior to this arrangements had been less clear cut with avariety of bodiesincluding parishes,
counties and boroughs as well as ad hoc authorities each fulfilling functions at the locd levd.
Each of these different bodies had different jurisdictions and different bases of legitimacy, some
being appointed and others functioning through a combination of appointment and ection.

Once having established the principle, a system of loca government did not emergetill the late
19 century. In little over adecade several pieces of legidation were passed that attempted to
systemdtise the exigting variety of inditutions. The Loca Government Act (1888) created 62
county councilsin England and Waes. These were joined by county borough councils - dl



purpose independent bodies - established for areas with populations above 50,000. Similar
developments occurred in Scotland in 1889. The Local Government Act (1894) established
urban and rurd digtrict councils within the existing county aress as wdl as a network of non
county borough councils. The Act aso provided an opportunity for parish councilsto
redevelop arole. In Scotland legidation in 1900 had asmilar effect. Findly the London
Government Act (1899) established alayer of metropolitan boroughsin London within the
London County Council area. For Wilson and Game (1998) the combination of these pieces of
legidation was nothing short of a‘condtitutiona revolution’ providing loca government with
what would come to be one of its early defining characterigtics- adud system - comprisng dl-
purpose authorities in the largest towns outside London, accompanied by atwo or three-tier
system esawhere, with powers divided between county, district/burgh (in Scotland) and parish
councils.

This sysem of local government was in the ascendancy until the 1930s with the various tiers
commanding more and more functions and population growth precipitating reviewsto
mergel/create new county boroughs. The remaining ad hoc arrangements diminished as more
power and responsihility was taken into hands of loca government. However the pace and type
of change (often incremental and reactive) meant that the system became unba anced and
unwiddy with loca authorities ostensibly carrying out the same purpose varying massively in
Sze The variationin development aso meant that service delivery was often inefficient asloca
councils struggled to cope with increased populations and new respongbilities. In the post war
period loca government was reshaped by the advent of the welfare Sate. The attempt by the
new Labour adminigtration to rid society of its mgor ills and to correspondingly creste a more
equa society was manifest in the development of new inditutions that were centrally organised
and administered. As a consequence loca discretion and variation diminished and loca
government became the agent for the ddivery of centrally determined programmes.

The 1960s and 1970s saw a process of review and reform that culminated in mgor structural
changeinloca government in Grest Britain and Northern Ireland and which represented the
replacement of the dua system with that of the tiered system. Roya Commissionswere set up
to review the system in London, therest of England and Scotland athough none was
considered necessary for Wales. The Commission for London reported first and as aresult of
its recommendations a new grategic authority for London and part of the Home Counties was
established - the Greater London Council (GLC). Thiswas complemented by the establishment
of atier of multi- purpose borough councils. The Royd Commission for England reported in
1969. Its report indicated support for the development of al-purpose unitary authorities
throughout England. However, before the Labour Government could implement these
proposasthey found themsdaves out of office. The new Conservative adminigtration supported
reform but within amulti tier syslem - one which functioned on the basis of counties and digtricts
(with parishesin rurd areas). A dmilar multi-tier arrangement was operationaised in Scotland
and Waes though here the third tier (community councils) had no statutory basis. In Northern
Irdland the suspension of Stormont led to the introduction of direct rule, subsequently limiting the
role of dected locd government in the region.



The development of local government in Greet Britain has been driven by a combination of
pragmatism and political ideology rarely informed by a shared statement of purpose or agreed
st of principles about local government. As a consequence loca government has frequently
found itself subject to consderable sructura and functiond reform following nationa changes
in adminigration. However, a the same time the existence of powerful cultura and contextua
norms at loca and nationd levels as to the nature of gppropriate governing ingruments and
sructures have d o acted to dilute any attempts a rationa planning at asystem leve of loca
government for Greet Britain. This state of affairs has been summed up by one long term
observer of loca government as reflecting the nature of British locad government - subject to
powerful forces of uniformity and diversity, continuity and change (Stewart, 2000). The
remainder of this paper will examine thewaysin which more recent reform programmes have
approached reform (and the smilarities and differences to previous endeavours) and the extent
to which they have managed and addressed the identified tensgons within the British system.

Reform in the 1990s - the Conser vative legacy

The Consarvative adminigtrations 1979-1997 sought and largely succeeded in transforming
loca government in Greet Britain. Thar reform programmes combined with the economic and
political consequences of developing globd trends changed the conditions within which  loca
government operated. They aso reduced and redefined its role to such an extent that by the
mid 1990s theterm ‘local governance had been coined to reflect the changed nature and form
of loca authority, decison making and service ddivery (Stoker, 1999).

The Conservative s believed that local government was wasteful and that mechanisms were
needed to make it more efficient. Part of this commitment to efficiency wasreflected in a
questioning of local government’s role in service provison and atesting out of dternatives. This
aso fitted with another Conservative principle, that of ‘rolling back the sate’ to dlow citizens
more freedom and choice. By focusing on the citizen's experience as a consumer of local
sarvices and empowering consumersin their relationship with the local gate centra government
aso hoped to make more trangparent the accountability relationship and thereby improve loca
democrdtic legitimacy. These principlesof efficiency, alimited role for the sate and the
empowerment of consumers remained congtant throughout successive Conservative
adminigrations athough the emphasis given to each varied over time.

Putting principles into practice required some form of strategy for implementation and while the
Conservative s strategy has been described as ‘emergent’ by Stewart and Stoker (1995:192),
that isthat it developed its coherence as aresult of practice, it was a al times overtly
ideologicdl, informed principally by ‘New Right’ and libera arguments (King, 1995). These
ideologica preferences both informed the sdlection of the above mentioned principles and
ensured that they would be put into practice in a particular way. So the pursuit of efficiency



would concentrate on minimising cogts, developing systemsto monitor how loca authorities
used resources and introducing market mechanismsinto local government, in ‘rolling back the
date’ the government would express aclear preference for the influence of the private sector in
delivering key policy objectives, and the empowerment of consumers would concern itself with
changing individuas perceptions of themselves and local authority services so asto perceive
themin the sameway asany other consumer/service provider relationship.

I mproving efficiency - the New Public Management

Radica Conservative Government reform in the 1980s and 1990s not only transformed what
loca authorities did but also how they did it, chalenging dl aspects of decison making with a
view to promoting a more rationa means of taking decisions over the exercise of conventiona
political and professond judgement. The promotion of rationdity was influenced by the
adoption of ‘public choice theory’ which purported to explain why public sector organisations
were dways likely to be less efficient than private sector ones, the potentia contribution of
market mechanismsto public sector services and the opportunity for liberated public sector
managers to engage in ‘bureau shaping’ o enhancing the strategic cgpacity of the organisation
(Niskanen, 1971, 1973; Dowding, 1996; Dunleavy, 1991). The New Public Management
(NPM) embodied the rationdity suggested by public choice theoritsand it took effect in dl
areas of public service during the Consarvative adminigrations (Ferlie et d, 1996) dthough its
impact on local government iswhat will be explored here. Farnham and Horton (1996) highlight
anumber of characteristics to describe the NPM (figure 1).

Figure 1. Characteristics of New Public Management

Rationd management through drategic - Achievement through efficiency,
management economy and effectivenessusing
performance indicators
Revisng organisationd ructuresto separate - Focusing on consumers, customers and

policy from administration and delegating citizens, not dominated by professionas
respongbility for service ddivery

Individudising performance and - Organisations which are demand rather
respongbility than supply led
Applying human resource management - Changing value bases to more market
oriented vaues
Farnham and Horton (1996:260 )

To operationdise NPM within British local government change was required in 3 key aress.



Legislative change to establish the statutory basis for the new financial and service
arrangements. The legidative programme of the different Conservative adminigtrationsin the
1980s and 1990s was huge. During this period centra government sought to emphasise the
virtues of financid responshbility and cost consciousnessin loca government by exercising
controls, e.g. introducing anew block grant to local government based upon centra
government’s assessment of its spending requirements (Local Government Planning and
Land Act, 1980) and subsequently taking powersto ‘ cap’ loca authority spending (Rates
Act, 1984), and by exposing locd authorities and citizens to new systems of raising finance
a thelocd leve viathe move from rates to Community Charge or poll tax (Loca
Government and Finance Act, 1988) to Council Tax (Loca Government and Finance Act,
1992). In addition the nationalisation of the non-domestic rates, the reduction in the
proportion of loca government finance raised locdly and the increase in service specific
grants from central government meant that by the mid 1990sloca government had minima
control and discretion over how it resourced loca services - aStuation described by Tony
Traversin The Guardian as ‘a spectacular example of acommand economy control system
in operaion’ (quoted in Wilson and Game, 1998:193)

This *brave new world” where efficiency was the key was further advanced by another raft
of legidation which intervened in the service delivery environment. Government’ s intention
was to reduce the monopoly control of local authorities in service delivery and to introduce a
‘mixed economy’ of provision thereby improving vaue for money for locd taxpayers. This
was achieved through a presumption towards contracting out or externalisng service
activitiesin loca government. Thiswas gpplied primarily through the operation of
Compulsory Competitive Tendering (CCT) in services such as road maintenance, street
cleansing, housing management and ‘ support’ services ( Loca Government Planning and
Land Act, 1980 and Locd Government Acts 1988 and 1992). In other service areas where
CCT did not reach, the *mixed economy’ was introduced in other ways, e.g., the policy of
community care saw the designation and separation of purchasers and providers within
socid sarvices and the increasing use of externd (private or voluntary sector) contractors to
provide care (NHS and Community Care Act 1990). The experience of CCT has generated
acongderable body of research and comment and conclusions about its impact vary (see
Walsh, 1995). However, it is generdly consdered that CCT did act to save money without
reducing service qudlity, largely through itsimpact on worker’s wages and conditions which
have declined (Leach and Percy-Smith, 2001).

