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Improving digital citizenship is a key 

element of the LGA’s civility in public 

life work and is becoming increasingly 

important as our daily interactions 

continue to take place online and 

new technologies of information 

are constantly used to facilitate 

communication with citizens, officers 

and councillors. 

Online abuse and intimidation of local 

councillors and supporting officers 

working with them is a major challenge 

to local democracy and to the diversity 

of our local representatives.

Civility in public life 
Improving digital citizenship
Virtual events, December 2020

These virtual events will provide 
opportunities for councillors and officers 
to share experiences, discuss solutions 
and contribute to the LGA digital 
citizenship project at its inception. 

Civility in public life
Improving digital citizenship – an introduction 
to the project

Friday 4 December 2020, 10.00am-11.00am

Civility in public life
Digital citizenship workshop for officers

Thursday 17 December 2020, 10.30am-11.30am

Civility in public life
Digital citizenship workshop for officers  
and councillors

Monday 21 December 2020, 6.00pm-7.00pm

To book your place visit 
www.local.gov.uk/events
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T
he Government has 

published its one-year 

Spending Review, providing 

additional funding for adults 

and children’s services and for 

cost pressures arising from the pandemic.

However, while councils now have 

some short-term budget certainty, the 

long-term outlook remains unclear. You 

can fi nd out more about the Chancellor’s 

announcements and the LGA’s response 

in this edition of fi rst (p5, p10).

Elsewhere, we take a look at the 

tougher version of the three-tier local 

restrictions system now in place for local 

areas in England, as we emerge from the 

latest coronavirus lockdown (p4, p12).

We also hear from Liverpool City 

Council about how the pandemic has 

worsened health inequalities – and how 

it plans to use targeted mass testing to 

reduce infections (p13).

You can read about the LGA’s 

response to the ‘Planning for the future’ 

White Paper (p14) and research we have 

commissioned on the future of bus 

services, post-pandemic (p17).

Finally, thank you to everyone who 

attended the LGA Independent Group’s 

virtual annual conference, which I was 

delighted to address (p15), and who 

contributed to the LGA’s #CouncilsCan 

day – our social media campaign 

highlighting the incredible work of 

councils across the country (p16). 

Cllr James Jamieson 

is LGA Chairman  
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The Government has 

announced an additional 

£10 million for port health 

authorities ahead of the end 

of the EU transition period on 

31 December.

The funding is to help councils 

prepare for changes at the border 

and can be used on measures 

including employing specialist 

staff, managing increased 

demand for services such as 

traffic management and road 

maintenance, and re-routing  

bin lorries.

Cllr Kevin Bentley, Chair 

of the LGA’s EU Exit Taskforce, 

said the funding was “a positive 

step forward” but that the 

additional work required for UK 

border preparations “will still be 

extremely challenging and many 

uncertainties remain for councils”.

In particular, he highlighted 

a national shortage of 

environmental health officers 

who carry out important checks 

on goods coming into  

the UK but are also needed  

on the frontline of the fight 

against COVID-19. 

“These are highly specialist 

roles and, even with funding 

made available and the support 

of the new Environmental Health 

Together register, councils may 

find it hard to recruit for these 

positions due to a national 

shortage of qualified staff,” 

he said.

“As well as a commitment to 

make funding available beyond 

March, when new staff will be 

needed, we also need clarity on 

additional measures that can be 

taken to spread the burden of 

new checks and prepare if the 

required staff cannot be recruited 

in time. 

“More widely, councils and 

local resilience forums urgently 

need access to all available 

information about projected 

impacts on road networks, and 

confirmation of decisions about 

new local transit points for ports.”

Up to three households will be able to mix 

for five days over the Christmas period, 

under a relaxation of COVID-19 social 

distancing rules across the UK.

But a new, tougher version of the three-

tier local restrictions system is now in place 

in England, after its month-long lockdown 

ended on 2 December. 

And in Wales, as first was going to press, 

ministers were finalising new restrictions 

on hospitality and indoor entertainment 

venues expected to come into force in 

early December.

The UK Government’s recently published 

COVID-19 Winter Plan says a ‘tougher’ 

regional tiered approach is needed now and 

into 2021 in England to help prevent further 

waves of COVID-19 cases. Almost all of the 

country is now in tier 2, with more areas in 

tier 3. In tier 2, alcohol may only be served 

in hospitality settings as part of a substantial 

meal. In tier 3, indoor entertainment and 

all forms of hospitality will close except for 

delivery and takeaways.

Testing is also being expanded, to allow 

care home residents to have two visitors a 

week by the end of the year and to ensure 

home care workers are tested twice weekly.

Meanwhile, more than half a million 

rapid-turnaround tests are being sent to local 

directors of public health, as part of a plan to 

expand asymptomatic testing for COVID-19.

All upper-tier local authorities will  

be offered weekly allocations of these  

tests, equivalent to 10 per cent of  

their population.

Cllr Ian Hudspeth, Chairman of the 

LGA’s Community Wellbeing Board, 

said: “The social and economic costs of 

restrictions have been significant and 

it is good that these restrictions will be 

regularly reviewed.

“Councils need clarity on how they 

can move between tier alert levels and 

reassurance that successful work to tackle 

infection rates will result in an easing of 

restrictions as quickly as possible.

“Proper plans are also needed for how 

government will work with local areas 

to help scale up successful local contact 

tracing efforts with better data sharing 

to allow positive tests to be followed up, 

facilitate targeted testing and coordinate 

vaccine roll-out.” 

l See p12.

Tough new 
tiers ahead

EU transition funding 
for local ports

NEWS
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Amid gloomy economic forecasts, the 

Chancellor Rishi Sunak unveiled his 

Spending Review, which he said aimed to 

“protect the public services most affected 

by coronavirus”.

For local government it was announced 

that, alongside a 2 per cent increase in regular 

council tax, social care authorities will be able 

to levy a 3 per cent adult social care precept. 

The Treasury said this would give them access 

to an additional £1 billion for adult social care.

This comes on top of the continuation 

of the 2019/20 £1 billion increase in grant 

funding for adults and children’s social care, 

which is also being increased by £300 million 

next year.

Councils will receive a further £1.55 billion 

to address COVID-19 pressures and other 

measures saw the Chancellor introduce a 

new £4 billion Levelling Up Fund to pay for 

upgrading local infrastructure and £250 million 

for councils to tackle rough sleeping.

Cllr James Jamieson, LGA Chairman, said: 

“Council services have been critical in the fight 

against COVID-19. 

“It is good that the Chancellor has 

provided further funding for councils to 

manage the cost pressures they face as a result 

of the pandemic. New funding for adult and 

children’s social care will also help address 

some – but not all – of the pressures these 

services face next year. 

“Councils will still have to find savings to 

already stretched budgets in order to plug 

funding gaps and meet their legal duty to set 

a balanced budget next year.”

He added: “Council tax rises have never 

been the answer to the long-term pressures 

faced by councils, particularly in social care, 

raising different amounts of money in different 

areas, unrelated to need. It is not the long-term 

solution that is desperately needed.”

l See p10-11 for our full round-up of the 

Spending Review, and p24. 

SR: cash pressures remain

Extra funding has been announced by 

the Chancellor in the Spending Review 

to help councils support people at risk 

of homelessness and rough sleeping 

during COVID-19.

This provides £254 million of 

additional resource funding, including 

£103 million announced earlier this year for 

accommodation and substance misuse.

New funding will also be provided 

to support prison leavers at risk of 

homelessness into private rental tenancies 

as well as £87 million of capital funding in 

2021/22 for long-term accommodation for 

rough sleepers.

Cllr David Renard, LGA Housing 

Spokesperson, said councils have done 

“an incredible job” getting people sleeping 

rough off the streets and accommodating 

more than 29,000 people since the start of 

the coronavirus pandemic. The additional 

funding will help councils to continue to 

support people at risk of rough sleeping 

and homelessness.

He added: “We would also urge the 

Government to temporarily remove the No 

Recourse to Public Funds condition. In the 

longer-term, it is important that there is a 

shift towards investing in homelessness 

prevention services.”

The Chancellor also announced nearly 

£20 billion in multi-year capital investment 

to underpin the Government’s long-term 

housing strategy, including a National Home 

Building Fund, with an initial £7.1 billion over 

four years to unlock up to 860,000 homes.

The LGA said the further investment 

was good but called for councils to be 

given the powers and resources to build 

more council homes, supported by the 

required infrastructure.

Funding boost for 
homelessness

In brief

Levelling up

UKSPF pilots

Restart for jobs

A new £4 billion Levelling Up Fund to 

support investment in town centre 

regeneration and better transport 

infrastructure was announced by the 

Chancellor in last month’s Spending 

Review. Cllr Kevin Bentley, Chair of 

the LGA’s People and Places Board 

said: “Councils work hard to invest in 

improvements in their local communities 

so it is good that the Government is 

introducing this new fund. However, 

we are concerned by the prospect of a 

competitive bidding process at a time 

when councils want to be fully focused on 

protecting communities from the impact 

of the pandemic.”

The Government has committed to local 

pilot programmes for a new UK Shared 

Prosperity Fund, as well as £1.5 billion annually 

for the new initiative. The fund replaces 

£5.3 billion of EU funding, which supports 

investment in employment and infrastructure 

projects, many of which are run by councils. 

Cllr Kevin Bentley, Chair of the LGA’s EU 

Exit Taskforce, said: “The additional funding 

promised to help local areas transition to a 

new funding scheme in 2021/22 by running 

pilots prevents a financial cliff edge and is a 

good step forward. The Government must 

now work with councils to make sure that this 

is a locally designed fund that fully replaces 

previous support from European schemes.”

A nearly £3 billion support programme  

to encourage the long-term  

unemployed back into work or training 

was announced in the latest government 

Spending Review. Funding will go to 

encourage employers to take on apprentices 

and offer training courses. Cllr Sir Richard 

Leese, Chair of the LGA’s City Regions  

Board, said: “Evidence demonstrates that 

localised programmes deliver more success 

than employment schemes run from 

Whitehall. Councils and combined authorities 

are best placed to understand the needs 

of long-term unemployed people in their 

communities. We urge the Government to 

work with us to ensure support for those who 

need it the most.”

The Spending Review



December 20206 | December 2020

NEWS   

sure they aren’t being taught in unsuitable or 

dangerous environments.

The LGA estimates that in 2018/19, 282,000 

children in England may have missed out on 

formal full-time education – around 2 per 

cent of the school age population – but this 

figure could be as high as 1.14 million 

depending on how ‘formal’ and 

‘full-time’ is defined.

The LGA’s report, 

‘Children missing 

education’, says that gaps 

in the coordination of 

policies and guidance 

is allowing children to 

slip through the net, with 

children with additional 

vulnerabilities – such as social, 

behavioural, medical or mental 

health needs – most at risk.

Cllr Judith Blake, Chair of the LGA’s 

Children and Young People Board, said the LGA 

wants to work with government “to make swift 

changes to legislation to make the education 

safety net more robust for the benefit of 

current and future generations of young 

people and society overall”.

l  See www.local.gov.uk/children- 

missing-education

More than a million young people in 

England could be missing formal full-

time education, fuelled by significant gaps 

in education legislation, rising child support 

needs and a lack of funding, according to a 

new LGA report.

Some councils have reported 

increases in home education 

registrations of more than 200 

per cent for September and 

October, compared with 

the same period last year, 

with parents choosing to 

home school their children 

because of coronavirus 

safety fears and increasing 

numbers of pupils having to 

stay out of school and  

self-isolate.

Although many parents 

provide good home education, the LGA is 

concerned that COVID-19 has led to increasing 

numbers of children receiving unsuitable 

education outside the classroom.

It is calling for schools to be forced to share 

attendance registers with councils – which 

is currently only voluntary – and for local 

authorities to have the tools and flexibilities 

to check a child’s home schooling, and make 

Young people ‘missing out 
on full-time education’

Local youth services 
‘need more funding’
The Government is to review its 

programmes supporting youth services in 

the spring, after announcing £100 million 

to deliver the National Citizen Service and 

invest in youth services in last month’s 

Spending Review (see p10).

The LGA has repeatedly called for 

devolution of some National Citizen Service 

(NCS) funding to local youth services, which 

can provide the year-round support that many 

young people need. 

