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Executive summary

District councils have a unique contribution to make to local governance. 
They offer a powerful mix of democratic leadership, stewardship of place 
and proximity to people. They have a high degree of public visibility, are 
responsible for largely universal services and touch the lives of many citizens.

If districts are to be fit for the future then they must relentlessly focus on 
achieving the best outcomes for people and place. Districts may have to 
restructure, lead on unfamiliar policy areas, or partner when they would 
have previously worked alone. 

The journey that districts take will not always be smooth. Nonetheless it is 
necessary if they are to govern resilient and prosperous places in the medium 
and long term. The challenge is for districts to develop and deliver on new 
ways of working, and to do so at an unprecedented pace of change. 

The majority of district council chief executives are confident in their 
council’s ability to deliver on its strategic priorities. However, they also 
recognise the need to work differently. In this report the new ways of 
working have been grouped as 6 pathways to shed some light on what the 
future could hold. They are: 

 • Operations
 • Outcomes 
 • Participation
 • Assets
 • Interdependence 
 • Commercialism 

Undoubtedly, these pathways emerge from the shadow of the unitary debate 
and significant spending reductions across the public sector. However, they 
offer a number of routes to a more optimistic local public service landscape 
with an identity to which we can all largely relate.
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The pathways originated from a survey that was completed by district council 
chief executives in autumn 2012. The results and implications of this survey 
are outlined in the first section of the report, which asks where are we now?

The pathways account for the short term policy environment, on-going 
debates on economies of scale versus locality, and longer term trends in 
district finance. They are expanded upon in section two of the report, which 
asks where are we going?

The district-specific focus of this project means that the role of other levels 
of government, or the important contributions of the private and third 
sectors, will not be discussed in great detail. Hopefully, though, the ideas 
emanating from this research will engage all stakeholders that interact with 
this important tier of local government.

The economic and political pressures on districts will not abate soon. As a 
result, there is a vital choice to be made. Districts can retreat to a role as 
residual service providers or they can champion a coherent and compelling 
account of place to meet local needs. This report is intended to start a 
debate on what the future could hold.
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Introduction

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth.1

Robert Frost, The Road Not Taken, 1916 

Since the 1972 Local Government Act, two-tier areas have been looking down 
‘two roads’. Councils were seemingly unsure of whether economies of scale 
and stability, or locality, place and agility, should dictate their route. In April 
2009 it appeared that a decision had been made. 

The counties of Bedfordshire, Cheshire, Cornwall, Durham, Northumberland, 
Shropshire and Wiltshire, previously governed by 7 county and 37 district 
councils and their 2,065 councillors, were streamlined into 9 unitary councils 
and 744 councillors. It was the biggest single shake-up in English local 
government for nearly two decades. 

Yet upon entering power a year later, the Coalition Government abolished 
the ability of local authorities to implement single-tier governance structures. 
In fact, it was the first piece of legislation that the new government passed.2 
Reorganisations were regarded as a wasteful distraction from implementing 
savings, making use of powers in the Localism Act, and realising the potential of 
financial incentives such as the New Homes Bonus. Further reforms, such as the 
Local Government Finance Act and the National Planning Policy Framework, also 
handed new responsibility to districts for securing economic prosperity.

As a result an increasingly confusing policy landscape has emerged. But 
rather than reopen the unitary debate we have sought to ground the 
research in the short and medium priorities of districts.

1  Frost, Robert., The Road Not Taken first published in Mountain Interval (1916)
2  http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/35/contents
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District councils should lead debate on their future by focusing on the best 
outcomes they can achieve for the communities they govern. Combined 
authorities, collaborative commissioning or shared management will be a 
crucial part of the answer for certain localities. But structural, technocratic 
solutions should not obscure an emphasis on realising the potential 
of people and place. As one research contributor succinctly said: “The 
most successful councils are those that understand a sense of place and 
understand their role in their community”.3

This task has been given a new sense of urgency due to the financial 
pressures that many district councils face. The shifting economic, social 
and policy landscape is placing ever greater demands on their accepted 
structures and remit. By way of example, a spotlight has been shone on the 
financial problems of West Somerset. 

However, West Somerset is not representative of the majority of district 
councils. Excessive negativity can cause risk aversion and retrenchment within 
councils, limiting innovative approaches.  If districts are going to create a vision 
for the future then they need to do so on more constructive ground.

Many districts are ahead of the curve in dealing with financial pressures. 
Look at Suffolk, which has seven districts but only four chief executives, 
thanks to an early wave of arrangements to merge workforces in the rural 
parts of the county. Or, South Oxfordshire and the Vale of White Horse 
district councils which created a shared management structure in the last 
spending review period. 
 
During this research it became apparent that whilst recognising the ‘burning 
platform’ of public finance, the majority of district councils are confident in 
their ability to deliver services and manage their budgets. This is particularly 
true for larger districts, those with a population of over 124,000.4 A much 
lower percentage of large districts believe that budget savings are a top 
priority this year, when compared to all districts taken together.5

3  Interviewee 
4  Large districts are classified as those with a population in the top quartile of all districts, this means 
a population over 124,000. 
5  Top priority is budget, finance, and savings. All districts 12.5 per cent vs Large districts 27.1 per cent
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Districts now need to accelerate short-term wins and build in radical change 
for the long-term. There is no ‘silver bullet solution’ but there is a window of 
opportunity for districts to reinvent and reaffirm their unique contribution to 
public service.

To this end, the notion of 2 roads has limited creativity. Instead we suggest 6 
pathways. These pathways are not mutually exclusive and many districts will 
pursue a number of them. They are intended to provide district officers and 
members, neighbouring authorities, county colleagues, and the wider public 
and private sector positive stimulation in considering the future landscape of 
local government.  

As one contributor to the research described it the pathways are a “pick and 
mix” option.6 Councils will use them as appropriate dependent upon the 
policy challenge they are facing or public service area they are addressing. 
Each pathway, though, will require leadership, collaboration, direction and a 
clear sense of purpose. 

The range of services currently provided by district councils has shaped 
the research. These are largely universal services such as planning, social 
housing, waste collection, environmental and regulatory services, and 
cultural and leisure services. They have a major impact on the lives of local 
people. In addition, the pathways consider a more radical future in which 
districts enter new markets, assess the potential for new delivery models and 
consider entirely stopping some services.

The pathways have been developed based on factors that districts have in 
common. An NLGN survey conducted to inform this report found that over 
half of councils have three particular priorities: 

 • Service transformation
 • Economy and growth
 • Budget, finance and savings

These priorities informed the key drivers which the pathways address, 
namely; resilience, prosperity and viability.

6  Interviewee 
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The pathways are also influenced by the broad consensus amongst council 
officers on the effectiveness of their partnership working. Districts believed 
they worked well with neighbouring districts, private sector delivery partners 
and the voluntary and community sector. There was also agreement on the 
scope for closer working with Local Enterprise Partnerships. 

Yet, for all these common factors, districts remain very divergent. West 
Somerset (pop. 35,000+) and Northampton Borough Council (pop. 205,000+) 
demonstrate the range in the size of districts alone. The pathways will not 
be appropriate to all service areas and will be constrained by particular 
geographies, economies, politics and budgets.

Equally, short to medium term pathways will not lead district councils from 
the old world to the new. A strategic rethink may be required if districts are 
to be, as one interviewee termed it, “thriving not striving”7. Pragmatism is a 
guiding principal for the majority of the councils represented in this research, 
which is why a number of different ways out of the woods are suggested. 
But, the pathways will require political leadership and ownership. This will be 
essential in turning the theoretical pathways into on the ground reality.

7  Interviewee 
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1  Where are we now?

District councils hold a unique position at the heart of the communities 
they govern. They are civic leaders, stewards of place and close to the 
front-line of service delivery. One district chief executive described their 
position as all encompassing: “Living in, working in, enjoying and funding 
an outstanding place.” 8

As a tier of local government, districts originated in the late nineteenth 
century and have existed in their present form, in county areas, since the 
early 1970s. Across England there are 201 districts. They serve 40 per cent of 
the population and cover 67 per cent of the land area in England. They have 
a combined annual revenue expenditure of £2.9 billion. Over 50 per cent of 
this expenditure is raised through council tax, which is significantly higher 
than for other tiers of local government.9 

Research has found that the public are much more familiar with district 
authorities than county councils. By way of example, four in five (79 per cent) 
residents in the Northern counties correctly named their district council 
as one of the authorities providing local services, more than twice the 
proportion that could name their county council (37 per cent).10

Districts are able to coordinate the local political economy, situated as they 
are between the central state, market, third sector and community. This was 
summarised by one CEO, who referred to his district as the “one stable rock 
around which things wash.” 11 There was a sense amongst senior officers 
that this perception is also held by the public, as another chief executive 
said: “Our poll of the top tasks of district council’s saw health/hospitals 
and policing perceived as priorities – the district has nothing to do with 
these. There is a perception amongst the electorate that the council can be 
contacted for anything.”12

8  Interviewee
9  See, https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/15336/
revenue_outturn_2011-12_final.pdf
10  http://www.ipsos-mori.com/DownloadPublication/1248_sri_localgovt_the_reputation_of_local_
government_092008.pdf
11  Interviewee
12  Roundtable participant
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In reality, the statutory role and function of district councils has changed 
little since the 1972 Local Government Act. They provide and/or commission 
a range of largely universal services such as planning, social housing, waste 
collection, environmental and regulatory services, and cultural and leisure 
services. Districts are also the tier responsible for Council Tax collection and 
housing related benefits. 

