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Trying to get the democratic balance right

Paul O’Brien
The latest local government White Paper is laudable, but is simplistic in its belief that councils can always do what the public wants. Sometimes, there are complicated conflicts, says Paul O’Brien.

No-one in local government could disagree with the sentiment behind the Communities in control White Paper. Who doesn’t think councils should promote democracy, involve residents in decision-making and encourage active citizenship?

The White Paper’s objectives are straightforward enough. Where it falls short is in failing to acknowledge that, in order to achieve them, councils must get to grips with vast complexities and paradoxes involved in balancing responsiveness at the neighbourhood level with local government’s broader strategic role. 

It presumes that residents have a mass, untapped desire to get more involved, and that representative and participatory democracy are perfectly complementary. It throws up more questions than it answers on how its devolutionary vision will be implemented. 

The Association for Public Service Excellence (APSE) has 260 members from councils providing front-line services to communities across the UK, and we are utterly committed to meeting the needs and aspirations of those communities.  

We are certainly not advocating a return to monolithic command and control models of public service provision. But major tensions inevitably arise between the legitimate wants of local communities and the strategic role of local authorities which cannot be overlooked. 

These include managing scarce resources effectively; ensuring equity and access to local services; delivering efficient local services; and addressing broader challenges, such as climate change; and building community cohesion.  

The latest report in APSE’s research programme, Governance, neighbourhoods and service delivery, charts the connections between accountability and provision of services at the most local level. It looks at structures and processes created by councils and their partners and stresses the need to confront difficult questions head on. 

The report encapsulates 10 key questions which need to be addressed. 

Councils can’t be all things to all people. They have to manage inevitable trade-offs and make tough choices as they design public institutions so they deliver real public value. 

There is a need to explore what this means in real terms for ward councillors, the delivery of local services, and the balancing of priorities. These difficult questions need to be asked not only when shaping services, but when shaping the institutions that deliver services. 

The research examines different institutional models and argues that maintaining an operational core of directly-delivered services is the best way to maintain vital connections between democracy and delivery. 

One topical example of tensions between neighbourhood and strategic demands is that residents in some areas are calling for weekly refuse collection, while councils have a strategic responsibility to tackle climate change and are attempting to introduce alternate weekly collections and boost recycling. 

Another is the conflict between granting planning permission in order to meet national targets to build new homes and the tendency towards NIMBYism locally. Policy drivers, such as local government’s involvement in multi-area agreements will also demand a holistic approach at sub-regional level which might clash with localised neighbourhood agendas.  

The simplicity of the White Paper’s devolutionary vision belies the complexity of the conundrums it presents. It is down to local authorities to work with local communities to solve them. And it won’t necessarily be easy.  

Paul O’Brien is chief executive of the Association for Public Service Excellence (APSE).

Ten key questions
 
How far can representative local government act as the means of widening participatory community empowerment?

How can councils address both the national efficiency agenda and its push for economies of scale, and the call for diversity and local choice in neighbourhoods?

How can councils retain strategic capacity while responding to local discretion? 

How can councils ensure consistency of provision to address relative disadvantage across neighbourhoods? 

How can councils resolve policy conflicts when neighbourhood demands are incompatible with strategic priorities?

How can councils construct vertical and horizontal connections between neighbourhoods and other levels of governance and partners?

How can we ensure that narrow sectional groups do not dominate?

How can we avoid empowerment creating ‘expert citizens’ who are unrepresentative of the wider community?

How can we build voluntary and community sector capacity, while avoiding ‘burnout’ of community leaders?

How can councils manage expectations of communities for local choice when committed to national performance targets and regulatory regimes?
