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Supplemental Interviews

Annex 10A - Local Government Association (LGA) Interview

Interviewer:

START AUDIO

To do a degree in public administration at Huddersfield
University. I've already got a degree in political science. I'm
training to be a lawyer and all the rest of it. | taught myself local
government law 20 years ago. | took a year out and thought to
myself, “I'm doing that. | really want to do it". | got bitten by the
bug and never looked back in terms of local authority. | love it.

| got the chance to do this degree a couple of years back. It's
really all aspects of public administration. I'm specifically
interested in local authorities in terms of how local authorities
run, so in terms of governance, how they operate, how they
work. It strikes me at the moment, from what I've seen, that
there’s an increasing complexity. It used to be relatively simple,
didn’t it? There's all different powers, different streams of
funding, different people responsible for different things. It's

really just trying to get an idea of that.

What I'm trying to do about that is I'm trying to speak to people
who are actually involved in it. It strikes me that there's an awful
lot of academic stuff that's written by people who've never
actually been involved and they’'ve never even taken the trouble

to go and say to people, "What happens?”

One of the things that I've been doing is I've been going and
speaking to a couple of local authorities. | spoke to one local
authority in the West Midlands, who has been working with me

on it. I'm going to speak to, hopefully, two more local authorities
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Respondent:

Interviewer:

Respondent:

In the Leeds city region who hopefully will assist as well. It's a
real eye opener just to go and speak to people and say, “What

happens? What do you do?”

| mean | was speaking to somebody yesterday and they told me
— | was asking them about scrutiny committees and about
whether members were interested. The chair of the committee
said, “Well, what happens is, whereas before you were elected,
the leader of your group tends to write to you and say, “What are

you interested in in terms of positions?”

I've never known that and I've been 15 years — it's these insights
that you get. It's really just trying to get a handle on that. It's
trying to get a handle on issues around accountability generally
and scrutiny. I'm actually going to have a chat with the Centre

for Public Scrutiny as well.

| was going to say they'd be really helpful.

I'm going to have a chat with them after we've had our
conversation as well. That's useful just to try and look into it.
Again, it's about picking up how things work in practice and just
trying to understand more in terms of what goes on. | mean it
strikes me from looking at it — | mean the first thing to say about
the LGA is that it's got a massive presence hasn't it on the local

government scene?

| hope so.
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Interviewer:

Respondent:

Interviewer:

| mean it seems that. Everything | pick up and read, LGC every
week. I've been  [0:02:53] that for the last 25 years and
everything else. It seems that it's got a massive presence. It
seems that the idea of sector improvement is really on the
agenda. Is that right to drive that?

Absolutely. It's definitely one of our key drivers. It's quite
interesting that you've picked up it really is on the agenda,
because obviously the thing about being here centrally is you do
fear that — one of our challenges is all of us who work here at
the LGA need to stay in touch with local councils on a regular

basis.

| don’t just mean phone calls and things. We need to be at
ground level and in touch in the same way to get those insights
In the same way that you're saying. Clearly, the way that things
have changed over the last couple of years, the taking apart of
the audit commission, the rise of sector led improvement, from
an LGA point of view, we want local areas to be accountable for
themselves. We support the whole concept of sector led
improvement.

The challenge for us is supporting councils to make that a reality
at the moment, | think, because it is all well and good saying that
but what does it look like? How does it function? Obviously if
sector led improvement doesn’t work and councils start to
pecome at risk or fall in any areas, then central government will
then be...

Will be only too pleased to step in. That's right.
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Respondent:

Interviewer:

Respondent:

Interviewer:

Respondent:

Well, quite. Will then be saying, "Well it clearly isn't working,
we’'ll step back in”. Very much our role here is very much trying
to support sector led improvement but encouraging the sector
also to support one another and to be accountable for one
another because obviously if one local authority fails, that looks
pbad on the credibility of all local councils.

There’s lots happening in that area now, isn’t there, in terms of
authorities sharing best practice, trying to get together and
understand how things can be done better, working jointly. It all
seems like there's a concerted effort on that. It probably looks

easier saying it now than it is actually putting it into practice.

It is, yes. | mean I'd say one of our main ambitions — it has been
for some time — | mean sharing good practice and innovative
practice is much harder than it sounds actually. Here internally,
we are always talking about how best to share those innovative
examples out there and get it out quickly.

| think one of the things at the moment, the pace of change in
local government is unprecedented. | mean |'ve worked in local
government, a bit like yourself. Been interested in local

government and worked in local government for 15 years now.

You've been bitten by the bug like | have.

Yes. The last two years have felt completely different to the
previous 13 years. The pace of change.
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Interviewer:

Respondent:

Interviewer:

Respondent:

Interviewer:

Is part of that down to the economy and austerity and trying to
sort that out?

| think it is. Personally, | mean | don’t know whether everybody
here would say this, but | think it's an opportunity as well. | mean
Iit's interesting about the cuts and the economy. | mean it's
harsh, really harsh. | work in the productivity team so we're
supporting councils specifically around productivity and

efficiency. That's what I'm particularly interested in.

| think what we see now Is that the traditional efficiency savings
that have rumbled on for the last 10 years, aren’'t now sufficient.
It's no longer enough for people to be just — if | say fiddling
round the edges, | don't mean that derogatory but | mean
literally making little savings here and there. That is
____[0:06:42].