The NCS, which offers two to four weeks 

of voluntary activity for 16 to 17-year-olds, 

received £1.26 billion in funding from 2016 

to 2020 – an estimated 95 per cent of the 

Government’s youth services budget – 

despite only one in six eligible young people 

taking part. 

In contrast, because of funding reductions 

and increased urgent child protection work, 

council spending on youth services has had to 

be cut by 69 per cent since 2010/11, from £1.4 

billion to £429 million. 

Cllr Judith Blake, Chair of the LGA’s Children 

and Young People Board, said: “Youth services 

have a vital role to play in providing young 

people with safe spaces to go and trusted 

relationships with adults who can help them 

make positive life choices.

“While the NCS programme has value and 

should continue, it is wrong that nearly all of 

the Government’s funding for youth services is 

being spent on a time-limited programme that 

attracts only a small number of participants 

and cannot replace year-round provision for 

young people of all ages.”

In brief

Family support

Children’s social care

Childhood obesity 

The Government has announced a  

£170 million Covid Winter Grant 

Scheme, run by councils in England, to 

provide further support for children and 

families. The funding will be ring-fenced, 

with at least 80 per cent earmarked for  

help with food and bills, and will cover  

the period to the end of March 2021.  

Cllr Richard Watts, Chair of the LGA’s 

Resources Board, said: “The winter grant will 

allow councils to use the funding in the best 

way to help families and individuals most 

in need in their local community, including 

putting plans in place to ensure children 

will not go hungry in the Christmas holidays 

and February half-term.”

Children in care in England are being 

‘failed by the state’ because of a broken 

residential care home market, according to a 

report by the Children’s Commissioner.  

Cllr Judith Blake, Chair of the LGA’s Children 

and Young People Board, said that more 

good-quality care home provision was needed, 

especially for children whose needs are more 

complex, with a lack of such homes fuelling 

the use of unregulated accommodation. She 

added: “The Government’s promised review of 

the children’s care system needs to be carried 

out as soon as possible and look at how the 

market for children’s social care placements is 

impacting on children’s outcomes.”

The number of children who are 

overweight or obese has increased, 

according to the latest National Child 

Measurement Programme statistics for 

2019/20. Cllr Ian Hudspeth, Chairman of the 

LGA’s Community Wellbeing Board, said: 

“Councils can help the Government meet 

its target of halving childhood obesity by 

2030 with significant additional investment 

in public health and greater powers to tackle 

clustering of existing takeaways and to restrict 

junk food advertising. It is also vital that 

councils are able to decide 

how the hundreds of millions 

of pounds raised from the 

sugar levy is invested, to 

ensure that our children get 

the best start in life.”
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Councils’ public health funding grant will 

be maintained but not increased in 2021 

– a decision labelled “extremely short-sighted” 

by the LGA in its response to last month’s 

Spending Review (see p10).

The LGA has warned repeatedly that local 

authorities’ public health funding has reduced 

by more than £700 million in real terms 

between 2015/16 and 2020/21.

Meanwhile, COVID-19 has exposed existing 

health inequalities that need to be levelled up if 

councils are to protect local communities in the 

future, it said.

The virus has disproportionately impacted 

certain groups of people, such as those who 

are overweight or obese, diabetic or with other 

physical and mental health conditions.

By intervening earlier and helping to prevent 

some of these conditions from developing 

in the first place, more lives could have been 

saved – a point made by Peers in a recent 

report on the lessons to be learned from the 

pandemic (see p9).

Cllr Ian Hudspeth, Chairman of the LGA’s 

Community Wellbeing Board, said: “Councils’ 

public health teams have been leading the local 

response to coronavirus, all the while trying to 

keep essential services like drug and alcohol 

treatment running on limited resources.

“No new public health funding, despite this 

incredibly challenging period, runs contrary to 

addressing the stark health inequalities exposed 

by COVID-19 and levelling up our communities.

“Keeping people healthy and well 

throughout their lives reduces pressure on 

the NHS and social care.”

‘Short-sighted’ decision on 
public health funding

Vaccination drive ‘too big 
for NHS to do alone’ – LGA
Millions more people could safely and 

swiftly be protected against coronavirus 

if councils are able to act shoulder-to-

shoulder with the NHS in the distribution 

of vaccines, the LGA has said.

GPs are initially expected to provide at 

least one million vaccine doses each week 

across 1,500 practices and drive-through 

centres – a ‘monumental’ task, which the  

LGA believes is too big for the NHS to do on 

its own. 

Instead, civic centres, sports halls, libraries, 

athletic stadiums, car parks and other council-

owned facilities could be brought into rapid 

use alongside mobile testing units, to  

support the health service and GP surgeries  

in making sure as many residents as possible 

are immunised.

Health visitors, school nurses,  

occupational health teams alongside 

other public health workers employed or 

commissioned by councils could also help 

administer the vaccine.

The LGA said councils have an excellent 

track record of building up and strengthening 

existing national programmes, such as 

setting up more than 200 local contact 

tracing partnerships to complement NHS 

Test and Trace.

Cllr Ian Hudspeth, Chairman of the LGA’s 

Community Wellbeing Board, said: “The 

Government and NHS must start working 

closely with councils’ directors of public health 

now so they can help co-ordinate the rollout 

and use their local knowledge and expertise to 

ensure residents can be immunised quickly.

“Just as with contact tracing, councils’ 

unique relationship with their residents  

mean they are best placed to make sure as 

many as possible can receive a potentially life-

saving vaccination. 

“Vulnerable people, older adults and 

health and care workers who have been 

prioritised by government are more likely 

to quickly receive these vital doses with 

encouragement from trusted local leaders, 

through their local public health teams, who 

know best how to reach them.”

In brief

Care staff  
pay rise call

Testing for care 
workers

PPE supplies

Age UK has called for pay parity for care 

staff with their NHS counterparts, after 

care workers said they felt under-supported, 

under-rewarded and under-protected 

during the first wave of the pandemic. LGA 

Community Wellbeing Board Chairman Cllr 

Ian Hudspeth said care workers have done 

a “phenomenal job in very challenging 

circumstances” keeping people of all ages 

safe and well during COVID-19, but that 

long-standing issues around their pay and 

conditions need to be addressed. “The 

legacy of the pandemic must include a 

new deal for care workers that addresses 

pay, training and development, career 

progression and professionalisation and 

recognition,” he said.

Weekly testing of health and care workers 

has been expanded to include those 

working in home care, the Government has 

announced. Home care agencies will be 

responsible for ordering and distributing tests 

to all their workers for them to conduct at 

home on a weekly basis. Cllr Ian Hudspeth, 

Chairman of the LGA’s Community Wellbeing 

Board, said: “This is a much-needed and 

positive expansion of testing to carers working 

in people’s homes, which councils and care 

providers have long been calling for. The 

further rollout of these tests to live-in carers 

and personal assistants also needs to happen 

as quickly as possible.”

A National Audit Office report has found 

the Government was initially reliant on 

inadequate stockpiles of personal protective 

equipment (PPE) for the COVID-19 pandemic, 

while many frontline workers, including those 

in social care, reported shortages. The LGA said 

providers struggled to access the PPE they 

needed in the first wave, due to delays in specific 

guidance being issued and in the setting up of a 

dedicated PPE supply chain. It said councils need 

extra funding to help shore up social care this 

winter and get through the second wave, which 

should be used as the basis for future reform and 

a long-term solution for social care.
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Anew charter giving social housing 

tenants in England a greater voice and 

making landlords more accountable has 

been announced by the Government.

The reforms, part of a Social Housing 

White Paper, will see the creation of a 

Charter for Social Housing Residents, which 

aims to speed up the complaints procedure 

for residents by improving access to the 

Housing Ombudsman, reducing waiting 

times, and resolving issues eff ectively.

Landlords will be made more 

accountable by providing tenants of 

housing associations with access to a new 

information scheme, as well as introducing 

a set of tenant satisfaction measures that

landlords will be required to report against.

The LGA said it supported measures to 

make the existing redress process “clearer, 

equitable and accessible for all tenants, 

regardless of tenure”, but warned of the need 

to address the lack of social homes.

Cllr Darren Rodwell, the LGA’s Housing 

Spokesperson, said: “Now is the time to 

reverse the decline in council housing over 

the past few decades. As important as these 

reforms are for tenants, they will not help to 

tackle the severe shortage of social housing 

the country faces.”

The White Paper followed publication 

of new research calling for a post-pandemic 

building boom of 100,000 new social homes 

for rent each year, which would deliver a 

£14.5 billion boost to the economy.

‘Building post-pandemic prosperity’, 

commissioned by the LGA, Association of 

Retained Council Housing, and National 

Federation of ALMOs, also estimates that 

council housing waiting lists could nearly 

double to two million households next 

year as a result of the economic impact of 

COVID-19.

To tackle the shortage of social housing, 

the LGA is calling on the Government to 

allow councils to resume their role as a major 

builder of aff ordable homes.

In brief

Member survey

Housing advisers

Apprenticeship 
rankings

The LGA is running its annual 

membership survey, and we want to 

know how well you feel we are doing. We 

hope we have been right there alongside 

you during the remarkable challenges of 

2020, but the only way to know is to ask 

you directly. To share your views of the 

LGA, including of our work together during 

the pandemic, please book a 10-minute 

appointment via Help_Line@bmgresearch.

com. You may also be contacted directly by 

a researcher during the fi eldwork period. 

Your feedback will help ensure that we 

continue to focus on the things that matter 

to you, our members. For queries, contact 

Rebekah.Wilson@local.gov.uk. 

The LGA has opened bids for the 

fourth year of its Housing Advisers’ 

Programme, an innovative scheme to help 

councils in England overcome housing 

challenges in their areas. The focus this 

year is on projects tackling the impact 

of COVID-19. The programme funds the 

provision of independent expertise for 

councils undertaking specifi c projects to 

tackle the eff ects of the housing crisis in 

local communities – including on housing 

delivery, planning for homes, and reducing 

homelessness. To fi nd out more, visit www.

local.gov.uk/housingadvisersprogramme or 

email housingadvisers@local.gov.uk

Nine councils and two combined 

authorities have made the Government’s 

top 100 list for apprenticeship employers, with 

City of Lincoln Council highest placed at 33. 

Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council (43), 

Leeds City Council (47), Greater Manchester 

Combined Authority (58), Hertfordshire 

County Council (61), Medway Council (79), 

Chesterfi eld Borough Council (82), Rochdale 

Borough Council (83), Durham County 

Council (91), Salford City Council (94), and 

Liverpool City Region Combined Authority 

(98) also feature. Since the apprenticeship levy 

was introduced, apprenticeship starts in local 

government have almost trebled. Please visit 

www.local.gov.uk/apprenticeship-support-

programme for LGA support.

New charter for social 
housing tenants

part in improving air quality and reducing 

dependency on fossil fuels, as well as 

improving the health of our residents and the 

environment in our local communities. 

“The plan to bring forward the ban on 

selling new petrol and diesel cars to 2030 

is also a positive step, but the Government 

needs to be clear what role councils have in 

delivering new infrastructure.

“Our recent research found that nearly 

700,000 jobs could be created in England’s 

low-carbon and renewable energy 

economy by 2030, rising to more than one 

million by 2050. 

“An integrated and devolved approach to 

the development of skills is urgently needed 

and our Work Local proposals set out the steps 

for handing funding and powers over skills to 

local areas.”

The UK’s industrial heartlands – including 

in the North East, Yorkshire and the 

Humber, the West Midlands, and Wales – 

will be at the centre of the Government’s 

blueprint for a green industrial revolution, 

the Prime Minister has said.

The 10-point plan, covering clean energy, 

transport, nature and innovative technologies, 

will mobilise £12 million of government 

investment to help create up to 250,000 

high-skill jobs.

Cllr David Renard, the LGA’s Environment 

and Transport Spokesman, said: “Councils share 

the ambition for a green revolution and want 

to work with government and businesses to 

establish a national fi scal and policy framework 

for addressing the climate emergency, 

supported with long-term funding.

“Electric vehicles play an important 

Green blueprint ‘to 
create 250,000 jobs’
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A comprehensive analysis of how public 

services have responded to COVID-19 

has concluded that many public service 

providers and councils developed 

“remarkable innovations” to meet the 

challenge of the pandemic.