Like the rest of the public sector, and local government in particular, district 
councils are being squeezed by both declining budgets and increasing 
demand for public services. As a result, the financial viability and business 
model of smaller districts has been increasingly called into question.  
However, this does not need to be a cause for despair. As one chief executive 
said, they were benefitting from a: “Bit of a war time spirit – banding 
together in adversity – to achieve more than just jogging along.” 13

West Somerset or bust

A number of smaller districts are in very real danger of becoming 
unviable. West Somerset, the smallest district council in the country, 
has forecast a funding gap of £248,000 from 2014-15 - some 4.7 per 
cent of projected net expenditure. This is driven by inflation, property 
and staff costs and is expected to grow to more than 26 per cent by 
2019-20. A rural district, West Somerset is mainly covered by National 
Park which means new development is almost impossible. However, in 
2020 a new nuclear development at Hinkley Point will come on stream; 
this would provide the council with significant business rates uplift. If 
the council is unable to survive until this point - which a recent LGA 
review would suggest - then a merger and even a boundary review may 
be required.14 A number of other districts could soon find themselves 
in a similar position. Eight per cent of districts have total service 
expenditure under £20 million. A number of these have high indices of 
multiple deprivation and growing populations. Boston, in Lincolnshire, 
for example, had one of the highest increases in population in the 
country at 15.8 per cent which is putting significant strain on the 
council’s finances.15 This is not a geographically specific phenomenon. 
South Hams and West Devon share a border and even a chief executive.

13  Interviewee
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The former is asset rich and has a healthy service expenditure budget 
per head of population whilst the latter could be financially crippled by 
the next spending review.16

Public opinion is broadly supportive of local government. Trust has increased 
over the last decade and people believe that councils are best placed to make 
decisions on the provision of local services.17 Ipsos Mori data also shows that 
more people believe that central government decisions (30 per cent) rather 
than local councils (13 per cent) are to blame for cuts to local services.18   

A number of chief executives reported that public satisfaction ratings for 
both their council and the place had actually risen since 2010. To give just 
a few examples, 9 out of 10 residents are satisfied with how well public 
services are performing in Blaby. Fifty six per cent of people in Swale 
believed that the council made the area a better place to live. Tamworth 
Borough Council reports an increase in resident satisfaction from 66.4 per 
cent in 2010/11 to 76.6 per cent in 2011/12.19

Political leadership 

In late 2012 NLGN carried out a survey of district council CEOs in order to 
understand their short and medium term priorities. It is clear from this survey 
that there are a number of common challenges across the sector. These 
provide the foundation for the pathways defined later in the report.

We also identified how chief executives intend to make use of new 
government incentives, improve service quality and work with partners 

14  See, http://www.westsomersetonline.gov.uk/getattachment/Home/News/Council-to-consider-
Local-Government-Association-r/LGA-Report.pdf.aspx
15  See, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-lincolnshire-18861877
16  Interviewee
17  See, http://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/3123/Public-concerned-
about-cuts-to-council-services-but-councils-arent-necessarily-to-blame.aspx
18  Ibid
19  See, http://idocs.blaby.gov.uk/external/council-democracy/performance/blaby-
residents-survey-2011.pdf, and http://www.covalentcpm.com/CovalentWebModule/
CovalentWidget?c=179&id=1407#
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in the public and private sector. These insights are outlined below and are 
supplemented by evidence from interviews and roundtable discussions.

The most obvious finding from the research is that elected members will be 
crucial to any change programme. The need to value and develop the role of 
politicians was a key theme that ran through all interviews and roundtables. 
This is particularly pertinent for districts, given that the number of elected 
members to residents might be 1:2,500 or to staff 1:7, compared to a large 
county where these two ratios rise to 1:16,000 and 1:300 respectively, with 
the various forms of unitary council laying somewhere in between20.

The scale of districts means that members are intimately attached to the 
place that they govern. Representative and accountable democracy coupled 
with a sense of place is the key strength of district councils. But it can result 
in an understandable political desire to protect and preserve, which can 
undermine change programmes. 

Officers recognise that they need to explain how change can help improve 
places. Members should be involved in consultation and engagement; giving 
them a greater role as community leaders rather than just in scrutiny and 
budget setting. Common ground was also found amongst some officers on 
the need to “educate and manage expectations” amongst local politicians21. 

However, despite the necessity of political leadership, survey respondents 
expressed apprehension about members’ readiness to engage with future 
spending cuts. Forty five per cent of council officers were not confident in 
their members’ readiness to deal with the next wave of spending reductions. 
This is striking when compared to their much higher confidence in officers’ 
ability to manage the fiscal challenge after 2015.

20  Goodwin, Daniel., Delivering Distinctiveness, An Entrepreneurial Future for Districts (NLGN, 2011)
21  Roundtable participant 
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Figure 1  Confidence in members readiness to engage with further 
budget cuts in the next spending review
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Figure 2  Confidence in officers readiness to engage with further 
budget cuts in the next spending review
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There was a general concern expressed that politicians will wish to maintain 
current levels of service provision despite unprecedented budget cuts. One 
interviewee said: “The main challenge will be in getting members to recognise 
that the world as they have known it for decades has fundamentally changed 
and that they and the council need to change with it.” 22

Another concern expressed on a number of occasions related to the current 
political system. Officers were aware that members are constrained by the 
constant electoral cycle and this means they are often unable to look much 
more than 18 months into the future. Short termism is a real danger; it can 
become the enemy of clarity and consistency. 

For councils that have dealt well with previous challenges, including the 
current spending review, there was an added dimension to member 
engagement. Officers were worried that the precedent of incremental, or even 
radical, efficiency savings may undermine the case for strategic transformation. 

To this end, it was suggested that more work should be done on offering 
comparisons with neighbouring authorities on a broad range of issues, from 
council tax rates to service design. This will require lifting heads above the 
parapet of local politics. Recognition that neighbours were able to maintain 
social value at better economic value was regarded as a very powerful 
tool, particularly if they were filtered to include relevant comparisons and 
workable hypotheses. 

Short and medium term priorities 

There are three main priority areas that CEOs believe that members will 
need to engage in over both the short and medium term. For the next year 
‘budget, finance and savings’ received over a quarter of overall mentions 
(27 per cent) while ‘economy and growth’ and ‘service transformation’ 
accounted for 17 per cent and 11 per cent respectively. 

Over the next five years these priorities remain similar. ‘Budget, finance and 
savings,’ ‘economy and growth and ‘service transformation’ remain at the 

22  Interviewee
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top of the list; they were cited by 14 per cent, 15 per cent and 13 per cent of 
respondents respectively.

Figure 3  The main priorities for district councils in the short and 
medium term.

Community
 enga

ge
ment

Envir
onment

Employm
ent

Rege
nerati

on of a
rea

Internal 
tra

nsfo
rm

ati
on

Nati
onal 

policy
 ch

an
ge

s

Lo
ca

l p
lan

Housin
g

Other

Se
rvi

ce
 tr

an
sfo

rm
ati

on

Eco
nomy a

nd gr
owth

Budge
t/fi

nan
ce

s/s
av

ings
0

5

10

15

20

25

30
1 year 5 year

The three main priorities are not surprising. The UK economy continues to be 
in a perilous state, and contracted by 0.3 per cent in the last three months of 
2012, according to the Office for National Statistics.23  Demand is increasing 
on all public services driven by both rising public expectations and changing 
demography. By way of example, it is predicted that an additional 6 per cent 
of GDP would need to be spent on public services by 2030 to meet the social 
costs of an ageing society and to maintain existing cross-party social policy 
commitments.24 More specifically, the demand pressures that districts face 
are subject to year on year volatility. Homelessness, for example, rose 11 
per cent in the third quarter of 2012 compared with the same period in the 
previous year.25 

23  See, http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/d0795284-66d0-11e2-a805-00144feab49a.html#axzz2LLDKc5Qv
24  Glennerster, Howard., ‘Financing our Future Welfare States’ (London: 2020 Public Services Trust, 2010).
25  See, https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/16512/
Statutory_Homelessness_3rd_Quarter__July_-_Sep__2012_England.pdf
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There was greater variation in the other priorities mentioned, but the 
‘local plan’, ‘national policy changes’ and ‘regeneration of the area’ rank 
consistently amongst the lowest. The greatest percentage decrease is 
‘budget, finance and savings,’ falling from a priority for 27 per cent of 
councils to a priority for 15 per cent.  This is perhaps a reflection of more 
optimism in the medium term; arguably given the current state of public 
finances this optimism may be misplaced. 

Priorities which increased most notably between the one and five-year 
timeframes are ‘community engagement’, ‘environment’ and ‘housing.’ 
‘Housing’, gained the greatest significance with 15 per cent of councils citing 
it as a priority in the medium term compared to just 8 per cent in the short 
term. It was also an important issue for larger districts. This is an important 
trend and although it does not represent a driver, housing will be specifically 
referred to in a number of the pathways. 

Financial freedoms

The Localism Act 2011 and Local Government Finance Act 2012 introduced 
a number of reforms intended to provide councils with greater financial 
freedoms and decrease dependency on Whitehall funding. The intention 
was to incentivise councils to go for growth and encourage development. We 
asked which of these incentives, Business Rates Retention (BRR), Community 
Infrastructure Levy (CIL), Tax Increment Financing (TIF) and New Homes 
Bonus (NHB) would have the greatest positive impact.

Despite housing being a medium term concern, officers were most 
enthusiastic about the potential of the NHB. Fifty-eight per cent of councils 
cited it as the most important incentive and their responses to its potential 
were overwhelmingly positive. As one survey respondent wrote: “As a 
major growth point and dynamic regional economic hub, NHB, CIL and TIF 
(potentially) are all of great significance. But NHB is, at the moment, the 
most certain to deliver early and significant financial support to the city’s 
needs.”26

26  Interviewee
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Figure 4  The financial tools that are expected to have the greatest 
positive impact for district councils
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Also of note, is that 29 per cent of chief executives believe that BRR will have 
a positive impact for their council. However, since this survey was conducted 
the debate has moved on and there was less confidence expressed during 
round table discussions. 

Under the proposed new system, instead of money going straight into 
the Treasury, town halls will get to keep 50 per cent of growth in their 
business rates. The intention is for councils to receive a financial reward 
for encouraging growth and districts, as the planning authority, will receive 
80 per cent of the 50 per cent of growth in the business rates within their 
boundaries. 