Changes to the organisational structureto facilitate the shift in decision making via
devolution or delegation. The consequences of the government’ sintroduction of market
mechanisms went far beyond the specific servicesinvolved, frequently precipitating a
wholesdle reorganisation in orde to accommodate the new respongbilities attached to new
modes of service ddivery. Inrelation to CCT even where theloca authority was successful
inwinning the contract, important changes were necessary to redise the ddlivery of the



service. The loca authority’ s direct service organisation (the provider) had to be separated
from the commissioning or purchasing part of the loca authority and the relationship
between the two was managed through a contract. In education the ‘loca management of
schools programme (LMS)’ (Education Reform Act, 1988) dramaticaly changed the
relationship between individua schools and the education authority prompting complete
reorganisation of many education departments. Likewise socid services departments were
frequently divided into assessors and providers while departments with responsbility for
‘technical’ services were Spilt into purchasers and providers. In order for decison making to
be taken as close the service ddivery point as possble, devolved budgetary responshbility
became commonplace in awide range of service areas including housing, socid services and
technica services with particular service units becoming cost centres in their own right, e.g.
the fate of schools under LM S (Keen and Scase, 1998). For Leach et d these changes
were hugdy sgnificant and wereindicative of amgor chalengeto loca governancein the
yearsto come. In their words, ‘one of the most powerful organisationd effects of the
Government’ s post-1987 programmes of legidation has been to fragment- or differentiate
the activities of alocal authority into their component parts (1995:75).

The creation of a distinct body of managers. The development of new ways of
resourcing and delivering services was accompanied by new gpproaches to monitoring the
performance of local authorities. A new national body - the Audit Commisson - was
established by the Conservative Government in 1982 with aremit to ensure that local
authoritieswere financialy operating within the law. Latterly the remit of the Audit
Commission was extended to assess the performance of loca authoritiesin reation to
providing ‘value for money’. Loca authorities were to be assessed on the basis of their
‘economy, efficiency and effectiveness’ (3ES) in their use of available resources. In 1992 a
series of nationd * performance indicators wereintroduced againgt which dl locd authorities
were assessed and their respective performance published in a series of *league tables .
As measures of performance and specificaly the 3Es became common currency in loca
government, particular mechanisms had to be established interndly to guide officids and
politicians. These included setting up new systemns to monitor budgets, monitoring
performance againg key indicators and the re-orientation of services towards needs and
away from traditiond patterns of supply led provison. Farnham and Horton emphasise the
importance of this lagt point,

“Manageriadism incorporates not only the importation of private business systems and
techniques into public services but also a set of ideas and values justifying a centrd role
for managers and management within organisations and society. It isachdlenge to both
professonaism and syndicalism and has been opposed by both professionas and trade
unionists, because it is seen as an attempt to weeken their power bases’ (1996:260).



In addition to the challenges identified by Farnham and Horton, Gyford (1993) saw NPM as
representing a fundamenta chalenge to the operation of political judgement in loca government
decison making. He was concerned at the potentia impact of NPM’s “ gpparent rationdity’ and
gpolitica nature upon the autonomy of politicians and their relationship with citizens. He argued
that loca authorities could not be run on ‘rationa’ grounds because the nature of resource
dlocation isinherently political and requires the ability to operate within and between arange of
interests. The specid relationship that exists between politicians and citizens can only be
achieved through the “congdruction of a.......... common vocabulary” (Day and Klein,
1987:245), which according to Stewart and Ranson is provided by politicianswho spesak the
common language of citizenship (1988:18) and manifests itsdf in arelationship built on
accountability.

Closer examination of local government’ s response to the challenges posed by the NPM reved
that while change has been sgnificant and long lasting, local authorities have been much more
than a@ther willing recipients or intransigent opponents. Doogan (1999) and Travers (1993)
suggest that local authority officers are actudly very accomplished at acknowledging the
politicised nature of Government reform and have been effective a congtructing their responses
inorder to adapt to change but also to protect certain key interests and values of loca
government. Thisis supported by Keen and Scase (1998) in their discussion of how far
manageriaist changes resulted in the *transformation’ of locd authority cultures. For Pratchett
and Wingfield (1994) what the NPM has done is challenge the operation of a public service
ethosin guiding decison making. Their sudy of local government officersreveded that those
most exposed to NPM  modes of operation were moreinclined to consder non-traditiona
vaues in decison making, such asthe prioritisation of outputs over bureaucratic processes.
However this changewasnot universal and nor were ‘traditiond’ values associated with loca
government decison meking entirdly disregarded by those studied.

Rolling back the state - quangos and the ‘enabling’ council

The growth in appointed bodies, where certain activities were removed from government
control and handed over to newly established gppointed organisations, was consderable in the
1980s and 1990s. The most well-known form of appointed body - QUANGO’s- (Quas-
autonomous, non-governmenta organisations) were not invented by the Conservative
Governments of these years but they were certainly rejuvenated asaresult of centra
government’ s desire to reduce the scale and scope of direct local government control in any
given locdity. What is particularly significant about the development of quasi government under
the Conservativesisthat the expansion hes taken place primarily a the loca level and that it
comprises service aress previoudy held esawhere within the public domain (Davis and Stewart,
1993; Weir and Hall 1994 and Skelcher, 1998). The penetration of appointed bodiesis
dramatic and issummarised by Stewart,



Loca authorities no longer made direct gppointments to hedth authorities. Hedlth
sarvice trusts were created to run hospitals and community hedlth services. Training and
enterprise councils exercised substantid responsibilitiesin training and economic
development. Grant maintained schools, sixth form colleges and colleges of further
education were removed from loca authorities responghbilities to be governed by
appointed boards which received their funding from nationdly appointed bodies.
Housng associations increasingly took over the socid housing functions previoudy
exercised by local authorities. Police authorities were set up separated from local
authorities. Urban development corporations and housing action trusts took over major
responsibilities for redevelopment in certain urban areas (2000: 117-118).

What is dso ggnificant about this growth in gppointment is the way in which private sector
influence was sought  to influence the operation of the new appointed boards. Thiswas
particularly the case in relaion to regeneration where a number of high profile, resourcerich
regeneration programmes such as Urban Development Corporations, City Challenge companies
and Housing Action Trusts were led or dominated by private sector players. Elsawhere the
removd of certain functions from loca government and their replacement by appointed bodies
aso saw the replacement of public sector leadership with that of the private sector. Thiswas
most obvioudy the casein rdaion to Training and enterprise councils (TECsor LECsin
Scotland) but was dso evident in relation to colleges of further education.

While QUANGOs have been a common instrument used by governments to implement policy
or address certain issuesfor many years (Skelcher, 1998) they have also been criticised as
ingppropriate tools which remove from public view issues and decisons which are inherently
political (Chester, 1979). Therefore, the rapid expansion of these bodies in the 19805/1990s
fudled concern about the accountability of QUANGOs and the work of Skelcher (1998) and
others (Davis and Stewart, 1993; Weir and Hall, 1994 and Skelcher and Davis, 1995) has
demongrated how QUANGOs are protected from public scrutiny, how little is known about
the people who are appointed to take decisions, the standards to which these bodies must
perform and the way in which decisons are made. Notwithstanding these factors their existence,
number and variety madeit essentid that loca authorities took account of their activities and
attempted to work with them in order to achieve key policy goas.

A specific consequence of the move to appointment and the introduction of market mechanisms
into local government was the increasing complexity of the local scenein terms of service
provison. The service environment became increasingly fragmented and mechanismsto
maintain the coherence of service ddivery became more difficult to sustain (Clarke and Stewart,
1994). Thisfragmentation and complexity emerged at atime when researchersand
commentators on loca government were identifying ancther chalenge to locdities, namey the
emergence of ‘wicked' or cross-cutting issues, those issues which are not easily addressed
because of their complexity and require a number of parties to take action together to effect the



desired change (Clarke and Stewart 1997). Examples of these ‘wicked issues of prime
concern to both loca and central government included environmenta sustainability, community
safety and regeneration.

