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ow that we are more than halfway
through the financial year, more
and more councils are revisiting
plans they have made to generate
efficiency savings, to see if they will stack up
and achieve their desired outcome for this
year and beyond.
At the Association of Public Service Excellence, we have noticed an upsurge in inquiries about how councils can make remaining
services more commercially viable, by either
reducing costs or generating additional revenue to offset budget cuts.
This suggests that councils are concerned
they might fail to meet existing targets, and
are attempting a ‘take two’.
With outsourcing too lengthy a process
to deal with the immediacy of the financial
pressures, many are now looking at internal
resources to see how they can make what
they have go further, or how they can generate a return from existing services.
The Audit Commission’s 2008 study
‘Positively charged’, identified that local authorities in England and Wales generated at
least £11b in charges each year.
I must stress that nobody is suggesting
we should try to soak the public for further
revenue in the current economy. However,
senior officers are recognising that some of
the services they currently provide and assets used could raise revenue from the wider public sector and beyond.
Some of the thinking behind this is driven by the ‘Open public services’ approach,
and there are those who add two and two
together and come up with putting services
at arm’s length to ‘free’ them to compete in
wider markets.
But decision-makers should remember
that much of the perceived opportunities of
this approach can be achieved with existing
in-house services. And we certainly don’t
need to mould services into a new type of
model to pursue alternative work streams.
Local government already has many existing powers which allow it to provide services for other organisations. When we add
the powers to charge for cost recovery and
to trade for profit contained within the 2003
Local Government Act, we can identify quite
a range of options available.
Some may decide to go for it and trade for
profit on a larger scale, although I suspect
the vast majority will test their competitiveness by expanding their charged-for services, and perhaps trading commercially on
a small scale at the outset.
As budgets continue to fall and corporate
directors scan the horizon for opportunities
to balance the books, I suspect many more
will turn to developing income-generation
strategies for their authorities.■
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t is good news to see that, at long
last, central government is exploring
how the fiscal power of councils can
be given a real boost.
It is to be hoped that the consultation paper – Local Government Resource Review: Proposals for business rate retention – will lead to a
significant increase in local government financial autonomy.
But don’t hold your breath.
Those responding to the consultation – the deadline is Monday 24
October – might want to draw ministers’ attention to the experience of
countries where localism is much
more advanced.
Take Sweden. Local self-government, including the right to tax, is
enshrined in the Swedish constitution. Central government cannot
just ride roughshod over the heads
of local voters.
Swedish municipalities, counties and regions have wide-ranging
responsibilities, and they largely
finance themselves. Most Swedish
citizens pay their entire income tax
to local government. Only the highest income earners – around 20% of
taxpayers – also pay central government income tax.
Local authorities in Sweden raise
around 70% of their revenue from
local taxes. This compares with
around just 25% for English local
authorities and, on this indicator
alone, Swedish councils are close
to three times more powerful than
their English counterparts.
The Swedish justification for very
strong local government is twofold.
The political argument is that powerful local authorities can represent
local people, and act as a barrier
against national authoritarian rule.
The managerial argument stems
from a desire to have cost-effective
public services. Why burden citizens
with all the costs of a massive, centralised state when local authorities
can do most things for themselves?
This strong, effective and innovative system of local governance
– and remember, Swedish local authorities are strong world leaders in
relation to tackling climate change –
is a far cry from the feeble proposals
emerging from central government
in the UK.
In Sweden, there are 290 municipalities, 20 county councils and two
regions.
The population of a ‘typical’ municipality is round 15,000, but this
conceals a range from 2,500 to
810,000.
The counties have an average population of 424,000 – ranging from
Gotland, with some 57,000 residents, to Stockholm County, with
around 2,019,000 citizens.
The municipalities are responsible for all primary and secondary
education, social services, spatial
planning, and the full range of services found in UK unitary authorities.
The counties and regions run
healthcare, primary care, dental care
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Stockholm, Sweden: Local self-government
– including the right to tax – is enshrined in
the country’s constitution