The report, from the House of Lords’ 

Public Services Committee, discusses 

lessons to be learned from the pandemic 

and recommends a number of principles 

to transform public service delivery.

The LGA submitted written evidence 

to the committee’s inquiry and LGA 

Deputy Chief Executive Sarah Pickup also 

gave evidence to Peers, with the report 

reflecting many of the points we made on 

behalf of councils.

It includes recommendations 

around tackling inequalities, social care, 

financing of public services, prevention, 

the approach to public health (best done 

locally), devolution, data, and digital 

innovation and skills. 

There are also points where the 

report recognises the work of local 

authorities; for example, in re-housing 

rough sleepers, and quoting Ms Pickup’s 

comments about the importance of 

sector-led improvement and peer review 

to improving the integration of local 

health and care systems.   

Lack of integration – especially 

Learning 
the lessons

between services working with vulnerable 

children, and between health care and 

adult social care – is a key concern of the 

committee, alongside insufficient support 

for prevention and early intervention.

Its report says preventative services are 

“vital” to reducing the deep and ongoing 

inequalities that have been exacerbated 

by COVID-19. 

The Government should recognise 

that investing in prevention and early 

intervention can reduce pressures on 

the NHS and the justice system, and that 

supporting children to avoid poor life 

outcomes brings financial savings and 

economic benefits. 

COVID-19 has also accentuated the 

systemic frailties in the care sector, with 

the “tragic consequence” of many care 

home deaths. “Reform is now more urgent 

than ever,” the committee concludes.

Its report highlights how the 

pandemic has demonstrated that certain 

key public service functions are best 

delivered locally, including the public 

health response, the recruitment of 

volunteers and contact tracing. 

The report also states that the 

underfunding of local services in recent 

years has left them ill-equipped to 

deal with the resource pressures of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

“For too long government has 

prioritised services delivered from the 

centre, when many of the services that 

people use every day are organised 

at local level. The pandemic offers an 

opportunity to rethink how central 

government funds and supports local 

services,” says the report.

And it calls for White Papers expected 

on English devolution and social care to 

set out how government will ensure local 

areas have the means and autonomy 

to develop a placed-based approach to 

delivering public services, adding this 

should be “the default approach to reform 

of public services”. 

Councils have played a crucial 

role during the pandemic and have 

demonstrated the strength that comes 

from local leaders able to work with others 

and their communities.

This wide-ranging, comprehensive 

report provides some good 

recommendations for how we can 

build upon the relationships between 

central and local government, to ensure 

our local public services are better 

prepared and our areas more resilient 

to any future health crisis.

As the committee makes clear, the 

coronavirus response has proved that 

certain key public service functions are 

best delivered locally, alongside the 

funding and flexibilities to do so.

Certain key public services are best 
delivered locally, according to a 
landmark review of the pandemic

  ‘A critical juncture for public services: lessons 

from COVID-19’ is available at www.committees.

parliament.uk/committee/430/public-services-

committee/

“For too long 
government has 
prioritised services 
delivered from 
the centre”
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The Chancellor’s statement offered councils some 
short-term financial certainty, but no long-term 
solutions to chronic problems such as adult social care

L
ocal authority core spending 

power is projected by the 

Government to rise by  

4.5 per cent in cash terms, 

or £2.2 billion in 2021/22, 

according to last month’s Spending 

Review announcement. 

This increase is largely due to social 

care authorities being able to increase 

their council tax bills by up to 5 per 

cent – which includes a 3 per cent adult 

social care precept.

The LGA said it was good that the 

Spending Review provides a potential 4.5 

per cent increase to support vital local 

services. However, council tax rises have 

never been the answer to the long-term 

pressures faced by councils, particularly 

in social care, and will place a significant 

financial burden on households.

Alongside council tax-raising powers, 

Chancellor Rishi Sunak announced extra 

funding for adult and children’s social 

care to help address some – but not 

all – of the pressures these services face 

next year. 

With council services continuing 

to be critical in the fight against 

COVID-19, the LGA said it is good that 

the Chancellor has also provided further 

funding for councils to manage the 

cost pressures they face as a result of 

the pandemic. This includes extending 

the sales, fees and charges income 

compensation scheme and setting out 

plans to cover some irrecoverable 

council tax and business rates losses. 

As the impact of the pandemic 

remains uncertain, this COVID-19 

support will need to be kept under 

review and probably extended.

The LGA was also pleased to see 

the introduction of a new £4 billion 

Levelling Up Fund which will help tackle 

our complex and fragmented funding 

system for local infrastructure. However, 

we are concerned by the prospect of 

a competitive bidding process when 

   Spending 
Review 2020

  The LGA’s on-the-day briefing on the Spending 

Review provides a comprehensive round-up of 

the announcements and what they mean for local 

government, see www.local.gov.uk/parliament/

briefings-and-responses 

councils are focused on protecting 

communities and businesses from the 

impact of the pandemic.

And the LGA expressed 

disappointment that the Spending 

Review did not include additional 

funding for public health. This runs 

contrary to addressing the stark health 

inequalities exposed by COVID-19 and 

levelling up our communities. Keeping 

people healthy and well throughout 

their lives reduces pressure on the NHS 

and social care.

Overall, the Spending Review 

provides more certainty for councils 

next year, but councils will still have 

to find savings to already stretched 

budgets in order to plug funding gaps 

and meet their legal duty to set a 

balanced budget in 2021/22.

The long-term outlook remains 

unclear and there remains a desperate 

need to find a long-term solution for the 

future of care and support. 

Amid the urgency of the current 

crisis, the Spending Review has used 

many existing centralised processes 

and funding streams. In the coming 

months, there is a need also to refresh 

the debate on English devolution and 

hand down real power to our diverse 

communities through local government, 

the LGA has said.  

Public finances will undoubtedly be 

under huge strain in the years ahead but 

investment in our local public services 

is critical to our national recovery next 

year and beyond.

Only with the right funding and 

freedoms, can councils lead local efforts 

to level up the stark inequalities the 

pandemic has exposed and level up the 

economy so that it benefits everyone.

Only with the right funding 
and freedoms, can councils 
lead local efforts to level up 
the stark inequalities the 
pandemic has exposed
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Funding

COVID-19

•  £1.55 billion for additional 

expenditure pressures.

•  £762 million to compensate for  

75 per cent of irrecoverable loss of 

council tax and business rates revenues. 

•  Extension of COVID-19 sales, fees 

and charges reimbursement scheme 

until the end of June 2021. 

LGA view: “Provides some much-needed 

stability, but will need to be reviewed.” 

Council tax

•  Referendum threshold stays at 2 per cent.

•  Social care authorities can levy a 3 per 

cent adult social care precept.

•  £670 million council tax payment support 

for poorest households.

LGA view: “Council tax has never been the 

answer to the long-term pressures 

councils face…will bring in 

extra funding but place 

burden on households.”

Borrowing

•  End of use of Public 

Works Loan Board 

(PWLB) for investment 

property bought primarily 

for yield.

•  Cuts to PWLB lending rates.

LGA view: “Cut in lending rates is 

positive; change of lending terms risks 

service delivery, including housing and 

regeneration.”

Pay

• Minimum £250 increase for public 

sector workers earning less than 

£24,000. 

•  Other public sector pay 

rises paused.

LGA view: “Government cannot 

freeze local government pay. A pay 

claim for 2021/22 is expected from 

trade unions very soon.”

People

Adult social care

•  £300 million social care grant (for 

children and adults).

•  Last year’s £1 billion social care 

grant to continue. 

•  Government proposals 

on the future of care 

expected next year. 

LGA view: “Continuation 

of sticking plaster 

approach to funding 

adult social care.” 

Public health

•  Public health grant 

maintained.

•  Government to set out 

further action to improve 

population health. 

LGA view: “Lack of new funding for 

public health runs contrary to the aim of 

addressing the stark health inequalities 

exposed by COVID-19.”

Early years/youth services

•  £44 million for early 

years education.

•  £100 million to 

deliver the National 

Citizen Service 

(NCS) and invest in 

youth facilities. 

LGA view: “Disappointing 

that this is not a more 

significant and immediate 

investment to support 

providers during this time.”

Skills

•  £2.9 billion Restart programme providing 

tailored support to over one million 

jobless people to help them find work.

LGA view: “Local government offers to work 

with the Government to plan, commission 

and deliver Restart so it can align with local 

services and training opportunities.”

Housing/homelessness

•  £20 billion in multi-year capital 

investment to underpin the 

Government’s long-term 

housing strategy.

•  £254 million to support rough sleepers 

and those at risk of homelessness 

during COVID-19. 

LGA view: “Positive to see further 

Government investment to support 

the building of new homes and 

additional funding that will help 

councils support people at risk of 

rough sleeping and homelessness.”

Places and other

UKSPF

•  £220 million to help local areas prepare 

over 2021/22 for the introduction of the 

UK Shared Prosperity Fund.

LGA view: “Government must now work with 

all local areas to ensure 

there is a smooth 

transition to the new 

funding regime.”

Levelling Up Fund

•  £4 billion fund 

for local areas in 

England to invest 

in high-value 

local projects up 

to £20 million. 

•  First round of bids to be 

launched in the new year. 

LGA view: “The best way to make decisions 

about local investment is by working with 

councils, which know the needs of their 

areas best.” 

Potholes

•  £1.7 billion in 2021/22 for local 

roads maintenance.

LGA view: “Positive funding boost to 

help councils fix our local roads.”

Cyber security

•  £16 million to support 

modernisation of local 

authorities’ cyber 

security systems. 

LGA view: “We look  

forward to meeting with 

government to understand 

how this money will 

be allocated.”
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As the lockdown in England ends, councils need 
reassurance that success in tackling infection rates 
will lead to a swift easing of local restrictions  

W
ith the recent good 

news on not one but 

several COVID-19 

vaccines, it is 

looking more likely 

that a way out of the pandemic and its 

related restrictions could be in place 

by the spring.

Christmas, too, is not entirely 

cancelled, with UK-wide agreement on 

relaxing social distancing rules for five 

days so that up to three households 

can get together to celebrate the 

festive season.

Of course, there is still a long way 

to go. The prevalence of the disease 

remains high and council areas in 

England are emerging from the latest 

lockdown into a new, tougher version of 

the three-tier local restrictions system.

The Prime Minister, in his statement 

on the Government’s COVID-19 Winter 

Plan, said strict measures will be 

needed now and into the new year to 

keep the virus in check, so we can all 

enjoy Christmas without triggering 

further waves of infections.

As first was going to press, 

English councils were finding out 

which tier they would be in. Almost 

all of England is now in tier 2, with 

more areas in tier 3.

Tier 2 means no socialising 

indoors with other households, while 

pubs and restaurants can open and 

serve alcohol but only if this is with 

‘substantial’ meals. The ‘rule of six’ 

will continue to apply outdoors, but 

limited numbers of spectators will 

be allowed at sports events and live 

performances, and hairdressers and 

similar ‘personal care’ businesses will 

be open.

In tier 3, indoor entertainment 

and all forms of hospitality will close, 

except for delivery and takeaways, and 

there will be guidance against travelling 

in and out of such areas.

I know many of you are concerned 

about the economic and social impact 

of continuing and more stringent 

restrictions in your areas. 

We have made it clear that councils 

need to know how they can move 

between levels (a government review 

is scheduled for 16 December), and 

reassurance that success in tackling 

infection rates will result in an easing of 

restrictions as quickly as possible.

The Government has said it  

will support new tier 3 areas with  

mass community testing and extra 

funding, including rapid or ‘lateral flow’ 

tests that give results in about 20  

minutes, and support from the Army  

and NHS Test and Trace.

However, test and trace figures 

continue to show that local health 

protection teams are picking up 

nearly all the contacts of cases 

assigned to them (98.9 per cent in 

November), compared to 58.9 per 

cent of those managed online or by 

call centres. The LGA continues to 

call for councils to have greater local 

oversight and involvement with test 

and trace to help us get on top of 

this virus. 

More broadly, this success 

demonstrates once again how local 

responses can be so much more 

effective than centralised ones, and the 

exceptional commitment of council staff 

on the frontline in the battle against 

COVID-19. 

As we look to build back better from 

the devastating social and economic 

impact of this crisis, our communities 

will need our hard-working and 

dedicated staff more than ever before. 