One way of securing thisjoint action rested with the operation of partnerships within and
across different organisations and sectors. Partnership working was not new to local
government as partnerships between central government and local government had along
history (Bradford and Robson, 1995). What was new about partnerships under the
Consarvatives was the range of actors and variety of functionsinvolved. What was dso
uncertain was the role that centra government expected or envisaged local government playing
in the partnership arena. One clue emerged from the 1991 White Paper, * Competing for
Qudity’. This presented an outline of the Conservatives rationade for further loca government
reform in which the separation of service delivery from srategic activity was introduced and
coupled with afocus on the loca government organisation operating as an 'enabling’ authority.
The need for drategic capacity was particularly acute in the large urban areas which had seen
their overarching strategc authorities - metropolitan counties- abolished in 1986. However,
any future role for local government in providing this strategic capacity wastied up in the how
theword ’enabling’ was defined.

At the publication of the White Paper and subsequently there was considerable debate about
the definition. Leach and Percy- Smith (2001) trace the first usage back to Jones and Stewart
(1983:147-149) who use it to advocate arole for loca government beyond that of providing
services. However, under the Conservativesiits use became associated with Nicholas Ridley
whose pamphlet The Local Right (1988) equated ‘ enabling authorities' with what were
essentidly residua bodies, dected agents making arrangements to supply services where the
market could not be engaged. A less minimaist but smilarly inclined perspective prevailed
through the Mgor years summarised by Stewart and Stoker asimplying that ‘alocal authority
will work increasingly with and through others' (1995:3). Locd authorities response was
equdly varied with some preferring the minimadist position while others exercised what
influence they had to develop partnerships with other bodies to jointly address cross cutting
issues & aloca level. Animportant issue arising from the embedding of multiple partnerships
into the fabric of governance in locdlities is the tendency to try and rationdise activity at the
drategic level. This has been used by loca government as away of reassarting its influence. A
formd manifestation of thiswas the City Pride initiative - central government project - which
wasinitidly implemented in three English cities - London, Birmingham and Manchester to
provide agrategic vehicle for the redisation of the cities' long term visons.

Empowering consumers - charters and choices

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s the concept of citizenship was the subject of a greeat ded of
attention with the Conservatives attempting to popularise particular interpretations of citizenship.



The rationde which underpinned this attention was one guided by a perception of the public
sector as being sdf interested, unrespongive to citizensand cardless of the needs and rights of
users of services (Prior et d, 1995). In the same way that policy change led to private sector
language and ethos being employed to organise loca government service delivery, so too
success ve Conservative Governments used this language and ethos to inform the relationships
between the provider and the user of services. Private sector terms such as consumers,
customers, vaue for money, and qudity began to be employed and new mechanisms were
devel oped through which consumers could be made more aware of the level and standard of
sarvice they should be able to expect and what should happen if these standards were not met.
Similarly market research type techniques became more common as the vehicle for finding out
how services users felt about service quality and choice. Findly the introduction of specific
legidative changes sought to offer consumers more choicein their public services. The Housing
Act, 1980 offered council tenantsthe ‘right to buy’ their property, the Education Act, 1980
introduced ‘ parentd choice' into which schools their children were sent to, the Housing Act,
1988 gave loca authority tenants the opportunity to ‘pick alandlord” through a process of
public ballot and the NHS and Community Care Act, 1990 gave dl service userstheright to a
bespoke ‘ care package' . This ‘didtinctive strategy of empowering the public as consumersin
the market of public services was perceived by Stewart and Ranson (1994:13) to mark the
clearest shift from traditiona formsof public administrationto public management in the
Consarvative adminigrations.

The consumer movement was legitimised a centra government level through the establishment
of the Citizens Charter initiative in 1991. Thisinitiative was based on Sx principles:

to publish the standards and targets public organisations set themselves and the performance
achieved againgt these standards and targets

to consult with service usersin setting sandards

to give information in plain language about the range of services available

to provide a courteous and efficient service to customers

to maintain a responsve complaints service, with some means for independent review

to ensure that performance is vaidated in independently and that the organisation has a clear
commitment to value for money (Leach and Percy- Smith, 2001:171).

While not dl locdl authorities Sgned up to thisinitiative with its awarding of charter marksto
local authorities that achieved particular standards of service, the mgority of loca authorities
began to develop and adopt their own sets of service standards designed to improve
relationships with their consumers. The impact of the initigtive on quality of servicesis
debatable (Leach and Percy- Smith, 2001; Prior et d, 1995) but it did have the effect of
encouraging loca authoritiesto systematicaly provide information about service sandards and
complaints procedures.
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Corrigan (1997) argues that the consumer movement is valuable asit gaveto citizensa
meaningful expression of ther citizenship, not previoudy expressed through voting. In addition
to introducing the concept of consumers the Consarvatives aso reinterpreted and defined the
concept of citizenship - emphasising the nation of active and sdlf-interested citizens. This
focused on two particular features of citizenship - as taxpayers citizens had aright to demand
vaue for money from their loca authorities and to hold them to account on thisbasisand as
responsible individuas citizens were obliged to engage in saf-help, to take respongbility for
themsdlves, their property and their families. This manifested itsdf particularly in reation to the
key concerns of loca people, e.g. community safety, through the setting up of Neighbourhood
Watch schemes (Gilling 1997) and complements other policy areas popularised by the
Conservatives, including private hedlth insurance and private education.

Barnes (1999) concurs that the engagement of users as citizens was legitimised by the consumer
movement. However she argues that the various different goa's sought by stakeholders could
not be accommodated in this movement, e.g. user groups seeking to act collectively and assert
control over provison were an anathemato a consumer movement that saw user groups as
ingruments by which professonds could retain their control and consolidate their position.

The consequences of reform - the emergence of ‘local governance

The combined effect of the Conservative governments' reform programmes was to secure a
sgnificant change to the governance of localities. Governance has been described by Rhodes
(1997) as ‘anew process of governing; or a changed condition of ordered rule; or the new
method by which society is governed’ (p.46). Inthe UK the term is used in two ways, both of
which reflect the seismic change which affected local government between 1979-1997. The
first usage focuses on governance via a new method, in the Conservative era exemplified by the
way in which the dominance of hierarchy was successfully chalenged by the introduction of
market mechanisms. The second and more popular usage focuses on governance as a changed
condition. Here the Conservative erais commonly described as the period when local
government (governing through a single dominant indtitution) gave way to local governance
(governing viaamultiplicity of stakeholders).

However, thiswas not dl one way traffic. While the change in the mode and environment of
governance suggested to some, e.g. Rhodes (1997), amuch reduced role for local government,
others e.g. Stewart and Stoker (1995) saw this shift as providing an opportunity for local
government to take on a different (but no less significant) role. This role centred upon the
‘enabling’ capacity of the local authority, but unlike the Ridley interpretation it offered amore
positive vison of what enabling might be seeing it as * enabling communitiesto resolve their
problemsand meet their needs in the most effective way’ (1995:204). Based upon prior
normative reflections of the most appropriate role and function for loca government (e.g.

11



Stewart and Stoker, 1988, Clarke and Stewart, 1988) and devel oped further esewhere (e.g.
Stewart, 1995) these writers saw the enabling loca authority as going beyond service delivery
to provide locdl leadership for their communities (Stoker, 1999). This prescription for the future
of loca government came to be known as community governance, discussions about which
informed the subsequent New Labour government’ s own prescriptions for further reform. For
Sewart and Clarke (1994), community governance is characterised by three things:

1. A primeresponghility for securing the ‘well-being’ of communitiesin an uncertain and
complex world (the term has a generd rather than specific definition)

2. Working in partnership with others to meet needs and secure well being

3. Finding new ways of communicating with citizens, to identify community needs in order thet
‘collective choice may be exercised

Stewart and Clarke understood community governance to be central to the future role of loca
government and likewise, loca government to be centra to the future operation of community
governance. Thisis captured in thelr definition of community governance as, ‘ By community
governance is meant the loca authority as an expression of the community governing itsalf’
(1995:1).

The eection of New Labour to power in 1997 was a cause for optimism among those who
supported the community governance agendawith its clearly articulated role for loca
government. However, while New Labour were, like the Conservatives before them, anxious
to make their mark on the public sector in generd and locd government in particular, their
preferred strategy was not necessarily going to be entirely sympathetic to the aspirations of the
advocates of community governance.

L ocal Government for the 21st Century - New Labour and M oder nisation

We need a new- adifferent - local government to continue the task of modernising
Britain......

At the heart of locd government’s new role is leadership- leadership thet gives vision,
partnership and qudity of lifeto dties, towns and villages dl over Britan.........

If you accept this chalenge you will not find us wanting. Y ou can look forward to an
enhanced role and new powers. Y our contribution will be recognised. your status
enhanced.

If you are unwilling or unable to work to modern agenda then the gover nment will have
to look to other partnersto take on your role (Blair, 1998:13 and 22, reproduced in
Stewart, 2000:121).