Most districts will not see a return because of the level at which the levy 
has been set. BRR is “likely to be a damp squib” in the opinion of one Chief 
Executive. Some were considering collaborating to make the most of the 
new financial freedom, but were largely downbeat about the prospects 
of this approach: “pooling may help with Business Rates, but the threats 
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far outweigh the opportunities.” Others were emphatically negative:  “We 
regard business rate retention as a risk, not a benefit.”27

In summary, districts were supportive of the principle behind the BRR. They 
were, however, sceptical about the final design of the scheme. Therefore, it is 
an incentive that is unlikely to have much positive impact so is not discussed 
in detail in the pathways. This is best summed up by one chief executive who 
said that: “We started out being optimistic when you take business retention 
rates – now the approach is one of damage limitation to make sure [we’re] no 
worse off.” 28 

The other financial tools that councils believe would have the greatest 
impact are CIL (11 per cent) and TIF (2 per cent). These results are not 
surprising. Very few councils’ have a CIL charging scheme in place and HM 
Treasury appears to have gone cold on the wider application of TIF. These 
survey findings have been subject to a fast and fluid policy landscape. 
Districts are attempting to set their own priorities whilst also responding to 
changing messages and policies from the centre. This requires capacity and 
capability; and could present a challenge to many authorities. 

Management and partnership

Local government partnership working has been en vogue for many years. It 
has been proposed as the way to break down policy and spending based on 
Whitehall functions and local administrative boundaries, in favour of spending 
on people and functional economic areas. The last decade alone saw Total 
Place, local area agreements and multi-area agreements. For district councils, 
such initiatives have been particularly important in achieving economies of 
scale. They have allowed districts to build capability, take action on the costs of 
procurement, and explore the viability of strategic commissioning.

Our survey found that 83 per cent of councils believe they have used 
partnerships effectively (53 per cent) or very effectively (30 per cent). 
Fourteen per cent of councils said they use partnerships ‘neither effectively 
nor ineffectively’, and only 3 per cent use them ineffectively. No councils 

27  Interviewees 
28  Roundtable participant
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responded with ‘not at all effectively’. Quite simply, as one survey 
respondent, “sharing is our most likely way ahead”. Elaborating on this, 
another added that “if things are best done together – in terms of cost and 
locally relevant outcomes – we want to do them together.”29

Figure 5  How effectively districts believe they work with partner 
organisations
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However, when partnership working is analysed in detail a more complicated 
picture emerges.  There are some partnerships that are not working as well; 
the interaction between districts and LEPs is one such area. Thirty-five per 
cent of districts believed that they were working not at all effectively or 
ineffectively with their LEP.30

Approximately the same amount of councils stated that they were working 
effectively or very effectively with their LEP.  The bid for Enterprise M3, co-
ordinated by Basingstoke and Dean Borough Council, demonstrates that 

29  Interviewee
30  See, http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/corporate/docs/n/12-1213-no-stone-unturned-in-
pursuit-of-growth
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districts can take the lead. The Enterprise M3 LEP covers north Hampshire 
and north-west Surrey, an area which produces £25 billion of goods and 
services per annum.31 The increased involvement of district councils in the 
City Deal process, covering 41 districts areas, and including district led bids 
in Norwich and Ipswich, as well as joint bids in Oxford and Oxfordshire, also 
points to the significance step of economic collaboration.32 

The government’s policy framework for growth can appear to pull in different 
directions, between incentivising and rewarding local planning authorities 
and devolving power and resources to a higher level, either through 
combined authorities or LEPs. The Heseltine Review ‘No Stone Unturned’ has 
provided parallel suggestions on devolution for growth. Therefore, districts 
must be agile enough to balance between competing tensions. 

Districts don’t believe they are working effectively in partnership with 
neighbouring unitaries. This could be because of historical boundary issues, 
though they are increasingly working more closely for future economic 
development strategies. There is also starkly divided opinion amongst districts 
about their working relationship with county councils. Over half of districts 
believe they work effectively or very effectively with county colleagues, however 
nearly a third believe they work together ineffectively or not at all effectively. The 
scale and services provided by districts and counties means that the two tiers are 
often responding to different drivers, which can limit flexibility and cooperation.

The survey evidence may demonstrate the importance of personal 
relationships to partnership working; it could also point to the different 
political and economic geographies throughout the country and the legacy 
of previous unitary aspirations. Clearly any pathways drawn from generalities 
will not be applicable to all areas, as districts and their partners are 
beginning from very different baselines. 

The majority of partnership working has involved shared service models. 
Shared services are capable of reducing costs while delivering qualitative 
improvements; they have been particularly prominent for redesigning back 
office functions such as Legal Services and ICT. Due to this precedent and 

31  See, http://www.enterprisem3.org.uk/news/enterprise-m3-wins-bid-to-be-driving-force-to-keep-
25-billion-local-economy-booming/
32  See http://www.dpm.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/news/deputy-prime-minister-launches-more-city-deals 
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service synergies, it is not surprising that districts believe they work the best 
with neighbouring districts, parishes and private sector delivery partners. 

Our knowledge of partnership working was amalgamated by asking councils 
about the approaches they believed were most likely to improve services 
whilst delivering savings. It is apparent that councils are most keen to 
redesign services internally across departments, or with other members 
of the public sector. Unsurprisingly, shutting down or scaling back services 
proved to be an unpopular option.

Figure 6  Ranking of the importance of different approaches to 
improving public services

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Average ranking (On a scale of 1-10) 

Shutting down or significantly scaling back
services that are provided for by the council

Greater use of outsourcing for the private sector

Asking the community to take over some
services currently run by the council

Community budgeting

Greater use of grant funding to the  VCS to
deliver services currently run by the council

Ending subsidies for services

Charging citizens more to receive 
services that are currently free

Sharing services with other councils

Members of the public sector such as 
the NHS or policing to redesign services

Working across departments within
the council to redesign services

Outsourcing was viewed by councils as amongst the least effective option. 
This may be because councils have already outsourced the back office and 
service functions where they believe savings can be achieved, where they 
have the skills to performance manage relationships or where there is 
political mandate. It could also be due to the fact that smaller districts may 
not be able to access the outsourcing market. 
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Our survey found that many districts have already outsourced leisure services, 
recycling, and waste collection and the majority of councils want to hold on to 
electoral and democratic services, planning policy and licensing33. This certainly 
gives the impression that leading-edge councils have dealt with any low hanging 
fruit and are now looking to maintain or expand their core business. However, 
there are still savings to be driven out and this will be addressed in the pathways. 

With regards internal redesign, a number of councils have moved all support 
services and generic workforce skills together. Others have gone much further. 
Specifically, one council is moving towards becoming an ‘agile’ and ‘influencing’ 
council, while a second is integrating staff to “support two councils.”34 

Future thinking

There is significant appetite within the sector for more radical approaches 
and councils are looking at a number of options for working differently. When 
asked about their future thinking, the majority regarded neighbourhood 
working, economic development and new sources of revenue as being either 
very important or important.

Figure 7 The approaches that will be important to districts future thinking

0% 50% 100%

Charging, trading and new
sources of revenue

Economic development

Energy generation

Neighbourhood working, co-
production and citizen focus

New approaches to
measuring sucess

Not at all important
Not important

Neither important
nor unimportant

Important

Very important

33  See Appendix 2
34  Interviewees 



25The Road Not Taken  Where are we now?

Economic development and neighbourhood working have been important 
to districts in the past, even if their tools for engagement have changed. If 
councils are to pioneer new approaches to charging, trading and revenue 
generation then they will need to overcome entrenched service offerings, 
manage demand and open up new markets. This will have to be sold to 
politicians and the public. It will require, as it was put at one roundtable, 
“commercialism with a heart.”35

Others emphasised the need to explore zero-based and community budgeting 
options. In the South West, North Devon has proposed the creation of shadow 
accounts in a ‘virtual bank’ as the first step to co-commissioning before moving 
to budgetary control. North Devon’s community budget pilot is addressing 
neighbourhood services, libraries and highways.36 If public services are going to 
be delivered within the current budgetary envelope then it would appear that 
partnering for better outcomes, through community budgets or otherwise, is 
an idea whose time has come. 

The variety of interest in new ways of working provides further evidence 
that there are more than two roads for district councils in the medium term. 
Districts are already moving ahead with the new approaches listed here, in 
demonstration of science fiction writer William Gibson’s dictum that: “The 
future is already here — it’s just not very evenly distributed.” Some of these 
leading-edge districts will be used as exemplars for the pathways discussed 
in the next chapter.

35  Interviewee
36  See, http://www.lgcplus.com/four-whole-place-community-budget-pilots/5039565.article 
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 2  Where are we going? 

The survey results have provided a clear indication of priorities for district 
councils. Redesigning services, supporting economic growth and managing 
budgets in light of significant funding reductions will be paramount.

As outlined in the introductory chapter the priorities of district councils 
need to be reinterpreted as drivers to meet the needs of both people and 
place. Therefore, the three key drivers that the pathways are designed to 
address are:
 

 • Resilience
 • Prosperity
 • Viability

The drivers also account for the time frames required to implement different 
options. Reforming operations and management for resilience is achievable 
within a year; strategies for prosperity will have a medium term pay off for 
many; whilst in the long run district councils will need to become increasingly 
commercial to remain viable.  

Building on this analysis, the following chapter outlines ambitious yet 
achievable pathways for the future. The purpose of this is to create a context 
in which districts can reassert and develop their core role, whilst recognising 
the diversity that exists in the sector. These pathways are not mutually 
exclusive and there is obvious overlap between some of them. 