So please, take care of yourselves 

and your colleagues, and I wish you all 

a safe and peaceful Christmas.

Councillor James 

Jamieson is Chairman 

of the LGA

  For the latest LGA updates for councils on 

COVID-19, please visit www.local.gov.uk/

coronavirus

Tough tiers 
and tests

“Local health protection 
teams are picking up 
nearly all the contacts of 
cases assigned to them”

FEATURE
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COVID-19 has had a devastating impact on health 
inequalities in Liverpool, but repeated and targeted 
testing at scale could prove a game-changer 

W
e are all fed up with 

COVID-19. It has 

dominated our work, 

it’s all we talk about 

(let’s be honest, 

it’s the only thing to talk about), it’s 

disrupted all our lives, and changed the 

way we can live our lives.

That is why Liverpool City Council 

invited the Department of Health and 

Social Care to work with it on the 

Mass Asymptomatic Serial Testing 

(MAST) pilot.

It aims to fi nd asymptomatic cases, 

particularly in high-risk settings, to 

help prevent and reduce transmission 

in the community, thereby helping the 

city get back to low levels of infections, 

and to as close to normal as possible.

The pilot kicked off in early 

November and lasted for around a 

month. The Army helped administer 

new, rapid, ‘lateral fl ow’ tests  – with a 

turnaround time of around an hour  – 

alongside the more familiar PCR swab 

tests, which need to be processed at 

a lab and take a day or two.

In addition, around 40,000 home 

testing kits were sent to people and 

communities unable to get to one of 

our many testing centres. 

As fi rst was going to press, more 

than 183,000 people ha ve been tested, 

and ‘lateral fl ow’ tests have confi rmed 

866 positive cases of COVID-19. 

We will be reviewing our whole 

experience and sharing our fi ndings 

in due course, and the pilot is being 

fully evaluated.

The hard facts are that COVID-19 

has already had a devastating impact 

on Liverpool. Between 1 January and 

31 July, there were 623 more deaths 

    Piloting
mass testing

Matthew Ashton

is Director of Public 

Health at Liverpool 

City Council 

For more information about Liverpool City 

Council’s testing programme, please visit

www.liverpool.gov.uk/coronavirus

than in the same period last year, 

caused almost entirely by COVID-19 

(536 recorded deaths).

Health inequalities are widening, 

with the life-expectancy gap between 

the highest and lowest electoral ward 

now standing at 13 years. Out of our 

30 wards, 28 have seen a reduction 

in life expectancy, with eight seeing a 

decrease of more than four years.

There will also be a long-

term impact on health if we don’t 

try  to contain the virus as quickly 

as possible. 

We will see delays to diagnosis 

and treatment for serious diseases, 

such as cancer; a deterioration 

in our physical health caused by 

deteriorating mental wellbeing; 

there is likely to be a rise in alcohol 

dependency and substance misuse; 

and we don’t know what the impact 

of ‘long covid’ will be,  or the economic 

impact of COVID-19.

So, the work we have been 

doing over the  past few weeks could 

be a game-changing moment for 

our city. We are exploring SMART 

testing (systematic, meaningful, 

asymptomatic, repeated testing), which 

would provide ‘test to release’ and ‘test 

to enable’ opportunities. 

It could mean that, in specifi c 

situations, people who are contacts 

of a positive case get released from 

their quarantine period earlier. This 

could, for example, relate to emergency 

services personnel and other frontline 

key workers.

We are also exploring the 

opportunities to allow greater 

freedoms and fl exibilities around care 

home visiting initially, and potentially 

expanding this to weddings, funerals, 

and wider commercial or night-time 

economy events. 

This could lead to a shift from 

people getting a negative outcome as 

a result of a positive test, to getting 

a positive outcome as a result of a 

negative test.

All of this is learning we are keen to 

pass on to other places, to help get life 

back to something approaching normal 

as soon as possible. 

“Health inequalities are 
widening, with the life-
expectancy gap… now 
standing at 13 years”

© BLOOMBERG / 

GETTY IMAGES
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The LGA has responded to the Government’s 
proposed planning reformsT

he Government’s ‘Planning 

for the future’ White Paper 

proposed significant 

changes to the current 

planning system, which will 

require legal changes (see first 651). 

In the LGA’s response to the White 

Paper, we have told the Government 

that we support its aspirations for a 

more efficient, well-resourced planning 

system that supports local involvement 

in creating great places for current and 

future generations. 

We also share its ambitions for 

communities to have a more meaningful 

voice in how plans are made, for greater 

use of digital technology, and a carbon-

neutral future. Local government is 

ready to work with ministers to achieve 

these objectives.

Our response also highlights our 

concerns with some of the proposals, 

including a shift from a discretionary 

to rules-based approach, a shortened 

local plan process timeframe, and a 

potentially reduced role for councillors 

and communities that may impact on 

local democracy.

A locally led planning system in 

which councils and the communities 

they represent have a say over the way 

places develop will ensure the delivery 

of high-quality affordable homes with 

the necessary infrastructure to create 

sustainable, resilient places for current 

and future generations. 

As we grapple with the COVID-19 

pandemic, stability and certainty 

in planning are needed, supported 

by the appropriate resourcing. 

Councils have expressed considerable 

concern about their already 

stretched capacity, and they and their 

planning departments need significant 

resources to transition to a new 

Councillor David 

Renard is Chairman of 

the LGA’s Environment, 

Economy, Housing and 

Transport Board

  You can read the LGA’s full 

submission to the ‘Planning for the 

future’ White Paper consultation 

at www.local.gov.uk/parliament/

briefings-and-responses.  

See first 653 for our response to a 

parallel consultation on changes 

to the current planning system

Planning for  
the future

“�e system needs to 
be transparent and 
accessible to all”

for community infrastructure levy 

(CIL) and Section 106 development 

contributions should aim to capture 

at least the same amount of value as 

the existing system at an individual 

local authority level, rather than a 

national figure.

To succeed in meeting existing 

and future challenges, the planning 

system needs to be transparent, fit for 

purpose, and accessible to all. 

We look forward to engaging with 

the Government to ensure its aspirations 

of an improved system work in 

practice. But without addressing many 

of the detailed issues, the proposed 

changes could have a detrimental effect 

on planning. 

There also needs to be a joined-up, 

whole-of-government approach to deliver 

on these aspirations. Constant, top-down, 

piecemeal reforms that lack regard for 

local circumstances add further confusion 

to the planning system and 

undermine the genuinely 

local, plan-led system that 

the Government promised 

to local areas.

planning system, which may take years.

In our response, we note that the 

White Paper proposals appear to be 

on house building and speed, with 

little consideration given to the many 

roles planning and local planning 

authorities undertake together with 

their communities. 

We recognise, however, the need 

to increase delivery of more types and 

tenures of homes, and suggest other 

areas of focus need to be considered, 

including connectivity, accessibility, 

health and wellbeing, access to green 

spaces, access to schools and jobs, and 

climate resilience. 

There is also no detail in the White 

Paper about how planning for other 

local priorities, such as employment or 

infrastructure provision, will align with 

housing delivery. 

Our submission raises concerns 

that proposals to shorten the local plan 

timeframe to 30 months and only allow 

community and councillor engagement 

at an early stage may limit, rather than 

enhance, engagement. 

Proposals such as the new ‘growth’, 

‘renewal’ and ‘protect’ areas are 

still very unclear, and a shift from a 

discretionary to rule-based system 

lacks robust justification. As an 

absolute minimum, any replacement 
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Independent conference

To fi nd out more about the 

LGA’s Independent Group, please visit 

www.local.gov.uk/lga-independent

and LGA Chief Executive Mark Lloyd 

about ongoing and future priorities. 

They both outlined just how much 

our councillors contribute to the 

LGA’s work : to get better funding and 

legislation for our members and the 

residents we represent. 

Professor Colin Copus, Emeritus 

Professor of Local Politics at De 

Montfort University, spoke about his 

work on future governance in our 

councils, emphasising the importance 

of ‘local’ decision-making. 

He highlighted the risk that local 

government reorganisation can pose 

to the diversity and representation 

of our councils – something our 

members will want to challenge. 

The ‘zombie’ issue of 

reorganisation won’t properly 

die, but isn’t fully alive either, and 

members across the country are 

developing different responses in 

preparation for when they are needed.

However, devolution doesn’t 

need reorganisation. It needs 

to pass freedoms and powers 

to local government from the 

centre and fundamentally challenge 

centralisation. 

From just three councils when I 

started, our members now lead 33 

councils and are in administration of 

32 more, with signifi cant infl uence for 

the good. By consistently supporting 

our members though training, 

mentoring and information, we have 

helped to bring improvements to our 

councils and the contributions our 

members make. 

Even from a position of no overall 

control or backbenches, our members 

have made amazing changes and are 

fundamentally improving the way 

they work. 

Conference also heard from 

fi ve council leaders; Cllrs Sarah 

Rouse (Malvern Hills); Angie Dale 

(Richmondshire); Phelim Mac 

Cafferty (Brighton & Hove); Julian 

German (Cornwall); and Rosemarie 

Harris (Powys). They all spoke of 

their determination and impressive 

success in supporting residents, 

from making committees more open 

and inclusive, to reshaping public 

areas, and supporting business and 

the vulnerable.

My  deputy, Cllr Clive Woodbridge, 

and I were delighted to present awards 

to councillors who have truly 

excelled. These included: Cllr Linda 

Gillham (Runnymede), Cllr Rouse 

and our regional peer team, for their 

signifi cant contributions to the LGA 

over the past year; Cllrs Sally Hawken 

(Cornwall), Carolyn Rule (Cornwall) 

and Liz Harvey (Herefordshire), 

nominated by their council leaders 

for their effective leadership in 

their authorities; Cllrs Pauline Dee 

(Shropshire) and Steven McCormick 

(Epsom & Ewell) for services to 

their community; and Cllrs Sandra 

Squire (West Norfolk) and Kieron 

Wilson (Bournemouth, Christchurch 

and Poole) who are among several 

councillors shortlisted for the 2020 

LGiU and CCLA Cllr Awards. 

Our most prestigious a ccolade, 

the Clarence Barrett  Award, went 

to Cllr German, for outstanding 

achievements, including innovation 

and quality in the work of his council.

Thank you to Cllr Woodbridge, 

Treasurer Cllr Paul Woodhead and our 

executive from across England and 

Wales. Thank you also to our team of 

peers, led by Mike Haines , and to our 

excellent Independent Group offi cers, 

Sarah Woodhouse, Noleen Rosen and 

Aimee Wittams-Smith. 

 Finally, thank you to our 

increasingly successful membership. 

The  past 18 months have been 

challenging, but our members are in 

a strong position for the year ahead.

Independent councillors now lead 33 councils 
and are in administration in 32 more

M
ore than 100 

councillors attended 

the annual LGA 

Independent Group 

Conference and 

delayed annual general meeting 

in November.

Looking through our annual report 

for 2019/20 and our work since, it is 

astonishing how much our councillors 

do in our communities, and by 

infl uencing national policy through 

our group’s think tanks in central 

government and Europe. 

After a review of a year  in which 

our group gr ew by  more than 600 

members, it was good to hear from the 

LGA’s Chairman, Cllr James Jamieson, 

Councillor Marianne 

Overton MBE is 

Leader of the LGA’s 

Independent Group

An influence 
        for good
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More than 130 councils took part in the LGA’s 
latest tweetathon in support of the vital work 
of local government 

T
here is no doubt this 

year has been tough for 

everyone.

The pandemic has 

presented communities 

with a number of new challenges and 

heaped pressure on existing ones. 

However, in the country’s hour of need, 

councils have once again stepped up 

for their residents. 

Which is why the LGA dedicated 

this year’s second #CouncilsCan Day 

– an online social media campaign – to 

highlighting the critical role councils 

have played in supporting their 

communities during the pandemic and 

throughout 2020.  

During COVID-19, councils have 

provided crucial local leadership 

and delivered services that have 

been absolutely essential to protect 

lives and livelihoods and keep 

communities running.

They have continued to lead the 

way on test and trace, distribution of 

personal protective equipment (PPE), 

shielding the vulnerable, delivering 

food parcels, managing food banks, 

providing support and grants to 

businesses, and fi nding new ways to 

house the homeless. All of this on top 

of continuing to provide the everyday 

services communities need and expect.