On taking officethe New Labour Government wasted little time initiating a programme of
reform of the public sector, promoted under the banner of ‘modernisation’. Whileloca
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government was not the firgt indtitution to receive atention, activity when it came was far
reaching and has been sustained into New Labour’ s second term. New Labour’ s overarching
aspirations for local government are neetly encapsulated in the title of the first White Paper,
‘Modern Local Government, In Touch with the People’ (DETR, 1998). The use of the word
‘modern’ fulfils two functions, emphasising the radicd intent of the reform agendato cregte a
more relevant and effectiveinditution while a the same time making a clear judgement about
the prevailing condition of loca government and the consequences of years of Conservative
Government reform. ‘In touch with the people’ sends a clear message that under New Labour
locd government will be an inditution for al members of the community, not just those who pay
for or provide sarvices, again Sgndling adistinctive bresk with the Conservatives previous
emphasis on consumers and tax- payers. The new gpproach was sustained into implementation
with New Labour (formdly at least) eschewing the kind of ideological imperatives that had
characterised the Conservative adminigtrations and emphasising instead a pragmatic approach
to implementation based upon identifying and replicating ‘what works. However,
notwithstanding these expressed differences of approach there remained important strands of
continuity, the most significant of which was the fact that New Labour like its Consarvative
predecessorswas not prepared to concede to loca salf-government. While it was more
prepared to articulate a commitment to a centrd role for local government (see above) thiswas
contingent upon loca authorities responding appropriately to centra government’sreform
agenda. If appropriate responses were not forthcoming then central government would not
hesitate to look elsewhere for the exercise of loca leadership.

The key policies articulating the government’ s vison for a modern system of loca governance
are contained within the aforementioned White Paper (DETR, 1998). The White Paper
highlights what centra government perceivesto bethe mgor weaknessesin loca government,
namely: itsinward looking and paterndigtic culture, under developed community lesdership
role, week loca eectord system, public anxiety about ethical standards, inefficient and opague
decision making and poor service quality and uneven service performance. It then goeson to
propose a programme of reform that will address these weaknesses. Seven streams of reform
can be contained under three main headings. modern public services, democratic renewa and
community leadership. However, asindicated earlier central government’ s pursuit of
modernisation can be found in other policy initiatives that have local resonance. Proposals for
hedlth improvement (Health Action Zones), community safety (Crime and Disorder
partnerships) and neighbourhood regeneration (Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewa) combine
the modernisation objectives of service improvement and democratic participation and dso
dedl directly with akey priority of government - tackling socid exclusion. Therefore a
comprenensve andysisof the government’ s reform programme for loca government will
ultimately need to engage with these wider policy areas though there isinsufficient space to
conduct that andlysis here.

Modernising public services
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Modern public services are understood in the Loca Government White Paper ‘ Modern Local
Government, In Touch with the People (DETR 1998) to be both high qudity and efficient
(para. 7.1). The government’sflagship initiative to secure this objectiveis Best Vdue, a
performance management tool introduced in the Loca Government Act (1999). Herdlded as a
replacement for CCT Best Vdue wasimportant practicaly, politicaly and symbolicdly. Its
practical sgnificance rested with the fact that CCT was no longer considered to be the most
aopropriate toal for ddivering services economicaly, efficiently and effectively and so needed
to be removed (Rogers, 1999:35). However, New Labour wanted to ensure that its
determination to achieve high quality and efficient serviceswas clearly understood by loca
authorities and so replacing CCT with a more gppropriate mechanism made an important
political statement about centra government’ s intent. Nonethel ess the government wanted to
demondrate that its tenure would mark a bresk with the past and abolishing CCT - one of the
key symbols of Conservative rule - was vitd to this task.

The Best Vdue regimeis concerned with continuous service improvement within local
authorities. This continuous improvement isto be achieved through: the setting of loca
authority objectives and associated performance measures, the sdlection of anumber of

sarvice areas to undergo fundamental performance review in that financid year, the publication
of the performance of those service areasin aloca performance plan and the independent
assessment of the process and the outcomes by a designated externa body. At the heart of
Best Vaueisthe fundamental performance review which subjects services to assessment based
upon the 4Cs. These are:

to challenge why and how a serviceis being provided

to invite comparison with others performance across arange of rdevant indicators, taking
into account the views of both service users and potentia suppliers

to consult locd taxpayers, service users and the wider business community in the setting of
new performance targets

to embrace fair competition as ameans of securing efficient and effective sarvices (DETR,
1998, para. 7.18)

Inintroducing Best Vaue the Government sought to stressthat itsintent wasto focuson
quality aswell ascogt, to ensure that local stakeholders could access the process (by reading
the results of the performance plan and/or by contributing to the process of consultation asa
user/tax-payer) and to make comparisons with other loca authorities easy through the use of
revised Audit Commission performance indicators. The headline that accompanied the
introduction of Best Vaue was the remova of the requirement to subject service to competitive
tendering. However Government sought to stress that this did not mean areturnto direct
delivery, rather that locd authorities should review al options for service ddivery and select the
onethat provided ‘best vaue . Thisis emphasised by Corrigan et d in their sudy of the
implications of New Labour: ‘New loca government believesin aplurdism of systems of
savice ddivery. Thisis enshrined in the process of ddivering best value to the public. There can
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be no presupposition that one method of delivering the service will provide best vaue
(1999:14).

Early reflections from the evauation of the Best Vaue pilot programme suggests thet it is not
easy to accommodate New Labour’ s desire to improve service outcomes and involve loca
people (paliticians and the public) effectively. Martin and Davis (2001) argue that central
government’ s focus on using Best Vaue to drive up service performance to meet nationdly
determined targets has resulted in the development of a performance management regime that
conceaives of vauein anarrowly defined way — denoted by financial costs, inputs and outputs.
Such aregime, they argue offers little opportunity for eected membersto act as anything other
than managers and also provides little real opportunity for the public to become engaged. Their
dternative conception of Best Vaueisonewhich ‘dlowsfor arange of different interpretations
of what condtitutes vaue and for whom, and acknowledges the legitimacy of variaionsin locd
priorities and service gandards  (2001:474). In such an environment loca politicians would be
able to use Best Vdue as an insrument for supporting the exercise of judgement in decison
making where different needs and interests have to be identified, weighted and balanced. This
kind of gpproach may dso have more chance of successfully engaging the public by
demondtrating that their efforts may result in locally relevant service developments. However,
the authors are not optimigtic that central government is either able or prepared to contribute to
the crestion of the necessary environment for this gpproach to develop within.

While the Government may not have initidly expressed a preference for the private sector in the
Best Vdueregime, it has promoted the involvement of the private sector in other areasfor the
purpose of modernising services. The Private Finance Initiative and the Public-Private
Partnership programme are examples of this preference for drawing in the private sector in
certain circumstances.

PFI/PPP offer an aternative means of funding public investment projects than centra
government borrowing which adds to the Public Sector Borrowing Requirement. Under
PPP/PFI government contracts out the funding, building and operation of the scheme to the
private sector. The private sector company or consortium then accesses the necessary capita
finance itsAlf, recouping thisin fees charged to the government for its use of the facility. In
addition, PFI/PPP provide a means of developing alonger-term partnership between
government and business and according to Sullivan and Skelcher ‘the added attraction of PPP
to post- 1997 Labour governmentsisthe belief that it will simulate an injection of private sector
creativity and thus aid the modernisation of public services (2002: ). PFI/PPP projects have
been undertaken across the public sector with particular emphasis on hospital and prison
building. However, loca authorities have adso entered into the PFI/PPP fray, eg. in rdation to
the building of new schools. To date the evidence on PPP as a simulus to innovation is mixed
and there is cond derable debate about the redl cost of such initiatives (see Sullivan and
Skelcher, 2002 for areview).
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In recent years new forms of longer-term public- private relationships have developed. These
are termed drategic partnering and focus on a complex package of relationships between a
public organisation and a company or consortium with atypica package containing a number of
elements including contracting-out of council services, private investment in council business
processes and I T, and call-centre and business park devel opment.

Ancther policy initiative to simulate innovation among locd authoritiesis the * Beacon Councils
programme launched in 1999. The am of the initiative is to recognise good practice and to
dlow the best performersin particular service areas or sector access to new freedoms and
flexibilities. Locd authorities are invited to apply to gain beacon council Satusin thematic or
service areas specified by central government. The selection of those to be awarded beacon
datusis viaassessment againgt published criteria by abody of officerswith the find decison
taken by ministers. New rounds of the scheme have been announced sinceitsintroduction in
1999 and the Government now intends for there to be at least Sx  tranches of beacon councils,
dting response rates to date as indicating the success of the scheme. Others express concern at
the scheme. For example Stewart (2000) questions its vaue indicating that assessments of this
kind are always based on judgements which can be contested. Rather than privilege asmdl
minority through the awarding of freedom and flexibilities (thereby widening the gap between
‘winners and losers), Stewart believes that the emphasis should be on mutua learning across
al authorities as exemplified through the Improvement and Development Agency’ s peer review
scheme.