Different approaches

The six pathways have also been placed on a chart which includes three 
different approaches, these are: 

 • Lead
 • Partner 
 • Catalyse 
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This acknowledges the reality of a world of multiple tiers of governance and 
the importance of subsidiarity: “the level at which are things best done.” 37

There are certain issues where districts must lead on delivery, for example, 
in defining their business model or local plan. There are other issues where 
partnering is the only option. This will mean working with Whitehall and 
neighbouring authorities on issues from economic governance to achieving 
economies of scale in services. There are other areas where the only solution 
to be found will require catalysing the community to participate in local 
public services. As one contributor said, in order to succeed districts have to 
be agile enough to: “Go upwards, downwards and sideways.” 38

Of course, other considerations of policy and practice do not fit neatly within 
these pathways. By way of example, the development of apprenticeships, 
skills or paying living wage salaries, could help catalyse the local economy 
whilst being ancillary to the two other prosperity pathways. Equally, joint 
ventures are a model that could be employed to maintain the future viability 
of districts without requiring a pathway in their own right.

Chart: The Six Pathways 

  Lead  Partner  Catalyse

 Resilience 1. Operations 2. Outcomes 3. Participation

Prosperity 4. Assets 5. Interdependence

Viability 6. Commercialism

 
The routes that district councils follow today will dictate whether they are 
able to enter the next spending period with a clear sense of purpose and 
confidence. If the pathways are to succeed they will require vision and 
leadership. A brief summary of each pathway is outlined below:
 

37  Roundtable participant
38  Roundtable participant
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Pathway One: Operations   
Streamlining management and operations will allow districts to be both more 
efficient and increase customer satisfaction. Crucially, it provides the platform 
for ambitious councils to diversify their offer, taking ownership of non-statutory 
issues that are important to their locality, such as education or energy policy.

Pathway Two: Outcomes

Partnering to understand and meet individual and community need can drive 
down costs and achieve better outcomes. It will require institutional trust, 
interdisciplinary teams and innovative budgeting. This can originate from 
some shared service models but must also address wider opportunities, such 
as reforms to the local health economy.

Pathway Three: Participation

Co-production can turn citizens from passive recipients of public services into 
active shapers of resilient places. This pathway outlines how district councils 
can encourage participation to empower communities.

Pathway Four: Assets

The creative use of all the assets available to districts is essential for local 
prosperity. This pathway addresses the ability of district councils to use 
planning powers, government incentive schemes and the local asset base to 
their advantage.

Pathway Five: Interdependence  

Securing prosperity for residents will mean districts have to collaborate 
over functional economic areas. This interdependence requires strategic 
governance, through City Deals or LEPs, and new financial vehicles. They are 
all explored in this pathway.

Pathway Six: Commercialism  

Districts need to increase income as well as control expenditure. This will 
require sophisticated customer focus and the diversification of the entrenched 
products and services that council’s offer. Officers and politicians will also need 
to embrace a more commercial culture.
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Pathway One: Operations 

Streamlining management and operations will allow districts to be both more 
efficient and increase customer satisfaction. Crucially, it provides the platform 
for ambitious councils to diversify their offer, taking ownership of non-statutory 
issues that are important to their locality, such as education or energy policy.  

The Audit Commission has commended local authorities for their management 
of the Comprehensive Spending Review so far. But the pressure on districts to 
find efficiencies and deliver the best value to local taxpayers will not abate. 

Our initial research found that the redesigning of services is in the top three 
priorities for districts in both the short and medium term. This included 
breaking down internal barriers, streamlining systems and transforming 
management structures. Looking beyond the councils operations to its 
impact on the resilience of the locality was also regarded as crucial. 

Leading councils are not just redesigning services to find savings – as this 
could quickly become a race to the bottom – but in order to improve and 
expand their offer. This may involve districts reaching beyond their statutory 
function to address policy areas that sit with other public bodies, if they 
believe it is in the best interest of their communities. This is representative of 
an attitude, which was summarised by one chief executive as: “If we’re going 
to be responsible then let’s do it – let’s take ownership.”39

Busting internal barriers

Most districts have started redesign processes by ensuring that their own 
operations are as efficient and lean as possible. Rugby Borough Council, for 
example, is an exemplar of the end to end planning reviews that a number 
of local authorities have taken. The council was able to save two thirds of the 
time from initial contact to work starting on the site, and it costs the council 
£105,000 per annum less than before the review.40  

39  Roundtable attendee
40  See, http://districtcouncils.info/files/2011/06/54.-Rugby-Borough-Coucnil-End-to-End-Service-
reviews.pdf
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The next step for many has been to break down internal barriers in favour of 
systems thinking. This is particularly important for districts; as they are of a 
scale at which they can quickly act and respond. As one Chief Executive said 
there are some things that you would “not be able to do with a huge county 
council – it goes back to the argument of agility, [it is easier to] turn around a 
small ship than it is a huge tanker.”41

A focus on smarter internal working is reflected in our survey results. By way of 
example, many are looking at how they can streamline revenue and benefits in 
line with the new universal credit. Others are attempting to implement a more 
sophisticated online offer. One senior officer neatly summed up this approach 
when they said: “We rejected the Comprehensive Area Assessment measures 
of success a long-time ago. We have used systems thinking to redesign 
services, improve customer satisfaction and strip out cost.”42

Changing structures

Radical management structures have seen some districts outsource all 
service delivery functions. Such councils have kept a residual core of officers 
and their democratic legitimacy to control the type and level of service.
Selby District Council is now entirely reliant on a “core” staff of just 14 
to commission services. Most of the other members of staff have been 
transferred to a separate organisation, Access Selby. The new model led 
to annual savings of £1.5 million from a £49 million budget. Customer 
satisfaction with the services offered by Access Selby has slightly increased 
from 95 per cent to 97 per cent, which goes to show that the majority of the 
public just want services that are accessible and efficient.43 

However, our survey findings do not show much appetite within the sector for 
the further roll out of such approaches. This could be because of a realisation 
that such models are insufficient. The rationalisation of existing business 
operations is not an end point. It should be the platform from which councils 
are able to cultivate local resilience. Innovation rather than efficiency is 
required if councils are to address the real needs of local areas. 

41  Interviewee
42  Survey respondent
43  See, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-16037553
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Education and energy

Oxford City Council has been taking ownership of local education policy. 
Establishing the ‘Leadership for Learning’ programme, with Oxford University 
and Oxford Brookes University to help staff at 11 schools in the district 
improve children’s maths and reading skills. The city council is funding the 
£300,000 project which will run over two years. This goes against the grain 
of decreasing local authority involvement in education due to the growth in 
independent academies.44 

With prices continuing to rise above inflation, districts are finding themselves 
increasingly confronted by the problems of fuel poverty. Although it is 
beyond their current statutory remit, over half of district councils believe 
that a role in the energy market will be important to their future. 

Households are finding it increasingly difficult to pay for fuel. Global 
demand for power has seen retail energy prices more than double in less 
than 7 years. In 2004 the average household fuel bill was £600. This had 
risen to £1,420 a year by 2012.45  

Earlier NLGN research identified opportunities for councils to save residents 
significant sums through the joint purchase of energy.46 In South Lakeland the 
proportion of households in fuel poverty is higher than the national average, 
at 28.3 per cent of the population which is equivalent to 13,000 households, 
and the district decided to act to tackle this.  They have developed a ‘bulk 
buying’ scheme through which it estimated that residents could save 
between £50 and £300 each per annum on their bills. A total of 1,669 homes 
signed up to the ‘Power Up Your Community’ scheme, which is also intended 
to improve social cohesion and responsibility.47 Many other districts are also 
delivering such schemes. 

As already noted, districts have high visibility with local communities. Well 
communicated schemes have the potential to improve residents’ wellbeing, 

44  See, http://www.ox.ac.uk/media/news_stories/2013/130117_1.html
45  See, http://www.ofgem.gov.uk/Markets/RetMkts/rmr/smr/Pages/indicators.aspx
46  Going Dutch (NLGN, 2012)
47  See, http://www.southlakeland.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=4606
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capture the imagination of the community and give the district ownership of 
a wider range of local issues.

Operations - next steps

 • Districts should produce end to end maps of their current services 
beginning at the customer interface. This will allow them to find 
any inefficiency, drive out waste and make the case for more inter-
departmental working.

 • Local priorities should not be dictated by current statutory service 
delivery. Districts may want to consider developing new roles and services 
that target specifically defined local needs or build on local strengths. 

 • Market testing will allow districts to explore opportunities for new service 
offerings. Residents may be willing to sign up to new schemes that could be 
borrowed from current best practice or based on specific local demand.

Pathway Two: Outcomes

Partnering to understand and meet individual and community need can drive 
down costs and achieve better outcomes. It will require institutional trust, 
interdisciplinary teams and innovative budgeting. This can originate from 
some shared service models but must also address wider opportunities, such 
as reforms to the local health economy.

Respondents to our survey ranked ‘sharing services with other councils’ and 
‘working with other parts of the public sector’ amongst the top three ways to 
improve public service quality. Districts smaller scale requires joint working 
wherever appropriate and possible. 

The pragmatism referred to in the introduction was particularly prevalent 
when it came to outsourcing or commissioning. For the majority there was 
no great excitement about the “commissioning council” or “whatever the 
latest trend is.” 48 One interviewee said: “You make it if you can because you 

48  Survey respondents
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have more control and can ensure quality.” Therefore, they added, that we 
will only “outsource if there are tangible benefits.” 49

Another view that was echoed throughout the research was the 
importance of partnering for better outcomes. One interview summarised 
this when saying that: “Public services have to see themselves as public 
services - not as the institutions of police, fire or local government. It’s 
been said for years, it’s become a bit cliché.” 50 Defining and prioritising 
local needs may involve districts as commissioners or providers, but it 
offers potential beyond the cliché.  