For #CouncilsCan Day on 

10 November, the LGA encouraged 

councillors and council staff to come 

together to share this valuable work 

and to highlight the individuals or 

teams deserving of recognition. 

And come together you did! 

Alongside 130 or so members, 

and hundreds of other partners, 

parliamentarians and individuals, the 

LGA showcased some fantastic and 

inspiring stories of how councils have 

supported their communities during 

the pandemic. 

Stories ranged from council staff 

who were redeployed in the early 

stages, to how councils are now leading 

on new test and trace strategies to help 

fi nd a way out of the pandemic.

Many councils also used the day 

to thank their unsung heroes on the 

frontline and behind the scenes – the 

everyday troupers who have kept 

communities running and worked 

continuously to ensure council 

services run smoothly. 

The LGA’s centrepiece animation 

highlighting councils’ work achieved 

the day’s most engagement, with 

736 retweets. It managed to get 

#CouncilsCan trending at number 

one on Twitter – ahead of the new 

Xbox launch – reaching around fi ve 

million people across social platforms, 

showing the depth of appreciation for 

the work councils do.  

One of the aims of the LGA’s 

#CouncilsCan campaign is to call 

for long-term investment in local 

government, but this day was about 

much more than just money. As well 

as more funding, councils need more 

power devolved to local areas. 

As shown during 2020, councils are 

determined to bring positive change for 

their residents, but local government’s 

ability to make important choices is 

being hampered by the centralisation 

of powers in Whitehall. 

With the focus now on the 

Government’s one-year Spending 

Review (see p10), we hope this 

showcase of stories will help our cause 

as we continue to campaign on your 

behalf to get the funding and certainty 

councils need to carry on leading 

their communities and providing 

the essential services on which 

communities rely. 

Bringing power and resources 

closer to people is the key to improving 

lives, tackling deep-set inequalities 

and building inclusive growth across 

the country.

Councillor Peter 

Fleming OBE is 

Chairman of the LGA’s 

Improvement and 

Innovation Board

For more information about the LGA’s #CouncilsCan campaign, please visit

www.local.gov.uk/councils-can

#CouncilsCan
                        and do!

FEATURE
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The LGA has commissioned new research on 
the future of public transport after COVID-19

N
o-one saw the coronavirus 

pandemic coming , or 

could have predicted the 

momentous changes it 

may bring to everyday life.

We are learning to live without trips 

to the offi ce, less frequent shopping 

expeditions, and new ways of getting 

about. For many of us, this feels like 

chaos, and we have struggled to know 

how to plan for the future.

 The UK’s public transport system 

was already moving towards crisis, 

however, even before the pandemic 

struck. We were  seeing the impact of 

more fl exible working hours, more 

people working part-time, the ‘gig 

economy’, and zero-hours contracts.  

The weekday peak hour was no 

longer the gold standard for planning 

transport provision  – and the bus 

industry was facing up to passenger 

numbers  that had (at best) plateaued 

since the 1980s and were down one-

third since 1970.

For councils, it is their local bus 

services  that probably provide the 

most important contribution to public 

transport, as rail is generally used for 

longer-distance journeys.  

The decline in bus passengers, 

therefore, means that more local 

residents have been forced to depend 

on the private car for their travel 

needs, whether they like it or not – 

and councils have been increasingly 

constrained by both the availability of 

staff and fi nance to tackle the problem.  

We know from talking to LGA 

members that expectations for 

public transport always exceed the 

availability of resources to deliver 

them. Securing local bus services 

needs consistent revenue funding, 

but these are the budgets  that are 

most pressured.  

Funding fl uctuations and absence 

of long-term political support make 

delivery inconsistent over the longer  

term, compounded by the loss of 

experienced local authority staff.  

Some councils have good working 

relationships with operators, but this 

can be inconsistent, even between 

neighbouring authorities.  

Greening the bus fl eet is challenging 

given the scale of capital expenditure 

required, even though cleaner 

fuels can ultimately help to reduce 

operating costs. 

There is a large volume of data 

available to assist the planning 

process, but no consistent approaches 

to analysing it, compounded by general 

resource shortages.

Bus services are fragile. 

Throughout the  past decade, many 

services have been precariously 

balanced on thin profi t margins, 

where any increase in costs would tip 

them into unviability.  This at a time 

when demands for increased quality, 

expensive low-carbon technologies, 

and falling average speeds have 

been leading inexorably to higher 

operating costs.

However, local authorities have 

an opportunity to engage more 

productively with the transport 

industry, and work together to deliver 

on ambitions for simple, frequent 

services  that are integrated with each 

other and other modes of transport, 

and tailored to the needs of travel in 

the 2020s.  

Councils may now have more need 

to exercise powers such as ‘Enhanced 

Partnerships’ with operators, but 

will need consistent political support 

and appropriate resourcing to deliver 

those ambitions. 

Finding reliable, consistent sources 

of funding will be critical – whether 

that is through central government 

support or by local initiatives, such as 

the successful workplace parking levy 

in Nottingham. Regional cooperation 

may help to take forward some of 

these ambitions.  

Central government will also need 

to play a role, perhaps stimulating 

the purchase of zero-emission buses 

through reimagined and consistent 

green bus funding – helping operators 

achieve lower operating costs, 

protecting routes, and boosting 

demand for new bus manufacture.

A future for 
bus services?

Neill Birch is Business 

Director for Public 

Transport at SYSTRA 

See www.local.gov.uk/topics/transport for 

SYSTRA’s full report on public transport after 

COVID-19. The LGA is holding a webinar on 

19 January on ‘Rethinking public transport’, to 

explore what councils have told us and what needs 

to happen to improve our public transport networks,

see www.local.gov.uk/events. See also p30
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O
n one of the hottest days 

on record in July 2019, 

Warwickshire County Council 

(Warwickshire) declared a 

climate emergency. And this 

year, with the Northern hemisphere having 

had its hottest ever summer, Warwickshire’s 

dedication to increase its climate change 

mitigation efforts was indeed very prescient.  

While Warwickshire has many 

environmentally friendly policies, such as 

making changes to its street lighting practice 

and buying 100% renewable energy, one area 

where it is deepening its commitment is on the 

investment side. With protocols embedded in 

its pension fund investments to guard against 

environmental, social and governance risks, 

Warwickshire introduced an ethical investing 

policy into its treasury management strategy 

where  it will seek to understand the degree to 

which its treasury investments may contribute 

to, and/or be exposed to, risks driven by 

climate change. Its fund managers will also be 

under greater scrutiny to explain their policies.

It was therefore more than a happy 

coincidence that Warwickshire has long had 

treasury investments with specialist public 

sector and ethical investment manager, CCLA. 

The firm recognises that the markets are 

only as healthy as the people, communities 

and environment that support them. In 

strong alignment with the local authorities 

whose funds it manages, CCLA recognises 

its responsibility to build a more sustainable 

future, through engaging with companies, 

governments and regulators around climate 

change issues and supporting the transition 

to a low carbon economy. 

Avoiding non-financial risks makes 
good financial sense
Some may still question whether investments 

that take into account environmental risks 

or social issues can truly perform as well as 

more ‘mainstream’ investments – a standpoint 

with which Andy Felton, Assistant Director 

of Finance for Warwickshire County Council, 

disagrees. He explains that the “default 

assumption” is that investments focusing 

on climate change will get a ‘worse return’, 

but that’s not necessarily true:  “One of the 

potential types of faulty thinking is to assume 

there is a constraint on [the investment]… 

but there’s a lot of evidence that supports 

that taking into account environmental and 

social elements, along with good governance 

considerations, creates a better risk-adjusted 

performance.”

This is certainly the experience at CCLA, 

where ethical and responsible investment is 

integral to the investment approach. CCLA 

believes every company has non-financial risks, 

but the key to successful long-term investing 

is understanding what these are and making 

investment decisions based on the long-term 

viability of these companies’ business models. 

It is for this reason that CCLA has divested from 

oil majors, believing their business models to 

be unsustainable and therefore a risky long-

term business proposition for investors.

To divest or engage?
There’s been significant consideration by 

Warwickshire around disinvestment from 

“By engaging with companies performing  
poorly against environment, social and  
governance benchmarks… you are more  
likely to achieve change faster”

    Shared values make  
 for prudent investing  
           and sustainable  
               communities

Warwickshire County Council’s new treasury 
strategy takes up the council’s climate fight
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Disclosure: The views expressed do not constitute financial, 

investment or professional advice. CCLA Investment Management 

Limited (registered in England, No. 2183088) and CCLA Fund 

Managers Limited (registered in England, No. 8735639), whose 

registered address is: Senator House, 85 Queen Victoria Street, 

London EC4V 4ET, are authorised and regulated by the Financial 

Conduct Authority.

companies performing poorly against 

environment, social and governance 

benchmarks, versus trying to influence them 

into a better space. Felton suspects the 

conclusion is to “invest and fight from the 

inside”. By engaging with these companies, he 

explains that “you are more likely to achieve 

change faster and maintain a diverse pool 

of investible companies … Sometimes it is 

necessary to disinvest, but you wouldn’t do 

that until you’ve tried.”

CCLA’s mantra of ‘avoid the worst, engage 

with the rest’ plays into Warwickshire’s 

deliberations. While CCLA believes there are 

some companies where the entire premise 

for the business is unsustainable, such as oil 

majors, there are many other firms where, by 

holding an investment, it gives you a seat at 

the table. But that is not enough – meaningful 

engagement requires real commitment and 

action by the fund manager.

Committed to addressing climate change, 

CCLA founded the ‘Aiming for A’ initiative, a 

forerunner to the US$45 trillion-backed Climate 

Action 100+ initiative – which ensures the 

world’s largest greenhouse gas emitters take 

necessary action on climate change – and 

on whose behalf CCLA leads engagement 

with three major energy companies. CCLA 

also worked with the UK and Canadian 

governments to help develop the Powering 

Past Coal Alliance’s Finance Principles, which 

commit investors and banks to stop funding 

the generation of electricity from unabated 

coal-fired power stations.

Steps towards a greener future
Moving forward, Warwickshire’s treasury 

team is feeling its way one step at a time. 

Felton says: “Environment, social and 

governance risk are a growing focus in our 

treasury management strategy. The climate 

change emergency we called in 2019 is 

acting as a key policy driver for exploring 

how we review and evolve everything we 

do to minimise our environmental impact 

over the coming years.”

With Warwickshire’s vision for sustainable 

communities, the treasury team is keen to play 

its role in fostering sustainable investment 

markets, expecting its investment managers 

to “adopt strategies that help those we invest 

in become more aware and compliant of 

non-financial risks for the benefit of everyone”, 

concludes Felton. 

With councils and investment managers 

partnering to influence companies to become 

more sustainable in their business practices 

and supply chains, we can all look forward to 

stepping closer and faster to a greener future.

“CCLA recognises that the markets are only  
as healthy as the people, communities and 

environment that support them”

  
esting  
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T Levels off er hope and opportunity for a career 
in local government beyond the pandemic 

T
he Government has 

launched a new technical 

qualifi cation called the 

T Level, to provide young 

people with vocational 

pathways to higher education and 

future employment.

These post-GCSE, two-year, skills-

based qualifi cations, aimed at 16- to 

19-year-olds, focus on developing 

the technical skills employers look 

for when hiring staff. They include a 

mandatory 45-day industry placement 

in the second year of study.  

As Chair of the LGA’s Resources 

Board, I know that councils are keen to 

support local young people in gaining 

vital work experience and to enable 

them to fi nd meaningful employment. 

Councils also face future 

recruitment challenges and skill 

shortages, and need to attract 

new, talented individuals. This new 

technical qualifi cation  offers a positive 

opportunity for councils to do both. 

Councils can be a varied and 

positive career destination for young 

people. Providing quality work 

experience for young people will 

encourage them to look seriously at 

councils as future career options.  

The LGA is asking councils 

in England to work with us to 

consider the value of T Levels by 

providing one young person with the 

opportunity of an industry placement 

from September 2021.  

This campaign by the LGA, 

supported by the Department for 

Education, is focused on the long-term 

skill shortages councils face, and is 

about fi lling future vacancies.  