Stewart draws attention to the ways in which centra government hastaken increasing powers
to itsdf in its dedlings with locd authorities. The beacon council scheme represents one end of
the spectrum, while at the other end those authorities that are perceived to be ‘falling’ can be
subject to special measures determined by central government. Judgements about the
performance of locd authorities is derived from the myriad of ingpection and audit regimes thet
have developed under ‘New Labour’ some dealing with specific services aress, e.g. socid
sarvice ingpectorate and others with the council’ s performance as awhole, eg. Audit
Commission’srole in corporate governance and latterly comprehensive performance
assessment (CPA). Stewart’ s concern is with the power widlded by inspectors, their fallibility
and the processes by which they may be held to account.

Notwithstanding New Labour's commitment to 'modern loca government' the financid
framework within which loca government operates remains congtrained. The Loca Government
Act (1999) abolished the Conservative initiated ‘capping’ of loca authorities but central
government did not give up its power to take action to curb the spending of locd authorities
whereit consdersthem to be*excessve (as defined by central government). While the newly
ingtituted Spending Review cycle provided more certainty for loca authorities as spending plans
were identified for three years rather than the annud settlement, and more money has been
made available to loca government as aresult of that process, local government has less
influence over how much of that money isspent.  Thisis because centra government has
increasingly directed resourcesin line with its own nationa priorities;, e.g. education budgets
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grow while resources for cultura service decline (Wilson, 2001:302). Central government has
a0 acted to funnd resources directly to service providers without channdling them through
loca authorities. So for example ‘direct payments have been made to schoolsto top-up their
budgets. Another variation of thisthemeisthe introduction of loca Public Service Agreements
(PSA’s). Announced in 2000, the PSAs provide loca authorities with the opportunity to enter
into an agreement with central government to improve performance in previoudy identified
aress. A smal amount of resource is available to help local authoritiesto ddliver on their PSAs
and additiond money is released should targets be achieved. Howa, the targets do not reflect
local priorities but instead are derived from the targets set out by centra government in its
nationa PSA for local government.

Democratic renewal

The focus on democratic renewa stemmed from New Labour’ s concern at what it perceived to
be alegitimacy and credibility gap between locd government and the public. Declining levels of
voter turnout in loca eections combined with increasing levels of reported gpathy amongst
potentia voters and a sensethat loca council’ s and councillors were neither respected nor
admired - particularly amongst the young - led New Labour to prescribe some very strong
medicineto loca councils under the banner ‘ democratic renewd’. Broadly the proposas
covered the following areas. dectord reform, new political management arrangements and a
new ethica framework.

In relation to electora reform the Government proposed that it would take action to promote a
number of experimenta initiatives to try and increased voter turnout. Initid proposasin the
1998 White Paper included: dectronic voting, mobile polling stations,

voting at any polling gation in discrete areg, voting a different times, postd voting and
dternative forms of vote counting. The Representation of the People Act (2000) put in place the
necessary legidation to introduce anew ‘rolling’ regigtration sysem dong with the piloting of
new voting arrangements. 32 pilots were undertaken in May 2000 experimenting with new way
of when, how and where to vote. The most sgnificant finding was thet in areas where posta
ballots were held turnout increased significantly (an average of 14%).

Game (2000) is however criticd of the Government’ s stance on eectora reform suggesting
both that they have been tardy in pushing reform through (the pilots took three years to launch)
but aso that the problems and the solutions to low turnout are well known and researched.
Game cites the work of Rallings and Thrasher (2000) and their extensve anadlysis of voting
behaviour in English local éections which concludesthat * dectors gppear more willing to vote
in circumgtances where they have a greater chance of  influencing the outcome and where loca
politicians are more likely to encourage them to do so (2000:7). The solution therefore lies with
radically reforming the nature of the voting system itsdlf, i.e. introducing a more proportiond
electord system not merely tinkering with when and how to vote (Leach and Game, 2000).
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However, Gameis not confident of the Government’ s preparedness to act, concluding that, ‘the
sad consequence of the Home Office sirresolution in these mattersisthat it is achieving the
worgt of both worlds: being quite prepared to sacrifice any vestiges of civic ritud and
communa olidarity, yet not to sanction the kinds of innovations more likely to bring about a
sgnificant increase in eectord interest and participation’ (2000:147).

The Government’ s proposals for new political management arrangementsin loca authorities
represented another attempt to increase the legitimacy and profile of loca government with the
public. This part of the reform agenda has certainly dominated the lives of eected members for
the lagt few years dthough it is debatable how much members of the public either know nor
care about these mgor changes.

Prior to 1997 the council was the authoritative body with decison making delegated to
decision making committees. While the committee system has been regularly reviewed over the
last twenty years and in 1986 the Widdicombe Committee did consder the potentid of a
Separate executive body there has been no wholesale change until the election of New Labour.
The Loca Government Act (2000) contained three core options from which loca authorities
had to select: an eected mayor with cabinet, an eected mayor with a council manager and a
leader and cabinet. The Act adso permitted smdl councils the option of an amended committee
system. Following the publication of the Act loca councils had till 2001 to draft new
condtitutions and till June 2002 to operationalise their new arrangements. The criteria which
informed New Labour’ s selection of these three options and which were to guide locd council’s
intheir development of new arrangements were set out in the White Paper Local |eadership,
local choice (1999). Decison making arrangements were to be efficient, transparent and
accountable.

According to researchers and commentators following the developments loca government was
not enthusiadtic in its response these proposals (Snape, 2000). A large mgjority of councils
opted for what was termed the ‘least worst’ option of elected leader and cabinet. Those opting
for dected mayor arrangements (either with cabinet or with council manager ) were rdatively
few in practice. Snape (2000) considersthat part of the reason for this was that €l ected
members were Smply ‘emotionaly tied’ to past arrangements.

A nationd evauation of Sx authorities undertaking experimenta arrangements (Snape, Leach et
al, 2000) found that the chief benefits of the new arrangements related to the operation of
Cabinet which led to more efficient decison making, improved corporate working and was
consdered more satifying by Cabinet members. The legidation dso permitted loca authorities
to establish area arrangements as part of the new system - ether area committees with
delegated powers or area forums with an advisory role - and the evauation found that these had
consderable potentid for enhancing the capacity of the executive, providing rolesfor non -
executive councillors, keeping the cabinet linked to the grass roots and providing forums for
public involvement. However, the eva uation aso found some key wesknesses with the new
arrangements including atendency for cabinet to become overloaded and not be able to
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delegate or cope with its responsibilities, relatively week overview and scrutiny arrangements,
margindised non -execs and afalure to deveop the role of full council and make links between
all the different d ements. The evauators dso noted that as with Best Vaue developmentsin
implementation have resulted in central government  becoming more prescriptive and less
flexible about what igfis not permitted. For example the requirement upon councilsto tekedl
key decisonsin public and to give advance notice of thesein a ‘Forward Plan’ held the danger
of worsening rather than lessening the bureaucracy surrounding decison making.

Associated with the requirement for new executive arrangements were complementary
arrangements for overview and scrutiny. Government guidance (DETR, 2000) identified the
key rolesfor scrutiny as being: holding the executive to account, policy review, policy
development, Best Vaue reviews and externd scrutiny, e.g. in relaion to the Nationad Hedth
Service. Councils have generdly been dower to develop their overview and scrutiny
arrangements than their executive arrangements and have been criticised for their frequently
minimdigt resourcing and support for the function ( Snape and Taylor, 2000). They argue that
to make the most of these arrangements councils need to develop specific principles about how
serutiny is gpproached and they also need to establish what capacity €ected members have for
developing the necessary influencing skills and channelsin council and without. The authors
identify a number of key pitfalsto avoid- avitad one being the operation of the overview and
scrutiny system without suitably skilled chairs.

Thefina aspect of the democratic renewa agenda concerns the way in which decisons are
made and the way in which councillors and officers conduct themsdvesin the delivery of their
duties. Responding to what it terms ‘anxiety’ about the way council conduct is perceived,
central government has opted to avoid the recommendation of the Nolan Committee’ s Report
on Standards of Conduct in Local Government (1997) to enhance loca arrangements for
monitoring standards and conduct. Instead in the Loca Government Act (2000) centra
government establishes a nationd regulatory structure with a statutory code of conduct, local
authority standards committees, a nationd regulatory organisation and atribund to consider
cases of misconduct. Skelcher and Snape (2001) see atension in the successful operation of a
new ethica framework within the new palitical management sructures. In their view the
operation of the new poalitical management arrangementsinevitably leadsto intengfied individua
decison making and thisin turn will lead to reduced transparency. ‘Loca authorities may,
therefore, face a choice between ethics and efficiency. High ethical standards amongst members
of the executive can be demonstrated by collective decision-making in public, but efficiency is
better served by delegation to individuas. The council manager mode presents a neat solution
to this problem by making an employee responsible for decison-making on al executive
functions. Whether thisis conducive to the simulation of local democratic activity is another
question’ (2001:85-86).

