Healey rejects calls for overhaul of LAAs
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Local government minister, John Healey, has rejected town hall demands for an overhaul of the local area agreement regime, claiming it is robust enough to ease councils through the credit crunch. 

His comments seem to contradict communities secretary, Hazel Blears, who, earlier this month, told SOLACE conference she would be willing to look at the targets again.

Mr Healey told an MJ/NSA conference that the fledgling LAAs regime, which allows councils to choose targets for local services, was relevant, despite warnings of hikes in unemployment and home repossessions.

‘Some argue the credit crunch will render LAAs redundant. I disagree. In my view, it will reinforce the LAA principle that priorities and action should be decided at local level,’ Mr Healey said.

‘I know authorities up and down the country are already thinking about how to use their LAA and local strategic partnership to help foster resilience to the downturn.’

He cited Essex CC and Sheffield City Council, which have convened ‘war councils’ to tackle emerging threats, as examples of actions town halls should be taking.

The minister accepted councils where residents relied on a few major employers for jobs and growth were likely to suffer throughout the slowdown. He also promised to ‘refresh’ the LAA regime. 

However, Whitehall’s belief is that, with one-quarter of all LAA targets already linked to economic issues, a ‘comprehensive rewriting’ of the framework is unnecessary.

‘Concerns to improve education and culture, reduce crime, teenage pregnancy and childhood obesity – the most popular LAA targets – don’t just disappear because of the current economic difficulties,’ he concluded.

But some practitioners want the CLG to re-write both the LAA framework and the Comprehensive Performance Assessment regime which will support LAAs from next year. Unpopular targets should also become less important.

Richard Stay, chairman of east England’s regional improvement body, told The MJ councils were ‘destined to miss key targets’, including those for employment and housing, because of the credit crunch.

‘If ministers don’t want to turn the LAA regime – and the forthcoming CAA regime – into a laughing stock, then they will need to take a look at the system,’ he said.

Cllr Stay, who is also the Conservative deputy leader of Bedfordshire CC, warned many localities could ‘perform badly’ following the first set of CAAs.

‘For many councils, this will not be their fault because unemployment and housing challenges now are not what councils envisaged when they set their targets. Unless ministers make an adjustment to the LAA-CAA systems, we’re going to see some depressing performance figures.’

Privately, one senior Whitehall source added: ‘Mr Healey is right to say LAAs are flexible enough to allow local authorities to hit targets and protect residents.

‘But there are genuine concerns that sudden hikes in unemployment, to use one example, will render useless mild LAA targets tackling joblessness and homelessness. There are issues to be resolved here.’