It is also about mobilising 

experienced council teams to share 

expertise and to shine a light on skills-

based career paths that can link to 

other government or employer-based 

schemes, such as apprenticeships, 

traineeships, or career-graded jobs.  

T Levels are a stepping-stone to 

higher education in skill-shortage 

professions in local government, such 

as social work, planning, IT and legal.     

With increasing unemployment and 

limited opportunities for young people 

 because of the pandemic, there has 

never been a better time to encourage 

potential future staff to consider a 

council career, and to promote local 

government as a rewarding future 

career option.

T Levels are just the beginning, so 

now is the time to consider promoting 

your council as an employer of choice 

for the 2021 intake.  

If you feel your council could offer 

one young person an opportunity – 

and thereby join a much bigger 

campaign promoting councils – then 

please get in touch to fi nd out how 

to support and attract young people 

to your council using T Level industry 

placements. Councils have until the 

end of March 2021 to express an 

interest in offering a T Level placement 

from September 2021. 

Councillor Richard 

Watts is Chair of the 

LGA’s Resources Board

The LGA will be providing direct support and guidance for councils on these 

new qualifi cations. To fi nd out more, please contact Sadique Miah, the LGA’s 

Project Manager for T Levels, by emailing Sadique.miah@local.gov.uk

T Levels…
•  were introduced in September 2020

•  are equivalent to three A Levels

•  have been developed in collaboration with 

employers and businesses

•   include focused project work to help the 

employer attract high-calibre students who 

receive work-ready skills training

•   include an industry placement of around 

45 days (at least 315 hours)

•   currently cover three subject areas, with more 

subjects being added from 2021 onwards.

To fi nd out more, please visit

www.tlevels.gov.uk

New opportunities 
for young people 
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The national census provides crucial  
data that helps inform the work of local 
authorities, and councillors have a key role  
to play in encouraging residents to take part

T
he census happens  

once every 10 years, and  

on 21 March Census 2021 

will be here!

The census provides  

a complete picture of England and 

Wales through population statistics. 

Such data are vital to us at national, 

local and community levels. 

The information gathered by the 

census helps inform decisions around 

policy making, service planning and 

resource allocation. Everyone who 

works for a local authority – and not 

least us, the councillors – can play an 

integral part in helping make Census 

2021 a success.

The survey, run in England and 

Wales by the Office for National 

Statistics (ONS), returns detailed 

information about the country – crucial 

in helping shape our communities. 

Population statistics, for example, 

can identify local inequalities and 

needs for services such as bus routes, 

bike lanes, dental and GP surgeries 

and housing.

Each year, councils spend 

billions of pounds in England 

and Wales, much of it 

informed by census data. 

It’s important census 

population estimates are 

accurate so these funds are 

allocated where they’re needed most. 

And to achieve accurate estimates, 

the ONS needs good response rates 

from all areas and communities. This is 

where we come in. It’s our grassroots 

knowledge and community expertise 

that can make the difference, by:

•  raising public awareness of the 

census and promoting the online 

census (paper questionnaires 

are still available for those who 

prefer them)

•  appointing a census liaison manager 

(CLM) and assistant census liaison 

manager (ACLM) to act as contact 

points between us and the ONS

•  making sure our address index (local 

property gazetteer) is up to date 

and accurate

•  promoting ONS field staff 

jobs to local people

•  supporting and sharing 

local information with ONS 

to inform their field operations.

As a councillor, you are the trusted 

voice and familiar face who can help to 

engage your community with Census 

2021. You can do this by encouraging 

people to take part in the census 

whenever and wherever possible, 

building awareness of the census as 

a community leader, and staying in 

contact with your council’s CLM and 

ACLM for census progress updates.

The 2011 Census was a huge 

success with an overall response rate 

of 94 per cent, with at least 80 per cent 

in all local authority areas. A large part 

of that achievement was thanks to the 

support of councils. 

So, let’s use that platform and build 

on it for Census 2021, as a successful 

census helps everyone.

Making  
     it count

Councillor Peter 

Fleming OBE is  

Chairman of the LGA’s 

Improvement  

and Innovation Board

  For more information and resources about the 

census and how you can support it, please visit 

www.census.gov.uk/partners. You can follow the 

census on ONS social media channels @Census2021 

and @Cyfrifrad2021

Using census 
data
Ceredigion County Council 

used census information to 

secure funding from the Welsh 

Government Rural Communities 

Development Fund, to refurbish 

two playgrounds, resurface a skate 

park, and transform a tennis court 

into a multi-use games area.  

Cathryn Morgan, Play 

Development Officer at Ceredigion 

Council, said: “Without the stats 

from the 2011 census it would have 

been very difficult to pull together 

the evidence needed by the funding 

body to successfully get the grant.”

Bristol City Council used census 

information to help adults without 

formal qualifications access further 

learning to improve career and 

life opportunities. 

Cllr Anna Keen, Cabinet Member 

for Education and Skills, said: “By 

using information from the census 

we have been able to target our 

Community Learning Service to 

reach isolated communities across 

the city who have, in the past, 

struggled to access this support.”



LGA virtual events programme

To see what’s coming up next and to book online,  

please visit the LGA’s events pages www.local.gov.uk/events

As we can’t meet in person, the LGA will  

continue to run a virtual events programme.  

And it’s never been easier to join us! 

The events cover a wide range of  local government issues 

including lessons from COVID-19, children’s services, 

construction, climate change, cyber security, digital, funding, 

housing, licensing, planning, public health as well as 

communication events on test and trace. 

Hosted on the Zoom platform, the events are free to  

attend for all councils and government departments.
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Councillor Andrew Morgan

is Leader of the Welsh Local 

Government Association

‘Prevention is better than cure’ has 

long been the mantra of local 

government. Early interventions and the 

wide range of preventative services 

delivered by councils help to improve 

residents’ and communities’ health and 

wellbeing, as well as taking pressure off  

our hospitals and frontline services. 

A commitment to long-term 

sustainable investment in services such as 

social care, public transport, housing, 

community safety, environmental 

health and public protection will have 

to be a cornerstone for the next Welsh 

government’s agenda.

Local economies have been hit hard 

by the impact of the crisis, and councils 

are eager to support sustainable inclusive 

growth and a green recovery. Local 

government has already worked with the 

Welsh Government to come up with a 

plethora of ‘shovel  ready’ projects to help 

local communities. We will look forward to 

progressing this work further.

If we are to protect and support the 

most vulnerable, tackle inequalities within 

and across Wales’ communities, and 

stimulate the hard-hit economy, we must 

capitalise on transformed relationships 

with central government and partners. 

We shouldn’t shy away from waxing 

lyrical about the enormous contribution of 

our dedicated workforce  – and we should 

be unapologetic in wanting the very best 

for our communities. 

The COVID-19 crisis has reshaped how 

we think about our lives. 

Councils’ unrivalled intimate 

knowledge of communities, along with 

their innovation, responsiveness and 

resilience, have been instrumental in 

guiding us through the most challenging 

period most of us will have ever known. 

Our dedicated council workforce 

continues to adjust, respond and innovate 

to protect residents, and  to deliver 

their vital bread-and-butter functions – 

including education and care – in 

 new ways.

The pandemic has revealed to many 

what leaders, councillors and offi  cers have 

always known: the potent power of ‘local’ 

in fi nding solutions to suit distinct needs. 

At the time of writing, all eyes are on 

the UK Spending Review. In Wales, we 

hope that the Chancellor takes the chance 

to deliver on his vow to level up the UK by 

showing a commitment to invest in Wales 

as we seek to recover from the impact of 

the crisis and beyond. 

A s we approach the next Welsh 

Parliament elections in May, it is vitally 

important that councils continue to 

be valued as integral and equal partners in 

delivering services for every community 

in the country. 

As council leaders, we have warmly 

welcomed the constructive way in 

which the Welsh Government, particularly 

the Minister for Housing and Local 

Government, has consistently sought to 

engage with us in close, ongoing dialogue. 

So much so, in fact, that I  – as Leader of 

the WLGA  – regularly attend the Cabinet’s 

COVID-19 Core Group meetings to update 

ministers on local government’s work on 

the ground.

The central-local relationship, along 

with the outstanding work of our partners 

in health and the third sector, has 

helped to redefi ne the possible.  Together, 

when local authorities are given the 

necessary funding, freedom and 

fl exibility, we can achieve even more for 

our residents.

Local government has always been 

clear about its ambition for communities 

and its role in delivering central 

government’s agenda. 

From building houses and supporting 

the vulnerable, elderly and families, to 

educating the next generation to create a 

skilled workforce and support  local 

economies, councils are key to progress 

on national priorities.

Localism has 
come of age

“� e pandemic has revealed…
the potent power of ‘local’ 
in fi nding solutions to suit 
distinct needs”

Senedd Cymru, the 
Welsh Parliament
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Councillor Nick 

Forbes CBE is 

Leader of the LGA’s 

Labour Group

of a pandemic, and nothing to address 

the stark health inequalities exposed 

by COVID-19.

Shamefully, there was no pay rise for 

public sector workers, including the care 

workers the Chancellor was happy to clap 

for in photos just months ago.

And once again, there was no clear 

plan on the future of social care and how 

we pay for it – despite the Prime Minister 

promising on the steps of Downing Street 

16 months ago that he already had a plan 

that would ‘fi x social care’.

A litany of broken promises. Our 

country deserves better.

A
t the start of this crisis, everybody in 

local government heard the same 

message from the Chancellor – that 

councils should do “whatever it takes” to 

tackle coronavirus. 

Council leaders from every party, and 

chief executives from all types of council, all 

made the fair assumption that this meant 

that his government would refund the 

costs that councils would inevitably run up 

– an interpretation boosted by the fact that 

the Government eff ectively asked councils 

to send them their receipts every month 

from April onwards.

Councils asked the Chancellor to 

use the Spending Review to keep his 

promise – but he simply hasn’t delivered. 

Coronavirus has cost councils more 

than £11 billion this year alone, and the 

Government has refunded less than half of 

that. This Spending Review has done 

nothing to fundamentally change the fact 

that councils will be forced to make severe 

cuts in 2021 to balance their books.

To make this even worse, despite 

many reporting that the Chancellor had 

delayed decisions on tax rises, he actually 

sneaked in a massive £1 billion council 

tax bombshell. 

Council tax rises will ‘level down’ – 

councils in richer areas will raise much more 

money from a 5 per cent rise than councils 

in poorer areas, exacerbating inequality. 

And it remains a sticking plaster that will 

not address long-term pressures.

But perhaps what was most important 

in the Spending Review was what wasn’t 

in it.

Astonishingly, there was no new public 

health funding, despite being in the middle 

“Astonishingly, there was no 
new public health funding, 
despite being in the middle 
of a pandemic”

What was missing in 
the Spending Review

P
erhaps it was inevitable that this 

year’s government review of public 

spending would get downgraded 

from a comprehensive, three-year plan to 

the one-year Spending Review Chancellor 

Rishi Sunak delivered last month.

In an unprecedented year of worldwide 

economic and social disruption arising from 

an international pandemic, just getting 

through 2020 will have been a major 

personal achievement for most of us and 

the organisations for which we work.

Councils, though, have gone above 

and beyond the call of duty. They have 

kept the day-to-day services running that 

we all rely on while also delivering on the 

frontline of the COVID-19 response, 

protecting vulnerable residents and 

supporting local businesses.

It was good to see some 

acknowledgement in the Spending Review 

of local government’s incredible work 

during the pandemic and of the huge 

pressures councils and their staff  continue 

to face, with announcements on extra 

funding providing some short-term 

fi nancial certainty.

But as we head into 2021 – and with 

recent news on vaccines giving us some 

hope that the worst of the pandemic 

may be over by the spring – we need to 

look further ahead to provide the long-

term certainty councils need to help 

build back better.

For example, we need a sustainable 

adult social care system. As we said in our 

response to the Spending Review, council 

tax increases via the social care precept are 

a sticking-plaster approach and will place 

an extra burden on households already 

struggling with the impact of the pandemic 

on their livelihoods and health.

No new public health funding, despite 

this incredibly challenging period, also runs 

contrary to addressing the stark health 

inequalities exposed by COVID-19 and 

government ambitions to ‘level up’ our 

communities. 