As Pratchett points out, ‘ as both a descriptive phrase and as an organising concept for the

modernisation of loca government.... democratic renewa’ has the advantage of meaning al
thingsto dl people (2000: ). He further specifies three ways of usng democratic renewd: asa
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purely practica response to particular problems e.g. electord reform, as away of
understanding the systemic failingsin loca democracy and the need to engagein wholesde
change in order to redefinethe role of loca government or in a normative sense, using the term
to describe anew mode of democracy, one which combines enhanced representative
mechanismswith innovationsin participative democracy. Workingto achieve thelatter god
requires afar more rounded view of democratic renewd that the reformsidentified above,
important thought they may be. It demands closer attention be paid by loca government to the
potential and development of new and different forms of public engagement that can gtart from
and work with citizen’s own interests. However, as Gray and Jenkins (2000) point out none of
thiswill go any way to resolving what they perceive to be thered problem whichisthe
diendion that people fed from the processes of governing and the profound doubt that local
people have about the capacity of local government to actualy make a difference. For these
authors the absence of local autonomy means that no amount of organisationa reform will have
any redl impact, the Government smply having failed to define the problem properly.

Community Leadership

Clarke and Stewart (1999) have long argued for arestoration of the role of elected loca
government to address what they perceive to be aleadership vacuum created by the
fragmentation arising from the impact of the Consarvative adminigrations (1979-1997). In the
Loca Government White Papers (1998, 1999), the Labour Government appeared to have
accepted this argument and assigned to elected loca government the role of *community
leader’.

The meaning of community leedership is most clearly articulated via the power of ‘economic,
socid and environmentad well-being’ contained within the Loca Government Act (2000) and
the associated duty of community strategy afforded to loca authorities to help achieve this
objective. The new power of ‘well-being’ aims to enable locd authorities to promote
sugtainable development outwith the congtraints of ultravires. While fdling short of a power of
‘generd competence’ for British loca government, this development does represent an
important opportunity for loca authorities to undertake new initiatives gppropriate to their
context (Kitchin ed., 1999, 2001). According to Rogers, the new duty of community strategy
provides simulusto loca government in a least Sx aress.

Giving red meaning to their role as community leeders

Creating a shared framework that will help them and their partners to make better sense of
the multitude of plans and strategies that are now produced at local, sub-regiond and
regiond levels and which increasingly cause confusion and misunderstanding

Rationdising and co-ordinating the many partnership arrangements that now litter the local
public policy landscape

Creating more reasoned, skilful and co-ordinated way of consulting with their communities-
and in some cases engaging and empowering their communities

20



Extending the concept of best value to incorporate afocus on the best use of tota public
resourcesin their area

Creating a process that will simulate ideas about how the locad authority might use its newly
acquired power in relaion to well-being (2001:91)

While the new duty of community Strategy provides an opportunity to adopt and develop an
holistic approach to local agenda setting there are dso potentid difficulties facing dected loca
government in delivering community strategies. While loca authorities are responsible for
developing the Strategies there is no attendant requirement on other agencies to participate, a
key problem identified by the * pathfinder projects in Scotland (Rogers et d 2000). While the
process combines politica and managerid approaches by specifying the role of eected
members as important in leading and scrutinising the Strategy, this raises questions about
whether eected members will be able to hold other organisations to account for their actions.
Findly while the guidance emphasi ses the need for community involvement it islikely that the
‘drategic’ nature of the planswill mean that key agencieswill set the agendaand that the
processwill be top-down rather than bottomup (Rogers et a 2000).

Ideas about galvanisng community leadership are dso visible e sawhere through the
development of new political managemert structures, the potentia of eected mayors and the
reinvigoration of the representative role for local councillors at the sub-loca or ward level.
However, while the leadership role for local authoritiesis reinforced by other policy initiatives
such asthe joint statutory duty with the police in ddivering crime reduction programmesin
other cases leadership is assgned e sawhere, such as hedth authoritiesin relation to the Hedlth
Action Zone initigtive and communitiesin the regeneration programme New Ded for
Communities. Consequently the multi faceted nature of locd leedership in practice islikely to
present difficultiesfor eected locad government atempting to redise the role of *community
leader’.

A more recent initigtive emanating fr om the central government Socid Exclusion Unit has the
potentid to both smplify matters. Drawing on the experiences of locd authorities with regard to
regeneration programmes the SEU proposed that as part of its Strategy for Neighbourhood
Renewal the receipt of new regeneration funds ( the neighbourhood renewa fund) would be
contingent on local stakeholders developing an acceptable overarching strategic framework
within which regeneration fundswould be dlocated and mainstream services influenced to
support the achievement of key government targets for neighbourhood renewa. These
srategic frameworks or Locd Strategic Partnerships would aim to provide coherenceto policy
development and implementation within the locdlity and act to ‘join-up’ resource flows so as
to maximise impact. Latterly these L SPs have cometo embrace more than just regeneration
priorities and thereis acloser dignment of the Community Strategy with the operation of the
LSP. For example, in one locd authority, Sandwell the Community Strategy was devel oped
by the established Civic Partnership and will be delivered through the work programmes of
the various partners overseen by the reconstituted civic partnership, the LSP. At their inception
LSPswere only required in those areas in receipt of NRF money. However, as arecent LGA
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study (2002) has reveded the potentid of LSPsto act as an overarching strategic mechanism
has popularised their development throughout England.

The complexity of the loca environment and the need for leadership and ‘joining-up’ isnot an
issue exclusively for the strategic level. Another important element of the National Strategy for
Neghbourhood Renewd isthe introduction of nelghbourhood management which amsto
improve co-ordination at the sub-loca level. The key features of neighbourhood management
ae

Each neighbourhood to have a manager to bring loca stakeholders together .

Any organisation can lead neighbourhood management providing they have they capacity to
co-ordinate at alocd level and have history and credibility with the local community.

A neighbourhood management board to be set up with representation from al sectors.
Neighbourhoods linked to Loca Strategic Partnerships (LSP) - an oversight body with a
digtrict wide remit. Neighbourhood manager can draw in LSPif local providersfall to
respond.

If LSPfails therelevant service ‘inspectorate’ can be called upon to intervene.

Centrd Government to establish performance targets for service deiverersin rdation to
neighbourhood renewa and make future regeneration money conditiona on the existence
and operation of the LSP and neighbourhood management .

Whilethefocus of thisinitiativeis dearly on ‘joining-up’ it is clear that the loca authority is not
necessarily assumed to be best placed to do this. At the same time the linkages between this
policy initiative and others which focus on local government reform more specificaly are poor.
For example while the policy document supporting neighbourhood management ( SEU, PAT 4
report) does consider possible roles for eected members at Cabinet level, asward
representatives and as scrutineers, the proposas are tentative and lack the definition and
coherence of other areas of the report (SEU 2000i, pp 20-22 para 1.18 - 1.24). Thislimitation
has been recognised esawhere (LGA 2000i, p2) while the importance of eected loca
government to nelghbourhood management schemes has emerged from other recent sudies
(LGA 2000ii, p.6).

Consequences of New Labour programme

The New Labour programme promised to take action on a wide range of issues in loca
government to modernise services, renew democracy and establish local government asa
vehide for community leadership. In principle then this regpresented an opportunity for the goals
of effectivenessand legitimacy to be achieved in acomplementary way. The redity, however
feels somewnhat different with different strands of the New Labour programme  occupying
attention at different periods and with different stakeholders. The most pronounced examples of
thisrelates to the way in which Best Vaue gppears to have become the territory of the officers
and the New Politicadl Management arrangements that of the eected members, with little
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attempt to link the two. There are two main reasonswhy the New Labour programme may not
be having the kind of impact that centrd government hoped it would.

In the firgt place the programme was delivered in a compartmentaised way - even the
evauaions have been undertaken separately and it could be argued that New Labour began
it's reform programme with the wrong initiative. By introducing Best Vdue firg the government
encouraged locd authorities to focus exclusively on learning about and implementing a new
sarvice improvement mechanism in isolation from wider decisions about loca needs and well-
being. Once the reform programme had begun in this way each new eement was responded to
inagmilarly exdusve manner. Oneway of avoiding thiswould have been to introduce the new
duty of community strategy and power of well being first. This would have had the benefit of
encouraging loca authoritiesto reflect on their role and purpose and how they and other
stakehol ders could contribute to community outcomes. Subsequent initiatives like Best Vaue
and New Political Management arrangements would then have been seen in this context.
Secondly, theissue of loca government finance needs to be addressed if local government is
to stand any real chance of achieving legitimacy amongst its more disengaged citizens. Without
any redl capacity to raiseincome and be held directly account for that income, loca
government remains for many at best an agent of centra government and a worst an impotent
inditution

K ey themes of local government reform

This section will focus on two key questions: to what extent loca government reform has been
able to address the three gods of legitimacy (democratic renewd), efficiency (reducing costs)
and effectiveness (improving services' outcomes), and whether there are common themes
emerging from the reform programmes of the Conservative and New Labour Governments?