Sharing services

Much partnership working has been spurred by shared service models. 
Shared services are capable of reducing costs while delivering some 
elements of qualitative improvement. They have been particularly prominent 
for redesigning back office functions. According to the LGA at least 95 per 
cent of all councils are sharing services.51

The sharing of back office services, such as ICT, has been particularly 
prominent. Wychavon, Worcester City and Malvern Hills councils began 
combining their revenues and benefits departments in 2007. In the first year, 
South Worcestershire’s revenues and benefits shared services operation 
saved £1 million, and is on track to continue that saving year on year. These 
savings can build trust and willingness to compromise.52 

The sharing of property management functions and front line services is 
also increasingly prevalent. The New Forest, which also needs to consider 
its relationship with the national park authority, is moving towards a 
strategy for ‘one public sector estate’.53  Whilst, Swale Borough Council, has 
a new waste collection arrangement in place with Maidstone, Ashford and 

49  Interviewee
50  Interviewee
51  See, http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/productivity/-/journal_content/56/10171/3511353/
ARTICLE-TEMPLATE
52  See, http://www.capita-softwareandmanagedservices.co.uk/case-studies/pages/
southworcester.aspx
53  Interviewee
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Kent County Council that is predicted to save Swale £500,000 a year on its 
procurement costs.54

However, sharing services, although not particularly radical, is not without 
significant difficulties. By way of example, the Buckinghamshire Pathfinder, 
which included four districts and the county, was predicted to save upwards 
of £80 million across all of the partners but instead cost £1.2 million when 
it collapsed in 2010.55 Schemes can take a long time to get off the ground. 
Members can be averse to giving up direct control and are wary of the cost 
of failure of publicly visible services.

Commissioning for health and wellbeing

The best commissioning models will identify the needs of service users up 
front. This will give commissioners better visibility of innovation in service 
configuration; and, as a result the capabilities of the service delivery market 
can be understood and cultivated. 

Establishing trust between public agencies, the third sector and social 
enterprises is also crucial. To this end, as one interviewee described it, 
“partnerships are not about organisational structure, they are about 
relationships.” 56 

Reforms to the health sector, specifically the establishment of Health 
and Wellbeing Boards (HWBs) and Clinical Commissioning Groups 
(CCGs), provide a test-bed for an outcomes focus in the local healthcare 
economy: “There is a chance [of a new way of working] with these 
reforms.” 57 CCGs could, for example, commission districts to provide the 
housing stock required for re-ablement, thus alleviate the pressure on 
reactive, clinical budgets.

54 Interviewee
55  See, http://www.lgcplus.com/buckinghamshire-pathfinder-collapses/5010708.article
56  Interviewee
57  Survey respondent



35The Road Not Taken  Where are we going?

Reforms to health delivery

Primary Care Trusts and Strategic Health Authorities are to be 
abolished in April 2013 to be replaced by HWBs and CCGs. Upper tier 
councils will be responsible for appointing a Director of Public Health 
and establishing the HWB to oversee the provision of public health 
services in England. District councils do not have a statutory role 
in the new arrangements but will provide and commission a range 
of public health services in collaboration with other stakeholders. 
They also have statutory influence over a number of the wider 
determinants of public health, such as housing, community safety 
and benefits advice. Encouragingly, there has been a 24 per cent 
increase in the level of ‘positive’ engagement between districts and 
HWBs from October 2011 to September 2012.58

Forty per cent of district councils are changing their operations in line with 
the new public health function.59 Some have set up their own HWBs to 
“mirror what is going on at county level” and contribute to decisions; others 
have co-located CCGs with the council.60

In Leicestershire, Blaby District Council has been in a unique position to 
influence the public health agenda. The council leader is also a member of 
the county council, and the chair of the HWB. This has given Leicestershire 
County Council and the seven Leicestershire districts an opportunity to 
integrate strategies around health, social care and housing – from re-
ablement services for the elderly through to providing adaptations for 
independent living amongst disabled adults through to increasing the 
provision of extra care housing.61 The head start of Leicestershire districts 
provides a precedent for others to follow.

58  District Action on Public Health (District Councils’ Network, 2013)
59  Ibid
60  Interviewee 
61  See, http://www.leics.gov.uk/healthwellbeingboard.htm
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Tendring District Council: Wider determinants of family wellbeing

Tendring District Council has taken a lead role as part of the Essex 
Community Budget Pilot which aims to deliver improved outcomes 
for families with complex needs (FCN). Tendring is ranked 405 of 
407 English districts on skills and qualifications, 28 per cent of all 
households claim benefit from the council and the district is home to 
Jaywick, the most deprived area in the country. It is estimated that 
there are 320 FCN in Tendring and that the costs of responding to 
these families is £139,000. This means that public service providers 
are spending approximately £45 million per annum in the district.62 
The pilot has taken an interdisciplinary approach to early intervention 
with a wider remit than the Louise Casey championed Troubled Family 
programme. A support worker has been commissioned to understand 
family needs and Tendring is coordinating the work of other agencies 
to reduce the duplication of public services whilst reducing the cost 
to the public purse. The council’s objective is to reduce those families 
in chaos and stopping families getting into chaos. Tendring has been 
“brave” in its approach, as it, with its partners, is now heavily involved 
in children’s services work, which normally sits with the county.63

Despite the uncertainty over the future of community budgeting, districts 
could benefit from collaborative work on a number of local issues. A DIY 
ethic may be required in order to define the outcomes that can be influenced 
locally. Given their proximity to the front-line, districts are the key players in 
getting schemes off the ground.

Outcomes - next steps  

 • Politicians and officers must continue to look beyond the boundary of 
their institution and recognise how all public services interact to meet 
local need. Interdisciplinary teams will be essential to achieve better 
outcomes. 

62  See, democracy.tendringdc.gov.uk/akstendring/images/att827.doc
63  Interviewee
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 • Shared services must be based on robust business cases but are equally 
dependent on the strength of relationships between commissioner and 
provider organisations. Taking time to build these relationships at all 
levels of the council is crucial.  

 • A range of tools can be used to identify need. These include interviews, 
observational techniques such as ethnography, and focus groups. Insights 
can be translated for internal thinking through scenarios or personas.  

Pathway Three: Participation

Co-production can turn citizens from passive recipients of public services into 
active shapers of resilient places. This pathway outlines how district councils 
can encourage participation to empower communities.

As outlined in chapter one, district councils are perceived to be contactable 
“for almost anything.”64 When this is coupled with the size and scale of 
districts’ business operations a unique public service proposition becomes 
apparent. One that is perfect for more participatory services. 

Approximately two thirds of all district councils believe that neighbourhood 
working and citizen focus will be important to their future. Around 10 per cent 
of districts believe it will be very important. 

Our survey results also show that most districts believe they are working 
effectively with the voluntary and community sector. However, partnerships 
between districts and parishes are reasonably inconsistent. Districts, 
therefore, must focus on building relationships with all stakeholders that can 
enable community participation. 

New transactions

There has been recognition that government needed to move beyond the top-
down, target driven regime of the last two decades. The success or failure of 
many policies – and their subsequent impact on the public purse – is in a large 
part dependent upon community action and individual behaviour.  

64  Interviewee
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The most frequent strategy used to reward participation in co-production is 
Time Dollar Banking.65 This is a transaction system in which time is used as 
a currency to provide mutual social support. It has had significant success 
in a range of policy areas, from elderly care to prisoner rehabilitation to 
education. Another example of new currencies is provided by the Casserole 
Club. The project, by FutureGov, encourages people to share extra portions 
of home cooked food with neighbours who might not always be able to cook 
for themselves. Casserole Club uses a mix of an online platform and offline 
engagement to bring communities together and tackle social isolation.66 

During the research there was a concern that these approaches could too 
easily become a mask for cuts. “It isn’t co-production if we give residents 
shears and gloves and tell them the verge needs cutting,” as one Chief 
Executive succinctly said.67 This critique has parallels with a recent CLG Select 
Committee report which warns that: “Localism should not be adopted purely 
as a way to achieve reductions in public sector costs…Stimulating greater 
democratic participation and civic activism will carry its own costs if it is to be 
successful and sustainable.” 68 

From grants to endowments
 
Co-production is certainly not an easy route. Districts cannot transfer 
reputational risk onto the community.  The council, due to its high visibility, 
will “always be the longstop” in case of service failure.69 Therefore, a 
sophisticated understanding of both the value and cost of catalysing 
community change is required.

Ribble Valley District Council, in Lancashire, runs an Enterprising People service 
which provides business and marketing advice to social entrepreneurs in that 
want to develop community based support within the district.   Similarly, South 
Holland District Council, in Lincolnshire, runs a Big Society: Big Ideas portal to 
encourage residents to share new approaches. In Lancaster, the district council 

65  Cahn, Edgar S. No More Throw Away People. Washington, DC: Essential Books, 2004.
66  See, http://www.casseroleclub.com/
67  Roundtable participant
68  House of Commons Communities and Local Government Committee, Localism, ‘Summary’, Third 
Report of Session 2010–12, Volume 1.  HC 547, Published 7 June 2011.
69  Roundtable participant 
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has made land available for the community to grow fruit and vegetables as part 
of the Incredible Edible approach.70 Each example shows the potential of even 
a little investment.71 

A more comprehensive approach lies at the heart of Eden Valley’s Big 
Society Vanguard programme. Eden Valley District Council has been working 
closely with Crosby Ravensworth Parish Council in order to help build 
affordable homes. Lyvennet Community Trust, made up of 11 volunteers, 
was established to oversee the home building. The trust received planning 
permission for a £1.8million, 12 homes scheme and a £660,000 grant from 
the Homes and Community Agency (HCA) to unlock the development. Ten of 
the new homes are occupied by locals with rents set at approximately a third 
below market rates. The community in Crosby Ravensworth also clubbed 
together to purchase the local pub, the Butchers Arms, which had been 
closed for a year but is now run as a co-operative.72 

Schemes such as those in Crosby Ravensworth are testament to strong 
community leaders that have been able to harness local knowledge and 
skills. They also demonstrate the importance of all levels of government – 
from politicians in Westminster and civil servants in Whitehall, to district and 
parish councils – working together to support community resilience.