Investment in our local public services 

is critical to our national recovery next year 

and beyond. Only with the right funding 

and freedoms can councils lead local eff orts 

to tackle the inequalities the pandemic has 

exposed and exacerbated, and ensure an 

economic recovery that benefi ts everyone.

Time to 
look ahead

Councillor James 

Jamieson is Chairman 

of the LGA
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O
ur Independent Group members have 

been very clear on what is needed from 

the Spending Review, starting with 

certainty. Thus, the Chancellor’s statement 

covering only one year falls short. 

The 4.5 per cent increased ‘spending power’ 

promised by 2021/22 risks being achieved by 

councils raising their taxes, when instead 

certainty of long-term funding is needed. 

We were promised “whatever it takes” and 

that councils would be fully reimbursed for both 

coronavirus costs and loss of income because of 

the Government’s lockdowns. Announcements 

on homelessness, the towns fund, supporting 

victims of domestic abuse and additional 

support for councils are welcome, but it’s not all 

new money and does not go far enough.  

The levelling-up initiatives may require 

support from local MPs, so woe betide any 

not in good communication with their 

local councils.

Our council staff  have worked to keep the 

country running, often redeployed but not 

furloughed, working solidly throughout. 

Councillors, teachers, emergency staff , care 

workers, environmental and waste services, 

highways and public health workers are tracking 

the complex COVID-19 cases and making 

the food deliveries that the Government 

couldn’t reach. 

Despite years of cuts, they are now thanked 

with a standstill income.

The green agenda has to be more than 

words. Confl icting with it is the policy of ‘build, 

build, build’, and an insistence on pushing a 

planning policy that creates a developers’ charter 

of centralised decision-making, undermining 

local voices and the ability of councils to provide 

matching essential local facilities and services. 

Our world deserves better.

“The green agenda has to 
be more than words”

Spending Review 
falls short

Councillor Marianne 

Overton MBE is 

Leader of the LGA’s 

Independent Group

Councillor Howard 

Sykes MBE is Leader 

of the LGA’s Liberal 

Democrat Group

Take care of 
yourselves

W
e are working more from home 

and, sorry to say, for longer periods 

of time. 

For many of us, COVID-19 has resulted in 

more work and greater demands on our time, 

and the time of our partners and families. 

For the most part, we are too busy to think 

about ourselves. I am asking you to stop and do 

just that – now – for fi ve or 10 minutes.

It is important we recognise that how we 

are working as councillors is aff ecting our 

mental health and ensure we are taking care of 

ourselves and our colleagues. 

So here are some of my tips: 

•  Maintain a positive work/life balance and 

encourage your team to do the same. It is 

easier to say than do – we are all working 

longer hours and taking fewer breaks.

•  Diary those breaks and, if you can, try to 

get some fresh air. 

•  Don’t be afraid to say you are not going 

to another Zoom or Teams meeting. 

It’s important you look after your own 

wellbeing. If you are well, you can also be 

there to support others if required.

•  Check in with the people you care about.

•  Challenge your councils about providing 

support for councillors. I have always 

believed that councils have a duty of 

care to their councillors as much as to 

their staff .

•  Enjoy Christmas and the new year and 

have a break. 

Best wishes and stay safe.

“Don’t be afraid to say you 
are not going to another 
Zoom or Teams meeting”

“It is vital that councils are 
fully involved in shaping 
the recovery plans”

A
s we approach the end of 2020, it is time 

to refl ect on what we have learned from 

the COVID-19 pandemic.

The past 10 months have been an 

unprecedented challenge for us, yet they have 

brought the nation together and proved that 

local government is the backbone of our society.

During this pandemic, councils have played 

a phenomenal role and developed excellent 

innovations to meet the challenge of COVID-19. 

As local leaders, they have worked closely 

with partners in health, the voluntary sector and 

the police to protect their community, 

particularly vulnerable residents. 

While delivering essential services, councils 

have also supported businesses, effi  ciently 

provided accommodation for homeless people 

and distributed food and medicine for those 

in need.

In the post-pandemic era, our Government 

should continue to recognise that councils are 

best placed to deliver frontline services for their 

residents, and therefore give more fl exibility 

and resources to them. It is also vital that they 

are fully involved in shaping the recovery plans.

Additionally, engagement and 

communication between local and central 

government must be improved so joined-up 

services across health, social care and other 

public services are better equipped for any 

future emergencies.

Finally, we need to build on the 

successes in how we use technology in 

service delivery and improvement of 

productivity and effi  ciency.

As this is my last article of the year for fi rst, 

I would like to thank all colleagues and council 

staff  for their hard work and wish them a merry 

Christmas and prosperous new year.

Lessons learned 
from COVID-19

Councillor Izzi 

Seccombe OBE is 

Leader of the LGA’s 

Conservative Group



Naomi Danquah is 

Unicef UK’s Programme 

Director for Child 

Friendly Cities and 

Communities

authorities, which have had to radically 

rethink the way they reach the children in 

their communities.

We’ve been incredibly impressed by 

how the councils we work with through the 

Unicef Child Friendly Cities & Communities 

programme have rapidly put new structures 

in place to understand and respond to the 

needs of children and young people during 

the pandemic. 

In the London Borough of Redbridge, a 

COVID-19 survey developed and distributed 

by young people in early 2020 showed that 

many of their peers had started to feel down 

for the first time. The council is now 

developing a new map of local services that 

could help improve wellbeing – from sports 

and arts to mental health support.

In Liverpool, with support from Unicef 

UK on using technology safely, the council 

has held regular online Q&A sessions for 

children and young people. This has enabled 

them to share their experiences of lockdown 

and concerns directly with elected members 

and directors. 

The council has used these sessions as 

an opportunity to reach and hear from 

even more children in the city – particularly 

the most vulnerable, who may have 

traditionally faced barriers in accessing 

face-to-face sessions.

Derry City and Strabane District Council 

have prioritised youth participation through 

the YOUth Making it Happen Participatory 

Budgeting Project. An online voting process 

will empower young people to influence the 

budgetary spend and successful bids will be 

supported to turn their ideas into reality.

In Cardiff, recognising that not every 

child in the city had access to the internet, 

the council handed out more than 2,000 

laptops and tablets and more than 1,000 

broadband dongles – prioritising looked-

after children – to remove barriers to digital 

participation. It is now investigating gaming 

as a new avenue for digital engagement. 

With remote participation likely to be 

the norm for the foreseeable future, and 

‘Zoom fatigue’ kicking in, councils will need 

to continue to think of innovative ways to 

reach young people.  

With the UK in and out of lockdown, life 

has changed dramatically for the country’s 

children and young people in 2020. 

But their legal rights, as set out in the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child, remain the same. As does 

local government’s responsibility to uphold 

those rights. 

Children’s right to express their views 

and be taken seriously on all matters that 

affect them – their ‘right to be heard’ – does 

not disappear when children are no longer 

in school, attending youth groups or 

accessing services. 

In fact, as children have been cut off 

from education and, in some cases, left 

without the protection of public services, 

it has become even more important for 

their voices to be heard.   

Throughout this turbulent year, 

restrictions and social distancing have 

thrown up huge challenges for local 

  To find out more about 

Unicef’s Child Friendly Cities & 

Communities programme, and for 

more tips and guidance, please visit 

www.unicef.org.uk/cfc

Heard but  
     not seen
Children have a right to 
participate even in lockdown

COMMENT

Top tips for digital engagement

•  Understand the ‘digital divide’ in your community – many children share 

digital devices or have limited data access.

•  Carry out a risk assessment, just as you would for a face-to-face session, 

but keep in mind new risks, such as privacy and how to manage data.

•  Create a safe and welcoming digital space by collectively agreeing a 

shared-space agreement at the beginning of the session, and using chat 

functions to regularly check in with participants.

•  Don’t blur the boundaries between your personal and professional 

presence – do not accept friend requests from children you have engaged 

with in a professional setting.
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Councillor Anntoinette 

Bramble (Lab) is Cabinet 

Member for Children’s 

Services and Education at 

Hackney Council

an education not just about the history of 

black people, but about a history that 

belongs to us all. 

In October, every school in Hackney 

received nine teaching packs, each with a 

six-week lesson plan. They provide access 

and insight to many untold or neglected 

stories that lie within the DNA of Britain. 

They honour the importance of the 

journeys black people made to the UK, 

while acknowledging the contributions 

they make to our society. 

Hackney has a wealth of exceptional 

teachers and it was important to us to 

collaborate with them when pulling 

together this work. With their help – 

and the efforts of various cross-council 

teams, as well as Orlene Badu, Leadership 

and Management Advisor for Hackney 

Education and curator of teaching 

resources – my ambition to create balance 

in the way we teach black history as 

part of Black History Month is becoming a 

reality. 

We want to present black British 

history as an essential part of education 

from an early age. This is why the lessons 

are designed for early years through to 

secondary school students – a time when 

young people are beginning to appreciate, 

understand and question the diversity of 

their community. 

They will discover a catalogue of black 

stories across the ages, from the arrival of 

Windrush to the significance of the British 

Empire’s rule. The teaching packs will 

inspire debate and investigate activism. 

They will also add context not only to 

our past, but to our future, as we look to 

the installation next year of artwork 

commissioned by the council to celebrate 

Hackney’s Windrush generation – the first 

permanent public sculptures to do so in 

the UK.

Hackney’s Diverse Curriculum was 

released within Hackney’s Black History 

Season, yet, in Hackney, learning about 

our black roots is a year-round affair. 

Earlier this year, we committed ourselves 

to becoming an anti-racist borough and 

this work supports how we are keeping to 

that promise. 

The new curriculum is also vital to 

understanding why we have launched a 

review into the naming of our public 

spaces and why the names of historical 

slave owners of the past need 

interrogating today. 

We appreciate that there’s no one set 

way to teach a class, so we’ve ensured the 

resources can be adapted to the needs of 

any student or teacher. 

We look forward to hearing back on 

how the work resonates with teachers and 

students in the coming months, and look 

forward to building upon this work in the 

years to come. As well as providing 

balance to how we teach our history in 

our schools, we hope it will inspire a more 

tolerant and inclusive-minded community. 

This autumn saw a groundbreaking 

change in how Hackney teaches young 

people about black history, with the 

aim to inspire the whole of the UK.

Devised by our teachers and funded 

by Hackney Council, ‘Hackney’s Diverse 

Curriculum – the Black Contribution’ has 

been delivered free to all Hackney schools 

and is available to all boroughs in Britain 

for free. I am pleased my aspiration is now 

a reality!

With close to 500 schools already 

signed up, the curriculum has begun its 

work of enlightening young people with 

  Please visit www.news.hackney.gov.uk/council-

passes-motion-hackneys-black-lives-matter/  

for Hackney’s anti-racism motion

Teaching about 
black history 

Cllr Bramble with a pupil of Our Lady’s 

School at the launch of Hackney’s 

Diverse Curriculum
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Councilor Matthew 

Riddle is Chair of the 

Nuclear Legacy Advisory 

Forum (NuLeAF) 

Councils and communities can 

withdraw from the process at any stage, 

and the development will only proceed if 

local people give their consent through a 

test of public support. 

Any community entering the process 

by forming a community partnership will 

receive up to £1 million a year for local 

projects, rising to £2.5 million later in the 

process. Community partnerships will 

also receive support to help them engage 

the local population and develop a 

long-term vision.

The most signifi cant prize will be the 

hundreds of well-paid jobs for well over a 

century of continuous facility construction 

and operation, along with further 

substantial investment that will fl ow to 

the successful area, based on the 

community vision. 

Working with the developer, local and 

national government will be able to use 

this to invest in community priorities. This 

might include critical infrastructure such 

as new transport links or net zero carbon 

energy projects. It could support skills 

development or visitor attractions.

While it is hard to see beyond the 

COVID-19 pandemic at this time, we know 

that we will eventually be able to put it in 

the past. 

Starting now, the GDF programme 

could act as a catalyst for local wellbeing 

or regeneration, shaping a better future in 

line with the vision of the community. 

The search is only just beginning, and 

the door is open to any local authority in 

England and Wales. 

NuLeAF, the LGA’s special interest 

group on nuclear legacy issues, has been 

heavily involved in the design of the 

current process and is there to off er 

impartial advice to any local authority 

interested in engaging in the process or 

simply fi nding out more.