L egitimacy, efficiency and effectiveness

Experience to date suggests that it is unlikdly that local government reform will ddiver on dl
three godsin Britain, either because in practice centra government chooses to prioritise specific
gods, bdieving that the achievement of the otherswill follow on, or because the process of
implementation becomes al encompassing causing atention to be diverted and resulting in the
outcome being at best the sum of the parts. The approach of the Conservativesis agood
indicator of the former. Throughout their adminidrations, (though arguably with a higher profile
under Thatcher) controlling the cost of local government and improving its efficiency was the
priority. By developing policy insrumentsto ddiver efficiency, eg. controlling loca government
spending through ‘capping’, introducing the market into service provision through CCT and
extending the locdl tax payer base through the 'poll tax', the Conservatives argued that
improvements in effectiveness and legitimacy would follow as competition drove down costs
and improved choice/quality for users and awider groups of tax payers became more dert to
the relationship between their contributions and local government performance,
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The approach of New Labour is ateling example of the latter, where implementation diverts
attention from the overal programme objective. Unlike the Conservatives who were criticised
for being heavy handed in their approach to policy making, failing to consult properly and even
worse to eva uate the effect of their actions (Pollitt et a, 1999), New Labour has generdly
sought wide consultation on proposed policy changes and aso renewed the forma centrd-loca
government partnership with aview to establishing a common gpproach to the development of
loca government . However, while this consensua partnership gpproach to developing policy
has worked reasonably well, the relationship has been less successful at the point of
implementation. Evidence from evauations of Best Vadue (Martin and Davis, 2001), new
politica management arrangements (Snape, 2000) and early development of LSPs(LGA/IDEA,
2002) indicates that central government has developed a reputation for issuing every more
detailed guidance about the implementation of particular initiatives, the net effect of which isto
reduce the room for manoeuvre among loca authorities and to increase the reporting
requirements to centra government through processes of audit and ingpection. Asa
consequence New L abour's modernisation agenda for loca government which in the very first
White Paper (DETR, 1998) articulated the need for action to improve legitimacy - '‘Councils
need to listen to, lead and build up their local communities- and efficiency and effectiveness -
'Councilswill need to demondirate to their communities the quality and efficiency of loca
sarvices (pp. 3-4) - has taken on afragmented aspect. Particular aspects of the policy agenda
such as Best Vadue and New Political Management arrangements have come to dominate with
other aspects appearing periphera, e.g. developmentsin participative democracy, the
community planning process. Even amongst those eements of the policy agenda that have
dominated such as Best Vaue and New Political Management arrangements there has been
little linkage or cross fertilisation between them.

Role of local government

One important reason why loca government reform in Greet Britain has not resulted in the
achievement of legitimecy, efficiency and effectiveness resswith the confusion thet remains
about the role and purpose of loca government. At the heart of the issueisthe ambivdence
that both parties feel about its role and purpose. Both Conservatives and New Labour were
very cear inther andyss of what was wrong with loca government but neither has provided a
convincing vison of what local government could be. Even the gpparently comprehensive vison
of 'modern’ loca government presented by New Labour isinternaly inconsstent prescribing for
local government both a central and periphera position. The contents of the government’s
proposas for Community Strategies suggest a central leadership role. However there are no
inditutiona changes suggested in the relationship between central and loca government that
might help create the conditions to develop aloca |eadership role despite the promotion of
elected mayors (John and Cole 2000). Equdly this centrd role is not echoed particularly
srongly in related proposals that seek to address the needs of neighbourhood within localities,
Here the role of other stakeholders - public, voluntary and community are preferred. While the
DETR guidance on Community Strategy acknowledged the existence of neighbourhood
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management and the need to engage with it, it isunclear how that relationship can work. It is
likely that the Local Strategic Partnership will bethebody that oversees the development of
the Community Strategy. However while elected loca government has alead rolein the latter its
rolein the former remainsill defined. Issuesof accountability are raised heretoo as in practice
both the Loca Strategic Partnership and any neighbourhood arrangements will be required to
meet targets set by centrd government in certain key service areas and will be reliant on centra
government’s view of ther effectivenessin relation to the releaser of certain additiond
regeneration monies. While eected loca government has the responsibility to - deliver the
Community Strategy its capacity to act is overshadowed by the profile of central government in
locdlities.

How representative and participative democracy operate together

Ancther themethat emergesfrom the different programmes of loca government reform under
discussion here is the rdationship between representative and participative democracy. It is now
taken for granted that representative denocracy without participative democracy isinsufficient
(seefor example Burns et a 1994, Stoker 1996ii, Stoker, 2000). Thisis atheme that was
strongly articulated by New Labour in its early pronouncements on democratic renewal.
However, itisaso atheme that was developed, dbet rather differently under the
Consarvatives through policies to promote the ‘consumer movement' in local government e.g.
through the Citizens Charter programme and through other initiatives that sought to increase
the involvement of service usersin the improvement of qudity in service provison. Under New
Labour the emphasis on citizen (rather than consumer) participation isreflected in awide
variety of policy initiatives, including those that are contained under the 'modernisation’ banner,
e.g. Community Strategy and Neighbourhood Management. However as Pratchett points out
(2000) what isunclear in discussions about the respective contributions representative and
participative gpproaches is how the two combine and what the balance is between them.

For example, in developing a Community Strategy the loca authority will determine how the
community will influence the agenda. However in proposdsfor neighbourhood management
the rules are set by others (including central government, the Local Strategic Partnership) and
theam is that communities ultimately becomethe rule setters. For eected representatives the
different policy initiatives suggest both a centrd and amargind role. In developing Community
Strategies elected representatives are seen as key at both strategic and neighbourhood leve,
seeking out views, balancing perspectives and making judgements on the basis of contributions
made. However in relation to neighbourhood management dected members appear to become
invisble, not understood as representatives of the community but implicitly as representatives
only of the Council.

Top-down or bottom-up approaches
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A common criticism of eected locd government is its tendency to act in a*“top-down’ manner
difling the sub-loca or community capecitiesthat could help improve locd service ddlivery
and democratic participation (Lowndes et a 1998, Rogers et d 2000, Stewart et a 1999). As
a consequence experiments with decentralisation were attempted by different loca authorities as
away of engendering amore ‘bottom-up’ gpproach. (Sullivan 2000). Over the lifetime of the
most recent New Labour and Conservative adminigtrations, the same complaints about the
difling affects of ‘top-down' policy making and implementation could be levelled at central
government in its dedlings with loca government. Linked to its ambivaence about loca
government, central government of whatever complexion has sought to regulate and control the
actions of local government. Paradoxicaly these actions have often been expressed in terms of
decreasing centra control and enabling diversity at thelocd level. The Conservatives education
reforms such as LM S were they claimed about decentralising decison making power away
from the townhal to local schools themsdlves. At the same time the introduction of the nationd
curriculum effectively centrdised the content of pupils learning while the development of
nationd performance indicators enabled the government to publish 'league tables of schools and
to thresten action againgt those it considered to be under-performing. Thiskind of policy
development was coined 'centralised decentrdisation’ by Pollitt et d (1998). Martin and Davis
(2001) suggest that something rather smilar has happened under New Labour in relion to the
advent of LPSAs. The net effect of these ‘contracts for outcomes could be what they term
'regulated autonomy' where loca authorities gain some additiond funding and flexibility over
how they do things in return from meeting central government targets. Taking this argument a
little further the 'modernisation’ agenda for loca government could legitimately be characterised
as an expression of 'uniform diversty’ wherein locd authorities are offered certain pre
determined ‘freedoms and flexihilities for good performance or are able to choose amongst
optionsfor reform , eg. which type of new politica management arrangements. This givesthe
gppearance but not theredlity of flexibility and diversty.

Challenging the public sector ethos

The Consarvatives sought to challenge what they believed the prevailing public sector ethosto
be, one that privileged providers over consumers and process over output. Professionals were
percelved to be key agents of this ethos, their decisions cloaked in the mystique of professiona
judgement and not easily amenable to externa scrutiny. As Pratchett and Wingfied's (1994)
work demongrates the Conservative reforms did impact signifi cantly on the public sector ethos
inloca government. It introduced a new body of mangers who operated on a different bas's,
with consumers and outputs as their focus and prizing rationa decision making above the
balancing of interests. Some commentators did not acknowledge the kind of division
perpetuated by the Conservatives. For example Stewart and Clarke (1987) sought to reclaim
what they terms the public service orientation by arguing that afocus on the public was not
anathemato traditiond local government but that a focus on the public was more than just about
consumeriam, it implied a relationship with the public as citizen as wll.
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The reform agenda of the New Labour Government has reasserted this relationship with the
public as citizen and consumer but has presented its own chalenge to professionas and others
by emphasising the need for them to work more effectively across organisationa and sectiona
boundaries to develop service responsesand programmes of action that achieve holistic rather
than functiona outcomes. However, the management emphasis  introduced by the
Consarvatives remains a congtant in the New Labour programme and while local authorities
and other providers are required to achieve targets that are functionaly specific, the capacity to
work acrass boundarieswill remain limited (Sullivan and Skelcher, 2002).

Cultural and contextual factorsimpacting on reform strategies

‘In Britain there is no codified congtitutional document setting out the rights and respongibilities
of locd authorities and their relationship with national government. Instead thereis a st of
ingtitutions and practices, some centuries old, that were created and have been adapted in
response to changing circumstances (Wilson and Game, 1998:41).