Districts should consider establishing endowment funding for such 
community benefit projects. These funds could kick start social 
entrepreneurship, help reduce council costs over the long term and leverage 
finance from other public or philanthropic sources. A Big Society Fund which 
was set up in 2011 to support community groups and voluntary organisations 
in Tendring has generated more than £1million. The fund, established by 
Tendring District Council with £500,000 capital, replaced annual grants of 
around £52,000. Every £1 from the fund has benefited by an additional £3 in 
match funding from other sources.73

70  http://www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk/blogs/incredible-edible-lancaster
71  See, http://www.acre.org.uk/Resources/ACRE/Eden%20Valley%20Briefing%20(16.03.11).pdf
72  See, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-cumbria-14716768 and http://www.nytimes.
com/2013/01/04/greathomesanddestinations/how-to-bolster-the-real-estate-market.html?_r=1&
73  See, http://www.tendringdc.gov.uk/node/5071
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Participatory techniques remain in their infancy. Although they are not 
appropriate for all areas of public policy they clearly have great potential. By 
its very nature co-production will vary greatly dependent upon community 
priorities and capabilities. At its best, it can be a powerful tool by which 
districts can rally latent social capital to achieve significant social value.

Participation – next steps

 • Districts should consider using a new currency for community 
participation. This could include the exchange of time, food or skills.

 • Co-production should be driven from the bottom up. Parish councils and 
community groups should be consulted on their priorities, from new 
homes to social isolation. 

 • Investment may be required to help catalyse participation. Districts 
should consider rolling the annual funding that would be granted to 
community and voluntary organisations into a larger social enterprise 
fund to leverage further public and private money.

Pathway Four: Assets

The creative use of all the assets available to districts is essential for local 
prosperity. This pathway addresses the ability of district councils to use 
planning powers, government incentive schemes and the local asset base to 
their advantage.

The government has declared that it is going all out for economic growth. Prime 
Minister David Cameron has announced his intention to give a better balance 
to the UK economy and to see the economy driven from the bottom up. 

Economic development has been a major activity for district councils for 
a number of years. Current market conditions have seen districts become 
increasingly interventionist in the regeneration of their local areas. In turn, 
regeneration has been transformed by market conditions, in which large high 
street stores such as HMV are in decline.
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Districts, as statutory planning authorities, have been the target of government 
reforms designed to ‘unlock’ and enable growth. The government’s new 
policy framework, the latest contribution to which has been the Growth and 
Infrastructure Bill, has put them in a position to lead on a number of strategies.  
This leadership is essential to local prosperity.

New incentives

District councils have been given a number of financial incentives to be pro-
growth. Their close relationship with people and place means that they must 
navigate “NIMBYism” and compensate local people adversely affected by 
development. As outlined in the previous chapter, the NHB is the funding 
stream that districts believe gives them the flexibility to do this.  

For areas, particularly in the South East, where there is high demand for new 
homes, NHB could have a significant impact on the council balance sheet. 
The majority are looking to use NHB to support economic growth and job 
creation, and to fund infrastructure. Some are looking to “ring fence NHB 
away from the general fund to deploy on delivering the place vision” and 
there is a particular focus on “incentivising new build residential units.” 74 
However, others accept that the money may be needed to “balance the 
books” and are simply treating it as “cash in the bank”. Finally there are those 
areas that “will do what [they] can with NHB, but are a low growth area in 
housing terms.”75

There is less confidence in the private sector about the value of the scheme. 
A survey of over 100 respondents from building firms, carried out by the 
estate agents Knight Frank UK in 2012, found that 81 per cent were sceptical 
about the role of the bonus in incentivising house building compared to 63 
per cent in 201176. Instead, the barriers to development identified were a 
lack of mortgage finance and uncertainty around the new planning policy.77

74  Survey respondent
75  Survey respondent
76  See, http://www.insidehousing.co.uk/development/builders-question-impact-of-new-homes-
bonus/6522016.article
77  Ibid
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Encouraging house building

The NHB is a government scheme aimed at encouraging local authorities 
and communities to grant planning permission for new houses in return 
for additional revenue. In total the scheme is intended to provide over 
£900 million. Councils will get an automatic, six-year, 100 per cent 
increase on the council tax revenue derived from each new house built in 
their area. The payment of the NHB is split between two-tier authorities: 
80 per cent to the lower tier and 20 per cent to the upper tier. NHB is 
set to be funded primarily by taking money out of the formula grant 
settlement. The policy therefore - in the long run - is revenue neutral.  
The scheme will create financial winners and losers: and it has been 
estimated that 60 per cent of NHB money in 2011-12 was spread 
between London, the South East, East of England and the South West.78

A number of councils have developed business support mechanisms through 
ring-fencing NHB. Pendle Borough Council’s ‘Grants for Growth Scheme’ 
will see a £340,000 investment to boost the local economy. Businesses in 
Pendle may be awarded a grant of up to £10,000 toward improvements to 
their premises or industrial processes. East Staffordshire is rolling out a new 
flexible grant scheme to SMEs and under 25s.79

Yet, districts should not rely too heavily on windfall schemes. Other 
resources must also be aligned for local growth.

Opportunities from assets

Publicly owned assets in England are worth approximately £385 billion, 
approximately two-thirds of these are held by local authorities, from town 
halls, to leisure facilities, to land.80 

78  See, http://www.regen.net/channel/news/article/1165301/new-homes-bonus-favours-south/
79  See, http://www.pendle.gov.uk/news/article/1794/grants_for_growth_major_cash_injection_
for_pendle_businesses
80  See, More Light, More Power: Reimagining public asset management (NLGN, 2012) 
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The government-led Capital and Asset Pathfinders identified the potential of 
estate rationalisation. Where services from across the public and voluntary 
sectors can all co-locate, significant capital can be released and on-going 
revenue costs reduced.

Wycombe District Council: From retail to relaxation

The regeneration of assets – from city centre retail parks to old sports 
facilities – has been central to Wycombe District Council’s growth 
strategy. The council led on a major new mixed-use development which 
provided 675,000 sq ft of floor space including a department store, 
two large supermarkets, a cinema and other retail units. The scheme 
also provided a new library and bus terminus, plus 48 new residential 
units. As a result of the £185 million scheme over 16 million visitors 
have been attracted into High Wycombe town centre since 2008 and 
2,200 jobs have been created. Wycombe is pursuing a number of similar 
developments on prime sites. The council is also looking at schemes 
with different social values.  Wycombe Rye Lido - a town centre open air 
swimming pool dating from the 1950s - had to be closed down because 
it was too expensive to run. The council has worked with Fusion Lido, the 
company that run Brockwell Lido in the London Borough of Lambeth, to 
reopen the facility and leverage significant investment in a gym, café and 
treatment rooms at a reduced cost to the taxpayer.81

Some districts have been more creative. Lancaster, originally a Roman 
settlement, is looking to redevelop its heritage assets. Lancaster castle is 
owned by the Duchy of Lancaster and has brought in a steady income from 
the prison service. However, the prison has now been closed and there are 
proposals to use the castle as the centre piece of a regeneration scheme 
that could include a museum, conference facilities or a boutique hotel. The 
redevelopment of Oxford castle and prison provides precedent for this type 
of scheme.82 

81  See, Travers, Tony., Local government’s role in promoting economic growth (LGA, 2012) 
82  See, http://www.duchyoflancaster.co.uk/2012/09/18/plans-for-lancaster-castle-move-a-step-
closer/
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Others have been looking specifically at becoming business landlords. East 
Devon District Council, for example, has found that its best returning assets 
are small employment units which get an 8 – 9 per cent return; the council is 
now redeveloping its own land to capitalise on this opportunity.83

Councils will have to change their attitudes towards commercial risk 
and reward to make the most from their assets. In the words of one 
survey respondent their council is “not risk averse,” it focuses on “risk 
management.” 84 Mapping of the prospective demands of both local 
communities and businesses should inform this. It can break down mind-
sets that are too focused on property and land, ensuring that investment 
decisions are made to meet upcoming priorities. As one interviewee said: 
“We are not managing decline - but building up the asset base and preparing 
for the future.” 85

Assets – next steps

 • Where possible districts should ring fence NHB away from the general 
revenue fund to deliver their specific place vision. This could involve 
small business loans or investing in assets.

 • All districts should map the public assets in their areas and look for 
opportunities to utilise them. Local plans and the granting of planning 
approval should reflect this mapping. 

 • Assets can be used for income and growth; this could involve purchasing 
privately held assets or investing in assets that have been regarded as 
liabilities. Districts should be ‘building a new family silver.’

Pathway Five: Interdependence  

Securing prosperity for residents will mean districts have to collaborate 
over functional economic areas. This interdependence requires strategic 
governance, through City Deals or LEPs, and new financial vehicles. They 
are all explored in this pathway.

83  Interviewee
84  Survey respondent
85  Interviewee
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The British economy has long suffered from a lack of strategic investment. 
During the previous two decades Whitehall policy focused on achieving growth 
through deregulation, strengthening competition law, increasing labour market 
flexibility, and opening up access to higher education.86 However, key economic 
infrastructure networks were not developed.
 
Whilst Whitehall is too remote to understand local bottlenecks, local authorities 
– unitary, county or district – are often not of sufficient scale to invest significant 
capital. At the same time, as the Heseltine Review noted, ‘the boundaries of 
many English local authorities bear no relation to modern patterns of economic 
activity – they are not functional economic market areas.’ 87

Local economies do not just include business locations. They are also 
dependent upon access to staff and suppliers as well. Patterns of travel to 
work are important, as are quality of life requirements such as access to 
leisure, retail and schools. A much more sophisticated understanding of cross 
border interdependence, from housing to transport policy, is required. As 
one interviewee said councils must acknowledge how localities “sustain and 
support each other.” 88

Partnerships of the willing

Unsurprisingly, our survey results found that district councils want to 
safeguard planning policy. However, many have to think differently about 
local plans if they are to partner for prosperity. In the North West, for 
example, Lancaster and South Lakeland are working together to allocate 
affordable housing near their shared border. Whilst, at the other end of the 
country, East Devon has been collaborating with Exeter on the urban and 
rural economies surrounding the Exeter Growth Point.