It just doesn’t cut it now does it?

Doesn’t touch the sides at all any more. | think the feel of the
place here at the moment is we need to be supporting councils
at a greater scale and a greater pace in terms of looking at new
ways of delivering services than ever we have before. This is

quite unprecedented times.

That was the thing wasn't it that came out of the Rewiring Public
Services project which was very good. | mean | was fascinated
when | read that. | really was because | think the thing that stood
out to me was that when | taught myself local government law
20 years ago it was really about — | got the impression that it
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Respondent:

Interviewer:

Respondent:

was about local authorities providing statutory services in a tight
legislative framework, a tight financial framework, you do this,
you do that, that's it.

It seems to be - and you’ll know this better than me - that all this
stuff about wellbeing powers, community leadership, localism,
the general power of competence, that has started. Again, with
all the partnership work and the realisation that local authorities
can't do it on their own, probably coupled with the economic
situation, Is probably starting to open up a whole new range of —
it could be problems but it's also opportunities as well. It is
freedom, to some extent, from what — it's almost like it's a

different animal from what it was 20 years ago.

It totally is. | totally agree with that. | think it feels like a different
animal. For instance, using social care as an example, because

that's what I've been working on at the moment, | mean...

It's a massive issue.

| mean adult social care has obviously taken a massive
proportion of the cuts to local authority budgets. Adult social
care is a good example because it reflects many of the other
council services and the ways of working. Adult social care in
the future will be a totally different animal to adult social care in
the past. The whole ethos of promoting independence.

Now, instead of being paternalistic and looking after people,
we’re now encouraging and supporting councils to come up with
ways to promote people’s independence so that they don’t need

social care, which is a completely different...
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Interviewer:

Respondent:

That is very interesting that you're saying that because | was
speaking to a leader of one authority yesterday who said to me
exactly the same thing. The way he put it to me was he said,
“‘Besides anything else, local authorities now haven'’t got the
resources to do it directly”. We need to encourage people to sort

themselves out with the right support. It's about putting that
support in place.

It is. Of course that support is completely different to the sort of
things we did 20 to 30 years ago. 20 to 30 years ago would have
all been about putting people in residential care, about day
centres and care homes. Now it's about using technology so
that people can stay in their own homes for longer. It's about
supporting people to be able to travel on their own. It is
completely different.

| think one of the things — it comes back to your point about
culture and behaviours actually — some of the councils, probably
the braver councils, are now quite openly saying that they're
managing demand for services. That's where other
organisations, particularly private sector, third sector, other
public sector organisations come in because they're working

with other organisations to reduce demand on council services.

Actually, some of them have been quite open about that. For
instance, | do quite a lot of work with Hackney around social
care, who are very interesting. They were one of the very first
people who - several years ago the mayor published a compact
that said, "We will promote independence of residents in
Hackney”. He actually stated in that compact, “We will expect to

see a reduction in demand for services”.
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Interviewer:

He was quite open in that, whereas some councils might have
that conversation themselves but wouldn’t necessarily be so
open and transparent. They were quite cutting edge. That was
actually before the big budget cuts came. Hackney were a bit
ahead of their time really.

One of the interesting aspects and the opportunities, | think, is
councils now are taking on much more of a leadership role,
working with all sorts of other organisations. | think encouraging
community groups to have more power and provide some of
these services or third sector or voluntary sector.

This is what interested me because | spoke to a ward councillor
a couple of weeks ago. It was only really after the conversation |
had with him that | really understood what they did in detail. |
mean |'ve always had a lot of respect for what they did but it was
only really after understanding. | said to him, “What do you do in

a typical day? Just tell me what you do”.

It was only really that he told me that he'd been a parish
councillor, started out with the parish council. He was involved in
all these community organisations, all kinds of things, theatre
groups and everything else, and then became a ward councillor.
He progressed to various different things.

The thing that came across to me about that was how interlinked
everything is and how the communities are all linked, it's
everything. There's all these networks of different bodies and
everything else that’s linked together. This community
leadership stuff that we get from the 2000 Act, it really stems

from that, doesn’t it?
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Respondent:

Interviewer:

Respondent:

Yes, itis. Yes, | think so. | mean | still think we've got a way to
go with that in terms of councillors. You see it working well in
some areas and not so well in others. | think the ideal model is
with the council and the council leaders taking a community
leadership role but working with a much wider range of
organisations than previously have done. There's models of
things that we're involved in there. For instance, | think some of
the work that — | don’t know if you know much about the
Troubled Families programme.

I've heard of it. | need to look more into it actually. Tell me how it

works.

Well, the Troubled Families programme was a massive
government DCLG run programme. They put millions into
setting it up and running. | think the majority of the DCLG
funding went to — every council then recruited a Troubled
Families coordinator which was quite a senior post.

They were quite specific about that needed to be somebody who
could take a leadership role within their area. DCLG then
iIdentified, for each area, what they perceived to be the most
troubled families. There's some debate around that because

obviously local councils feel that they're more in touch with that.

Anyway, we won't go into that. That wasn'’t really my point. |
think the interesting point is that in each area, now councils have
moved well beyond those figures things. They now actually are
starting to work with the most troubled families, or have been for
a year or so at least. What the Troubled Families programme
has done really, has provided a kick-start and a bit of money to
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