Local government is always working on 

two fronts: to deliver eff ective services 

today and to yield better future 

outcomes for its community. 

In the middle of this unprecedented 

crisis, the need for action on public health 

and the economy, while laying the 

foundations of a future recovery, is more 

urgent than ever.  

There has been much talk, nationally 

and locally, of what comes next. How we 

deliver a ‘green recovery’ or ‘build back 

better’ is a concern of local authorities of 

all political persuasions. Investment in 

21st century infrastructure will be a central 

aspect of the recovery phase. 

One major infrastructure scheme for 

England and Wales is the Geological 

Disposal Facility (GDF) which is a nationally 

signifi cant infrastructure project (NSIP) 

in England. 

A GDF is a multi-billion-pound 

development that will deliver employment 

and wider benefi ts to its host community 

– and beyond – for more than 100 years. 

It will take some of the UK’s radioactive 

wastes and dispose of them hundreds of 

metres below the surface in an engineered 

facility, protecting humans and the 

environment.

Such an approach is accepted 

internationally as the best option for 

long-term radioactive waste management. 

Finland’s repository is due to open next 

year while Sweden’s proposals are 

awaiting fi nal government approval, 

following overwhelming support from the 

local municipality. 

Countries including Canada, 

Switzerland and Japan are all looking for a 

suitable location. 

The siting process in England and 

Wales was launched two years ago. Several 

local authorities are already engaged in 

discussions with the developer, 

Radioactive Waste Management (RWM), a 

public body. 

The fi rst two working groups are 

now being formed to engage their 

local communities and others are 

expected to follow. 

For further information, please contact Philip 

Matthews, NuLeAF’s Executive Director, at philip.

matthews@nuleaf.org.uk or visit www.nuleaf.org.uk

A catalyst for 
regeneration

“� e most 
signifi cant prize 
will be hundreds 
of well-paid jobs 
for well over 
a century”

COMMENT
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Councillor Patrick 

Harley (Con) is Leader 

of Dudley Metropolitan 

Borough Council

form, as we’d run through an intensive 

pandemic training exercise earlier in 2019 

and already implemented improvements, 

most notably in communicating across 

organisations and out to our communities.

This, in turn, has fed into an analysis of 

our COVID-19 communications strategy 

and the importance of keeping the public 

informed – which has proven to be robust 

and eff ective, with nearly 70 per cent of 

residents agreeing or strongly agreeing 

that the council keeps residents informed 

about its services.

We also looked at the impact on 

children’s services, which, thankfully, was 

very much business as usual – quickly 

embracing and using virtual ways of 

communicating to carry on with essential 

tasks, such as social work visits, adoption 

processes and safeguarding reviews.

There were many positive responses 

from service users, who found the 

approach less intimidating – and we 

actually saw an increase in engagement 

with young people, keen to use this 

new technology. 

We’ve addressed the impact on 

housing services, highways, household 

waste and recycling, licensing, 

enforcement, street cleansing, safe 

management of parks and green spaces, 

and more. 

We’ve scrutinised our work with 

partners  such as the ambulance service, 

community and voluntary sector, the 

business community and the police, who 

we met with twice a week to ensure that 

we were supporting each other’s work in 

areas such as domestic abuse, exploitation, 

scams and anti-social behaviour.

Our most recent meeting looked at 

the fi nancial implications of COVID-19 

and its impact on specifi c communities, 

including our  black, Asian and minority 

ethnic communities, deprived 

communities, those already fi nancially 

struggling on benefi ts or low incomes, 

and those with existing long-term 

health issues. 

We’ve also looked at how our 

democratic services team has adapted to 

the pandemic, proving the council’s 

constitution  ‘fi t for purpose’, making use of 

delegated decisions, hosting council 

meetings online and opening them up to 

the press and members of the public.

By putting all COVID-19-related activity 

under one scrutiny committee, as 

opposed to various committees working 

on diff erent elements, we have ensured 

we get the most out of the process.  

I’m really proud of what we’ve 

achieved. We’ve shown that you can learn, 

even in the midst of a crisis, and by taking 

this unusual approach, we can actually 

help to plan and make the best-informed 

decisions for our residents. 

Setting up a scrutiny process in the 

middle of a pandemic might seem a 

crazy thing to do. 

I know a few eyebrows may have been 

raised by extremely busy offi  cers when we 

announced this cross-party exercise. 

But what better time to learn, and 

implement that learning, than while this 

national crisis is ongoing? 

We could wait until the pandemic is 

over, but we want to do our absolute 

utmost to help our residents and partners 

now. Scrutiny helps us do this.

We dedicated three autumn meetings 

of our Health and Adult Social Care 

Scrutiny Committee to assess the 

system-wide response to COVID-19.

We’ve looked at access to personal 

protective equipment (PPE) and how we 

addressed the signifi cant issue of lack of 

supplies nationally , by pooling our 

purchasing (and vetting) power with our 

fellow Black Country authorities.

We’ve looked at how our emergency 

planning team responded – in pretty good 

For more information, please visit 

www.dudley.gov.uk

“What better time to learn than 
while this crisis is ongoing?”

Recycling crew at the depot

The highways team

 Under the    
spotlight  

Scrutinising COVID-19

COUNCILLOR

The Red House Glass 

Cone visitor attraction
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Secretarial support and pay
At the present time, my local 

authority, Tamworth, faces a deficit 

of approximately £8 million over the 

next five years.

It sounds small, but in a district 

authority it is very significant after 

10 years of austerity. 

I therefore feel that, contrary to 

Professor Colin Copus (first 652), 

secretarial support for councillors 

is a very low priority and would be 

completely out of touch with the views 

of our electorate.

I also note Professor Copus’ 

suggestion about making councillors 

full-time and paid. Again, I wonder 

where this idea comes from – perhaps 

he talks predominantly to councillors 

in big metropolitan authorities. 

While I continue to see the world 

differently from my Conservative 

colleagues, I respect the fact that they 

bring skills from different walks of life; 

my group includes a former refuse 

collector, an IT specialist, a retired 

accountant, a solicitor, and a teacher.

One of the legacies of the Tony 

Blair era (I appreciate advisers 

emerged first under Margaret 

Thatcher, but 1997 raised it to a new 

level) is the ‘Americanisation’ of 

politics, with campaign staff being 

given posts after the election. 

Making councillors full-time 

will only add to the ‘spoils system’ 

that has disfigured British politics 

under successive governments.

The political parties select 

candidates for paid roles and demand 

loyalty in return with the net result 

that our political class moves further 

away from the people. 

I worry that being a local 

councillor would then be just another 

paid staging post for would-be MPs. 

Those selected will feel obliged to 

keep to official lines to demonstrate 

their fitness for further advancement.

The loss of authenticity at a local 

level would only further distance 

those in politics from the electorate, 

which is the fundamental reason 

why there was room in politics for 

those who pretended to be what 

they were not – and therefore the rise 

of populism.

Cllr Dr Simon Peaple (Lab), Leader 

of the Opposition, Tamworth 

Borough Council 

Transport and the 
Spending Review 
We welcomed Chancellor Rishi Sunak’s Spending 

Review announcement of a Levelling Up Fund and 

changes to the Green Book (Treasury guidance on 

judging the value generated by public spending 

projects) and hope that both will encourage more 

sustainable transport projects in the areas that 

need them most. 

We are disappointed that there was no mention 

of a long-term funding settlement for buses, or 

specific support for local authorities to invest in 

sustainable transport, both of which are needed 

to ensure councils and operators can plan for a 

transport future post-COVID-19.

The Government now has a number of key 

taxation decisions to make at the next Budget, 

including on the future of fuel duty and road-user 

charging, if it wants to support its green ambitions.

Norman Baker, Adviser to the CEO, Campaign for 

Better Transport

Issues for older 
councillors
There is a big push in first 653 about 

women becoming councillors, and 

rightly so, including our Black, Asian and 

minority ethnic women councillors.

But as a 73-year-old woman, I think I 

have found a ‘gap in the market’ when it 

comes to my age group, especially in this 

COVID-19 world of ours.

We have been classed as ‘vulnerable’ 

and many of us could have been asked 

to shield because of underlying health 

conditions. Some could also be living 

alone like myself, which is a form of 

isolation, and the lockdown has only 

compounded emotions. 

I was lucky that I was able to go out 

once a week to do my supermarket shop, 

and to see something of the world, but 

for those of us who could not – and had 

to deal with residents’ queries –  it could  

have been more difficult.

Zoom and then Teams meetings 

came on tap but, as someone who 

is not a whiz on a computer, this 

worried me considerably. A council 

laptop was provided and help from 

our IT department and democratic 

services finally got me enabled to use 

it and Teams.

So now we are doing all our meetings 

virtually, and I am alone in my house 

effectively talking to a machine on my 

dining room table.

It is not the same and will not replace 

meeting people in the flesh. But we are 

managing to do an awful lot of work this 

way, and it does save us from going out 

in the cold and wet – waiting for buses, 

in my case.

We have a super Labour and Co-

operative Group here at Medway Council 

and we have worked well virtually. But I 

would be really interested in finding out 

how us older councillors have managed 

and will manage in the coming months.

Cllr Pat Cooper (Lab), Medway Council
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Professors Colin 

Rallings (r) and 

Michael Thrasher 

are Associate 

Members, Nuffield 

College, Oxford

first brief taste of formal political power 

in September 2019. None of its now 10 

councillors had ever been elected under 

that label but decided to change from 

their previous Independent or small party 

designation.  

The group subsequently formed 

a pact with the Conservatives to form 

a minority administration. Less than 

six months later, all but one returned 

to their previous allegiance while 

retaining the governance agreement 

with the Conservatives. 

Come next May, many of the 

councillors involved in ‘crossing the floor’ 

will stand down. Others will try to appeal 

to voters over the heads of their previous 

party. The record of those who do so is 

not always a happy one, as all 18 sitting 

MPs in this position at the December 2019 

General Election discovered to their cost.

However, despite the organisational 

superiority of the major parties, the scale 

of wards and the likelihood of personal 

connections within both them and the 

wider authority, does make it easier for 

individuals and small groups to mount 

targeted campaigns at a local election. 

With opinion polls suggesting that 

public trust in government is plumbing 

unprecedented depths, expect more 

successes for such candidates in May.

Conservatives losing  

overall control. 

However, bigger 

upheaval in the council’s 

composition was to 

follow in December. Then, 

nine of the 21 sitting Labour 

councillors jumped ship to become 

Independents, claiming that ‘a lot of 

people in the borough have become 

disillusioned with party politics’. 

In Plymouth, it was members of the 

Conservative opposition who resigned 

the whip. They cited dissatisfaction with 

a new leadership team, while insisting 

they remained committed to the 

Conservative cause.  

In Spelthorne in Surrey, six 

Conservatives, including the leader, 

quit the party in June this year to form 

a United Spelthorne Group, which 

they pledged would ‘put the needs of 

Spelthorne residents first’. In doing so 

they deprived their former colleagues 

of a majority for the first time since the 

council was created in 1974. 

But it is not always the ‘big’ parties 

that suffer. In Thurrock, for example, 

several councillors originally elected 

as Independents (or even, in some 

cases, as UKIP back in 2016) joined the 

Conservatives in early 2020, allowing 

them majority control without a single 

electoral ballot being cast. 

In Hartlepool, the Brexit party had its 

In recent years it has become more 

common for members of Parliament 

to quit the party under whose banner 

they were elected and sit either as 

Independents or for one of their 

former rivals.

More than two dozen Labour MPs 

(almost 10 per cent of the then total) left 

to join the newly formed SDP in 1981. 

During the 2017 Parliament, more than 

50 MPs either lost the whip (sometimes 

temporarily) and/or adopted a different 

political label.

And as in the House of Commons, so 

in local government. In our annual audit 

of the political make-up of councils in 

England and Wales, we were surprised 

to note an increase of more than 100 in 

the number of councillors listed as either 

Independent or representing smaller 

parties between May 2019 and May 2020.

This was despite by-elections 

stopping in March and just five results 

in the previous 10 months featuring 

such gains.  

One of those five cases was in 

Basingstoke and Deane, resulting in the 

Crossing the floor

“�e record of those who cross the 
floor is not always a happy one”