Northern lights
Sweden’s powerful local authorities serve their communities, act as a barrier against national interference,
and offer some useful lessons for the UK’s localism agenda, argues Robin Hambleton
and, in most cases, public transport,
and they also have an important role
in regional economic development.
This arrangement provides elected
local governments with serious powers to shape the local quality of life.
But, this, in turn, requires serious
funding.
In Sweden, the central state is very
small – the main job of providing
public services is seen as being the
role of local government.
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As the Swedish Association of
Local and Regional Authorities
(SALAR) points out: ‘Since local
self-government makes it possible to
design services in different ways, it
is possible to find flexible solutions
that are appropriate for a particular
municipality or county council’.
The Swedish practice of real and
genuine localism is, then, justified by reference to effective service
delivery, not just the fundamental

argument about the democratic importance of local self-government.
The system not only works well, it
also has an impressive level of democratic legitimacy.
The voter turnout in the last set of
Swedish local elections in September 2010 was 81.6%. The – more or
less –equivalent figure for voter turnout in English local elections in May
2010 was 63.5%. In both these cases,
the local elections coincided with

national elections Senior figures in
Swedish local government are, in
fact, concerned that the voter turnout in local elections has dropped
from 91% in 1973. Voter turnout has
increased since the low point of 78%
in 2002, but concerns still remain.
All the evidence from Sweden
suggests that strong local authorities
have the legitimacy to act as powerful leaders of their communities.
This means they have the clout

and influence to tackle major new
challenges – such as economic restructuring and climate change.
UK local authorities could exercise
a similar, influential role, but they
need a significant boost in their fiscal autonomy to be able to do this. ■
Robin Hambleton is professor of city
leadership at the University of the West
of England, and director of Urban Answers

his week, I was reminded about the
importance of communication. One
of our residents – who also appears to
be a newspaper reporter – contacted
me about our savings achievements. He had
seen an article on the Internet about how Tandridge had achieved its highest level of savings
to date, without compulsory redundancies.
He wrote a fairly long letter, comparing Tandridge with other local councils and public sector organisations on the false assumption we
had kept our full compliment of staff.
He was raising the fact that if we had made
people redundant in these times of austerity,
this would have protected more frontline services and been a better decision for residents.
It is interesting how downsizing our workforce by 15% over two years, without a single
compulsory redundancy, can be interpreted as
less than a success.
Recently, it has been reported that the cost
of redundancies in the civil service is a giant
pay off. As part of the Government’s plan to
reduce the deficit in public finances, 330,000
jobs are to go between 2010 and 2015.
Already, the costs are eye-watering, with
reported DCLG redundancy packages costing
£77.3m – seven times greater than the previous
year. Apparently, the DCLG, where communities secretary, Eric Pickles, has been so critical
of local government severance deals, has also
been shelling out millions of pounds. The
£58m costs for 1,381 deals include three voluntary packages worth more than £200,000
some 13 at between £150,000 and £200,000,
and 66 between £100,000 and £150,000.
So, surely finding alternative ways of achieving staff reductions at low or nil costs has to
be a good thing compared with the alternative
cost of compulsory redundancies.
At Tandridge, this has been achieved
through good communication and the trust
and goodwill of joint working between staff,
managers and councillors. Our staff volunteered to give up their cost-of-living allowance
and have had their pay frozen for two years.
In addition, as vacancies have arisen, managers have worked with staff to re-engineer
cover arrangements using our existing staff
resources to avoid the cost of filling vacant
posts on a like-for-like basis. We have also encouraged our senior staff to reduce their hours
or take early retirement. All of these measures
have avoided the sometimes-high financial
and service costs of compulsory redundancy.
At least the letter provided me with an opportunity to clarify our position and hopefully,
prevented the spread of misinformation. ■
Stephen Weigel is chief executive of Tandridge DC
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