The government has recently reaffirmed its commitment to Local Enterprise 
Partnerships as the vehicle for cross-border working. The City Deal process 
has instigated a move amongst a number of urban unitary councils towards 
combined authority status.  However, our survey found that a third of district 

86  Investing for Prosperity: Skills, Infrastructure and Innovation (LSE Growth Commission, 2012)
87  The Rt Hon Lord Heseltine, No Stone Unturned in Pursuit of Growth (2012)
88  Interviewee
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chief executives think that their partnerships with LEPs are either ineffective 
or very ineffective. 

LEPs could be undermined by the distorting effect of a number of the growth 
incentives that directly impact upon district finances. One roundtable 
participant was concerned that they could be talking shops of good 
intentions; whilst in reality districts are competing - “fighting like cats in a 
bag” - for business rates and other incentives.89 

In some areas partnerships have been difficult to achieve. The South East 
LEP, for example, covers Essex, Southend, Thurrock, Kent, Medway and East 
Sussex. It has been described by many as simply too big in terms of both 
geography and governance. During the interview process we heard that 
SELEP “has too many priorities because of its size” and that many are “deeply 
disappointed at the way it is working.” 90

However,  other districts have developed close working relationships with 
the LEPs. For instance, Tamworth Borough Council and East Staffordshire 
recognised the importance of their own functional economic area when joining 
the Greater Birmingham and Solihull LEP [GBSLEP] and supporting the Greater 
Birmingham City Deal. This has been a “partnership of the willing” rather than 
being imposed from the top down.91

GBSLEP: A strategic economic plan

The ambition of GBSLEP is to increase local GVA by 30 per cent (£8.25 
bn) and create 100,000 private sector jobs by 2020. It has established 
strong governance arrangements in order to realise this ambition. As 
one interviewee described the arrangement it consists of a “federation 
of councils” that “collaborate for effectiveness and efficiency.”92 The 
board currently comprises 18 directors and is chaired by Andy Street, 
managing director of John Lewis.  Ten directors are drawn from the 

89  Roundtable participant  
90  Interviewees
91  Interviewee
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business community and one university and college representative 
Seven directors represent local authorities specifically the leader of 
Birmingham City Council, the leader of Bromsgrove District Council 
(also representing Wyre Forest and Redditch Borough Councils) and the 
leaders of Cannock Chase, East Staffordshire Borough Council, Lichfield 
and Solihull Metropolitan Borough Councils together with the Cabinet 
Member for Economic Development & Enterprise from Tamworth 
Borough Council.93 The councils are working together on a long-term 
strategic spatial framework plan to examine the level and distribution of 
growth across GBSLEP over the next 20 years and its impact on statutory 
development planning.  A number of the district councils have worked 
across county boundaries in order to recognise the value of functional 
economic areas. However, Stoke, along with Staffordshire County 
Council, is now negotiating its own City Deal, which may see a number of 
the boroughs stuck between two centres of economic gravity.94

Pooled investment

New development is subject to the Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL), 
introduced originally in the Planning Act 2008. It provides a means for planning 
authorities to impose a charge on new developments in their area. It is included 
in this pathway, as unlike previous Section 106 agreements, it is not site-specific 
and gives districts a financial tool for the negotiation of cross-border deals. 

Revenue collected from CIL must be used for infrastructure, such as road 
improvements, schools and health centres. It has been estimated that it 
could raise £1 billion a year by 2016.95 Councils must ensure that they have 
their local plan and charging scheme in place. This is easier said than done. 
As one interviewee said: “The local plan is a key piece of work impacting 
across the whole of the district, [it is] especially contentious because there 

92  Interviewee
93  See, http://centreofenterprise.com/
94  See, http://www.thisisstaffordshire.co.uk/1-billion-city-deal-Stoke-Trent-Staffordshire/story-
18191227-detail/story.html
95  See, https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/6313/1897278.pdf
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is a big tension between retired residents who don’t want to see change and 
those who want jobs and homes.” 96

Developer charges, consisting of a one off payment, fail to capture changes to 
land value throughout their life cycle and do nothing to help overcome stalled 
development. Therefore, districts should treat funding streams as a whole. The 
pooling of resources on a gain-share arrangement could be one such method. 
As one district chief executive said to: “ensure that we secure the maximum 
amounts available from each source” it was their intention to “amalgamate 
them [funding streams] into a ‘single pot’, where possible and match them to 
the medium term regeneration / service development strategy.”97 

The pooled funding approach is something that NLGN has addressed in 
previous research, with a particular emphasis on shifting from grants to 
recyclable investment.98 New funding vehicles will operate alongside LEPs. 
Pooled funding has the potential to enable cross-border collaboration and 
open up access to further money.

Interdependence – next steps

 • Along with other LEP partners, districts should map their functional 
economic market areas to understand local economic interdependence.

 • Some districts have developed close working relationships with LEPs. 
Others to need ensure that they can influence LEP and City Deal decision 
making, this could require changing representation on the LEP board.

 • In order to influence strategic decision making districts may want to 
pool some funding streams, such as CIL or uplift in business rates, into a 
new investment vehicle.

Pathway Six: Commercialism  

Districts must increase income as well as reduce expenditure. This will require 
customer focus and products and services that expand the council’s offer. 
Officers and politicians will also have to embrace a more commercial culture.

96  Survey respondent
97  Survey respondent
98  Grow Your Own: Skills and infrastructure for local economic growth (NLGN, 2012)
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The financial gap that councils are attempting to bridge is set to widen 
further. The above pathways have already addressed the implication of 
spending cuts on local resilience and prosperity. The fiscal outlook will have 
an equally important impact on income generation and viability. 

Although district councils behaving like profit-making businesses may seem 
like a radical departure, they have long been able to charge for services.99 
Ninety per cent of the chief executive officers surveyed for this research 
regarded charging and trading as either important or very important to 
the future of their organisation. West Lindsey District Council, for example, 
is motivated to “become more commercially focused to drive down cost, 
release capacity to generate further income and reduce reliance on central 
government subsidies.” 100

New market opportunities 

Commercialism does not mean simply increasing parking charges or litter 
fines. The last few years have seen the establishment of profit-making 
arms, the increased mutualisation of services and the commercialisation of 
services that are provided beyond the statutory minimum. Such approaches 
could underpin a number of new service and business models for districts. 

The General Power of Competence (GPC), which explicitly gives councils the 
power to do anything that is not expressly prohibited by other legislation, 
has liberated local government to undertake more activities for commercial 
purpose. New income streams could be used to ‘pay-down’ the cost of 
statutory and non-charged for services, helping to secure long term viability. 
Such commercial acumen must be married with an understanding of social 
value: “This is not about accountancy. It requires a vision that delivers the 
best possible outcomes for the customer and community.” 101

99  Councils have been able to supply meals and refreshments on commercial terms since the Civic 
Restaurants Act of 1947 and have charged for leisure and recreation facilities since the 1970s.
100  See, http://www.apse.org.uk/presentations/2012/10/West%20Lindsey/W%20Lindsey%20
presentation.pdf
101  Roundtable attendee
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A changing risk profile for district council finance

In order to ensure their business viability district councils will have 
to deploy an “iron-like grip” on their finances.102 According to CIPFA 
‘extra vigilance’ is required on spending and revenues so that councils 
are able to make in-year adjustments.103 This will require councils to 
understand real time data and be sharp in response to its implications. 
The partial localisation of business rates and local administration of 
council tax benefit will lead to a complex picture. Universal Credit will 
also have a significant impact, causing difficulties for some families and 
councils. This all adds up, in the words of one chief executive, to the 
new “black box” of local government finance.104

District councils have a unique management proposition. They have an 
“organisational set-up in which the customer can contact the person in charge 
– and hold them accountable.” 105  Successful revenue raising schemes must 
be in tune to the needs and wants of the local customer base. This market 
intelligence is a prerequisite if councils are to offer new value propositions. 

Environmental and leisure services

Environmental services are one area in which districts have felt able to raise 
revenue by providing more extensive services. Rushcliffe Borough Council for 
example, needed to reduce expenditure by £2.8 million or 25 per cent of its 
budget between 2011 and 2015. It developed a new approach to green waste 
which generated nearly £700,000 in new income. This was achieved through 
savings from re-routing collection routes to improve efficiency and reduce fuel, 
and cutting down on agency staff in order to use apprentices for new jobs. The 
council also introduced fines for graffiti and fly tipping.106

102  The Brilliant Local Authority of the Future (KPMG, 2011)
103  See, http://www.publicfinance.co.uk/news/2012/12/finance-settlement-brings-new-risks-for-
councils-says-cipfa/
104  Roundtable attendee
105  Roundtable attendee
106  See, http://districtcouncils.info/casestudies/1821/
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Another area in which councils could generate significant revenue is through 
the commercial provision of leisure services. A pro-active attitude has been 
taken by Eastleigh Borough Council. It has invested over £6 million into the 
redevelopment and management of Fleming Park Leisure Centre, in a joint 
venture with DC Leisure. The complex is thriving, with footfall of over one 
million visitors per annum. A ‘Passport to Leisure’ programme also caters for 
over 60s, students and low income earners.107

South Cambridgeshire District Council has followed a very different route 
by prioritising savings over income. Instead of owning or operating leisure 
facilities the council focused provision on school sites. Each centre is 
responsible for setting its prices and programming, and the council no 
longer allocates any revenue support. The council is estimated to have saved 
£600,000 per annum through this approach.108 

Bricks and mortar

The government has issued an exhortation to “get Britain building.”109 Our 
survey results suggest that housing will become a significant priority for district 
councils in the medium term. This pattern is influenced by the size of the 
district with housing a pressing priority for larger districts in short-term as well.