The above quotation highlights perhaps the defining festure of  the British system of locd
government which provides important underpinning for any discussion of local government
reform in the late 20th/early 21t Centuries. Unlike its European counterparts, local government
in Great Britain has no forma condtitution with which to defend itsdf in its relationship with
centra government. A cregture of statute British loca government is subject to the vagaries and
predilections of centrd political administrations which, asthis paper has demondtrated, has
often resulted in congderable ‘reform’ of the local government system, afeature particularly in
evidence since 1979. More specifically the absence of a‘ power of genera competence
afforded to British loca government has meant that its capacity to act in relation to the wdll-
being of loca communities is redricted to what islegdly permitted. While recent New Labour
legidation to introduce the ‘power of well-being' (Locad Government Act, 2000) represented an
important step away from ultra vires, British local government still does not enjoy the
condtitutiona security afforded in many other governmental systems.

The relative insecurity of British locad government in its relaionship with centra government
should imply that the latter would experiencelittle resstancein its implementation of reform,
however radicd. The recent experiences of British loca government outlined in this paper are
testament to the capacity of central government to reorder and reshgpe loca government to
mest its own needs. However, this does not mean that central government is dways able to
implement dtrategies as easly or successfully asit would like, the experience of the 'poll tax is
evidence enough of that. In fact there are underlying cultural and structura issuesthat provide
an important dynamic in centra-loca relations and which can act to mediate outcomesin
unexpected ways. Therearetwo linked eements that will bediscussed there, the first
concerns the values of local government, and the second, the sdience of the loca context.
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The values of local government

For Hill (1974) loca government is* an integra part of democracy” with atwo-fold purpose:
the protection and promotion of democracy and the delivery of servicesin alocally appropriate
way. This perception of the vaue of loca government is part of atheoretica tradition associated
with writers such as J. S. Mill and Tocqueville who understand the representative inditutions of
government - at centrd and locd leve - fulfilling the three core values of democrétic theory -

liberty, equality and fraternity.

Other writers have attempted to make a digtinction in the val ues associated with central and
loca government based on their different contributions to the ams of democracy. For example,
Maass and Y Ivisaker (1959) emphasise liberty (divison of powers), equdity (opportunitiesto
participate) and welfare (capacity to meet societd needs - sarvice provison) as core va ues of
loca government while Dupré (1967) specifies liberty, participation and efficiency (in service
delivery). In both cases the writers attempt to provide values that are pertinent to the local
context and have an enduring quaity. However, Sharpe' s (1970) influentid critique of these
writers rgects Maass and Ylvisaker' s values precisely because he beieved them to be
inadequate in describing contemporary local government.

In specifying what he considered to be more appropriate va ues Sharpe (1970) focused on
Dupré's contribution and developed from his critique two key vadues. Thee are:

Participatory value. Drawing on the work of Tocqueville and Mill among others Sharpe
acknowledged the contribution of local government asthe facilitator and articulator of local
'voice. a town leve in which citizens can successfully participate securesits right to exist
regardless of its capacity to deliver services.

Service co-ordination vaue. Loca government's role as a provider of services was itsdlf the
subject of debate with Mill arguing that local government was important to provide services
that central government could not and Chadwick conversely suggesting that loca
government was an agency for providing nationd services to national standards. Sharpe
identified other virtuesfor the service co-ordination role in contemporary local government:
reconciling different community interests in reaching decisions, acting on behdf of consumers
and margind groups and chalenging professional power.

So for Sharpe the conflict that existed between Tocquevilleé sview of the value of local
government (exigting in principle as arepresentative inditution) and the Chadwickian view of
local government (a pragmatic creation delivering services to nationd requirements), is resolved
by accommodating both. However the experience of British loca government since 1979
suggests that such accommodation has not occurred. Instead under the Conservatives there was
an explicit promotion of the latter over the former . The consequence of this was the diminution
of loca government as a representative ingtitution and its transformation into an agent of centrd
government in many aress, eg. education and socid services, effectively limiting its scope
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(Loughlin, 1996). While New Labour'sinitia intentionsindicated that they would restore the
balance between these vaues, the redlity has been rather different with asimilar promotion of a
Chadwickian perspective effectively margindising the role of local authorities as politica
ingtitutions 'with a capacity for loca choice and local voice (Stewart, 2000:26).

The way in which the vaues of loca government are interpreted and communicated continues
to inform the gpproach of centra government to reform and the reaction of local government to
those reforms’'. Local government reaction isinformed by its traditions, cultures and practices,
many of which are rooted in the loca context.

The salience of the local context

Notwithstanding attempts to nationalise its functions and rationalise its structures British local
government retains a powerful sense of locd identity which is manifest in avariety of ways.
Civic buildings act as vitd symbols of locd government's presence not only in large high profile
cities such as Manchester but aso in smal modest towns such as Rochdae. Palitical traditions
are borne out of the economic conditions and employment patterns embedded in the locdlity
eg. mining communities, farming communities, manufacturing centres and these continue to hold
influence long after those conditions and employment patterns have changed. They are dso
influenced by the nature of local demography, e.g. somelocd authorities have alargdy sable,
homogenous population while others have diverse communities and/or experience consgderable
population turnover e.g. thosewith high numbers of asylum seekers.

In parts of Scotland, Wales and England the dection of ‘Independent’ councillors fill remainsa
feature of locd dections ensuring that party politicsis not the only expression of loca voice.
Locd identity is aded in part by the diverserangein sze of locad authority unitsin Britain. The
largest local authority has a population of over amillion and 117 councillors while many didtrict
councils have fewer than 80,000 population. Attempts by successive governmentsto
rationdise the system of loca government have met with consderable resistance particularly
where loca people perceive that the community or areathey identify with will be renamed or
changed. As aconsequence atemptsin the 1990sto introduce unitary authorities throughout
Britain ran into congderable difficulty and while unitary status was achieved in Scotland and
Wales, the structuresin England remain mixed partly as aresult of successful local campaigns
to retain the status quo (Leach, 1995). The recent introduction of the Scottish Parliament and
Welsh Assambly have acted to legitimise the significance of context - at country leve - as
policy proposas for local government in Scotland and Wales are now developed and
implemented in different ways to those in England.

The net effect of these and other factors isthat loca authoritiesin different areas have

devel oped a unique sense of what is gppropriate in their environment. Theimpact of thison
attempts to implement reform can be quite profound. For example Lowndes (1999) argues that
the introduction of New Public Management into loca authorities was conditioned by local
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interpretations of what was gppropriate. She suggests that "While externd triggersto
management change are important, the susceptibility of individua authorities to change and the
direction of that change, is related to internal power relations and to locd senshilitiesand
circumgtances. ... Changeis not produced smply through introducing new language and
sructures; it involved areworking of what is congdered appropriate behaviour' (1999:37). The
interaction of central direction with loca appropriateness stimulates that reworking and
produces an outcome that may be rather different to the one envisaged by the centre. Reviewing
the impact of more recent reforms e.g., the introduction of New Political Management
arangementsislikey to reved that asmilar process of reworking is underway to adapt centra
prescription to local circumstances.

Conclusion

British loca government has been the subject of considerable reform particularly in the latter
years of the 20" century and into the 21% century. It insecure constitutional position madeit an
gpparently easy target for the whims of centra government and since 1979 it has suffered the
diminution of its capacity to generate locd finances, areduction in local discretion over how
resources are allocated and a corresponding increase in central grant giving and national target
sHting. However, despite this British loca government has retained itslocd identity and has
been able to draw upon thisto influence the gpplication of policy a alocd leve to fit with locd
conditions.

The figure below (Figure 2) summarises the changes in the role and purpose of local
government throughout that period. The Conservative era was dominated by the god of
efficiency inloca government heralded by the introduction of the market, the emergence of
local government managers, the redesignation and empowerment of the public as consumers
and the assumption againgt the loca authority as the most gppropriate provider of services.

Figure 2: Changesto British Local Government

PRE -1979 CONSERVATIVE NEW LABOUR
1979-1997 1997-
Provider Enabler L eader
Client Consumer Citizen
Hierarchy Markets Networks
Corporate bureaucracy Fragmentation Joining-up
Professionas Managers Reticuligts

The New Labour adminigtrations have been characterised by an attempt to balance the goa
of effectivenesswith that of legitimacy, emphasising the need for loca government to develop
the leadership capacity to ensurethat dl relevant local stakeholders are brought together to
achieve community well-being and focusing on those mechanismsand skills (networks and
reticulists) that will fadilitete the necessary ‘joining-up' to achieve thiswell-being. The



management ethos remains strong however and combined with the increasing centraisation
marked by nationd target setting and audit and ingpection, threstens to undermine the
development of locdl legitimacy.
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1. | have argued elsewhere for afurther development of the values of local government to respond to the
demands of 'modern’ local government (Sullivan, 2000). The proposed value are: policy coherence and
service co-ordination val ue, representative val ue, conduct and standards value and participation value.
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