Increased housing demand from the next generation

Young people are optimistic about sustainable home ownership; 
however, the number of mortgage approvals and first time buyers has 
declined significantly over the last decade. First time buyers now save for 
an average of 8 years to get on the property ladder, with this figure even 
higher in London. Although there was a 12 per cent increase in first time

107  See, http://www.dcleisurecentres.co.uk/showcase/increasing-participation-through-
refurbishment
108  See, http://www.improvementeast.gov.uk/documents/pressreleases/Improvement%20East%20
Report%20Final%20v2.pdf
109  Whitehall projections show that around 232,000 additional homes are needed each year to 
meet housing demand. Yet, the number of completions – houses being finished – in England reached 
only 115,980 in 2011; a small increase from 108,150 completions in 2010.



52 The Road Not Taken  Where are we going?

 

buyers in 2012 the Council of Mortgage Lenders estimates that 65 per 
cent of first-time buyers had financial assistance in mid-2012, compared 
with 31 per cent seven years earlier. Blaby District Council signed up to 
the ‘Lend a Hand’ mortgage scheme designed by Lloyds TSB to address 
these problems. The council based its approach on the Local Authority 
Mortgage Scheme and agreed to support around 50 first time buyers 
by underwriting 20 per cent of their deposit, thus allowing people to 
buy homes with less than the 10 per cent deposit usually required by 
mortgage lenders.110 30 councils, from Blackpool Council in the North 
West to Tunbridge Wells in the South East, have now signed up to the 
scheme and over half of them are districts.

Bringing empty homes back into use can provide revenue for many 
authorities. West Lindsey District Council has pioneered a new approach 
to empty homes and focused its efforts on a 300 plus long term empty 
properties in a neighbourhood in Gainsborough. The council intervened, 
buying up property to develop a mixed neighbourhood with workspace and 
modern living accommodation. The council financed the acquisition of the 
property before leasing it on for a 5 per cent return.

The Housing Revenue Account buy out, which has seen districts take charge 
of their housing revenue bill, is also a way for many to increase income. 
Many districts are investing to develop new homes. Following their £150 
million HRA buy out Norwich City Council is using its borrowing headroom 
to finance several new sites. The council recently agreed to build the first 
new council houses in the city for nearly two decades. It has conducted an 
eco-retrofit of 1,175 council homes. It has completed a development on the 
site of former city council-owned garages and car parks, through a £10.8 
million partnership with Orwell Housing Association, building company ISG 
and the Homes and Communities Agency.111 Norwich has also attempted, 
where possible, to use these schemes to provide employment and skills 
opportunities for local people. 

110  See, http://www.lloydstsb.co.uk/mortgages/llah.asp
111  See, http://www.edp24.co.uk/news/politics/new_council_homes_pledge_after_10m_norwich_
housing_scheme_completed_1_1735635
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As district councils will keep the rental income that their social housing 
stock generates they can re-invest any surplus income. If councils wanted to 
expand their landlord offer then the same principles could be applied to the 
private rented sector. As long as rent is progressively increasing the councils 
can invest to improve stock, with subsequent benefits for both residents and 
the local economy.  

Although commercialism is primarily driven by the requirement of financial 
viability, it could obviously have much wider community benefits. New 
homes and leisure facilities will impact directly on public health and 
wellbeing. Equally, running district councils in a more business-like fashion 
is essential to the success of all other pathways. As one chief executive said 
“Quite simply if services cannot be delivered in a financially sound fashion 
then they have failed.”112

Commercialism – next steps

 • Risk management will be crucial to increased commercialism. Any new 
delivery models must be grounded on water tight financial planning and 
understanding of potential demand in the local market. 

 • A review of current business models will be required to unlock both 
savings and income in a range of services, as exemplified by leisure and 
environmental services.  

 • Housing development – in both the social and private rented sectors 
– offers an opportunity to meet community need, stimulate the local 
economy and increase district income. Making use of borrowing 
headroom to invest and expand their landlord offer should be a priority 
activity for districts.

112  Roundtable participant 
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Conclusion

District councils hold a unique position at the heart of the communities 
they govern. There are issues on which they can take the lead, others on 
which they must partner and some where they should look to catalyse 
community participation. 

The pathways outlined in this report are to a degree straw men proposals. 
They are clearly interdependent and will impact one on another. The challenge 
is to balance the competing objectives of each pathway and to do so at pace.  

A district that uses its resources to develop local assets – from supermarkets, 
to leisure facilities, to a boutique hotel – will also need to work with the LEP 
on issues that affect its functional economy, such as the development of 
strategic transport connections. At the same time, it may want to engage in 
co-production with parishes and residents for self-build housing, or partner 
to define public health outcomes with the county and CCG. 

Another district may be driven by considerations of its financial viability. It 
could prioritise raising revenue from environmental and leisure services, 
whilst also making available a number of sites for housing development. 
The new housing could be financed through HRA borrowing and provide 
revenue income for the council alongside the windfall of any NHB payments. 
The council may also drive down costs by redesigning its back office and 
collaboratively commissioning a number of shared services. If done smartly, 
this would all have a positive impact on the lives of residents.

Districts have a chance to reinvent themselves and reaffirm their unique 
contribution to public service. But as the pathways have made clear they 
cannot do this alone. Therefore, this report concludes with some high level 
recommendations not just for districts but for the other stakeholders they 
interact with as well: 

 • Whitehall departments – should act with greater clarity and consistency 
on the design of incentive schemes. This must be coupled with a better 
appreciation of the impact of policy on the ground. By way of example, 
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encouraging local prosperity may be a better motivator for communities 
than economic growth in the abstract as measured by GDP and the 
national accounts.

 • Wider local government sector – counties, unitaries and parishes must 
recognise that district councils can complement their own strengths. 
Many already understand smart partnerships, but in other areas further 
work is needed. Deal making between the different tiers will be essential.

 • Wider public sector – place based public services have the potential to 
achieve better outcomes. Community budget pilots have provided early 
evidence of this. Delivery models must be developed that acknowledge 
the cost and savings for all stakeholders.

 • The third sector – has to see district councils as active partners with 
which to engage in co-production and the defining of community 
outcomes, rather than grant funders. 

 • The private sector – must take a more nuanced approach to the role 
of districts, rather than chase economies of scale in service delivery 
contracts. There are opportunities to engage with district councils on a 
whole range of place making initiatives from influencing LEP decision 
making to linking marginalised communities into the local economy.

 • District councils – have a unique contribution to make to the governance 
of place. To realise their potential they have to think beyond statutory 
service delivery and cost savings to focus on outcomes. Districts may 
have to restructure, lead on unfamiliar policy areas, or partner when they 
would have previously worked alone. Ultimately, they may have to let go 
of direct control in order to have greater strategic influence. 

The pathways outlined in this report have been grounded in our survey 
results, interviews and roundtables. They have to be translated from the 
general and employed to specific ends.  Districts must address the key drivers 
identified by this research, whilst providing a coherent and compelling 
account of local needs.

Pathways without direction are of little use. Lewis Carroll summed this up 
succinctly in Alice in Wonderland: “One day Alice came to a fork in the road 
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and saw a Cheshire cat in a tree. Which road do I take? she asked. Where do 
you want to go? was his response. I don’t know, Alice answered. Then, said 
the cat, it doesn’t matter.” 113 

The roads or pathways that districts choose to follow matter greatly. They 
matter to their long term viability and they matter to the future prosperity 
and resilience of people and place. It is time to get going.

113  Carroll, Lewis., Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) 
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Appendix 1  Methodology

 • A survey was sent to all the chief executives of the 198 authorities that 
are members of the District Councils’ Network. The survey was taken by 
64 people with 45 complete responses and 19 partial responses.  

 • Twelve interviews were conducted to follow up on the survey findings. A 
representative range of views was sought. The selection of interviewees 
was controlled for by district, geography, politics, revenue expenditure 
and indices of multiple deprivations. 

 • Four roundtables were conducted; each research consultation was 
attended by 6 – 14 chief executives and senior officers from district 
councils. Two were held in the South East, 1 in the North West and 1 in 
the Midlands. 

 • Survey findings were also presented for challenge and comment to 
district councillors at two workshop sessions at the DCN AGM.
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Appendix 2  Further research information

Outsourcing

We asked councils the extent to which they had outsourced services on a 
range from ‘already outsourced’ to ‘would not consider.’

Figure 8   To what extent have councils outsourced the following services
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Interviewees

I am very grateful to those who gave their time to be interviewed during 
the course of the research. The selection of interviewees was controlled for 
by district, geography, politics, revenue expenditure and indices of multiple 
deprivations. All contributions were made on a non-attributable basis.

Mark Cullinan Chief Executive Lancaster City Council

Ian Davidson Chief Executive Tendring District Council

Stuart Davy Acting Chief Executive East Lindsey District Council

Manjeet Gill Chief Executive West Lindsey District Council

Tony Goodwin Chief Executive Tamworth Borough Council

Steven Halls Chief Executive Three Rivers District Council

Abdool Kara Chief Executive Swale Borough Council

Andy O’Brien Chief Executive East Staffordshire Borough Council

Karen Satterford Chief Executive Wycombe District Council

Sandra Whiles Chief Executive Blaby District Council

Mark Williams Chief Executive East Devon District Council

Dave Yates Chief Executive New Forest District Council
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District Councils’ Network
The District Councils’ Network is a member led network of 198 district 
councils. We are a Special Interest Group of the Local Government 
Association (LGA), and provide a single voice for district councils within the 
LGA, Central Government and national bodies based on our unique position 
to deliver for local people.

For more information, please visit www.districtcouncils.info









District councils have a unique contribution 
to make to local governance. They offer 
a powerful mix of democratic leadership, 
stewardship of place and proximity to 
people. They have a high degree of public 
visibility, are responsible for largely universal 
services and touch the lives of many citizens.

District councils are also under significant 
pressure and need to work differently. In 
this report new ways of working have been 
grouped as 6 pathways. The intention is to kick 
start debate on what the future could hold for 
this important tier of local government. 
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