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Within England, place matters to politics more than ever. Andy Burnham has argued that
place has replaced party as the locus of politics , while Jon Wilson has argued that instead2

of seeing politics through the lens metropolitan elites and the traditional working class, or
‘somewhere’ and ‘nowhere’ people, we should see it terms of the stories of different places
that are not given space in the parliamentary system, Whitehall and the national political
culture . Labour’s covenant must place strong and sustainable local economies, restored3

social infrastructure and reinvigorated civic cultures at the centre of national life because
there are no top-down solutions to geographical inequalities. Labour should commit to
far-reaching and early devolution of power and resources.

This commitment to place must be true in all parts of the country but is a key challenge for
Labour if it is to renew its appeal to voters in its lost heartlands. Typically, these are places
that have not shared in the wealth that has accumulated disproportionately among some
groups in city centres. People in such places have expressed discontent, lost trust and
expressed feelings of being ‘left behind’ by politicians, politics and public institutions. Healthy
places are marked by strong attachments that reflect historical commitments, the
accumulation of social capital and a sense of belonging. Indeed, the economic vigour of
former industrial communities was matched by strong social and civic infrastructures and it is
the loss of these and the sense of belonging to which they gave rise, that underpins the
disenchantment in many communities.

This need to rebuild cohesive communities is especially pressing in Labour’s lost heartlands.
According to Maria Abreu and Calvin Jones, personal attitudes, identity and perhaps even
psychological character are affected by community character, which is a product of local
economic and social history. People and place are inescapably and inextricably connected.
Abreu and Jones show that people in mining communities feel disenfranchised, ignored and
sceptical about political processes to a greater extent than elsewhere. Communal bonds are
fraying. Apathy and cynicism, increased insularity, distrust and withdrawal from places and
people ‘outside’, mark these places. Despite being the focus of policy and investment by
various and changing development and regeneration agencies in recent decades, residents
of coal mining communities lack a sense of personal or community agency in political and
economic spheres. The restoration of a sense of autonomy and voice is a prerequisite for
attempts to reintegrate former mining communities into the economic mainstream .4

4 Maria Abreu and Calvin Jones, Labour Together seminar, 28th May 2021

3 Jon Wilson, Labour Together seminar, 6th January 2021

2 Andy Burnham, Labour Together seminar, 21st July 2021
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Place and its politics were marginalised in later twentieth century Labourism and its
predominantly/default national orientation, even if the Party had its origins in action at the
local scale across the UK . While Scotland and Wales are now governed by devolved5

administrations, constitutional and governance arrangements in England are a complex
patchwork of institutions and are in crisis. Local government is emaciated and lacks a
constitutional underpinning to underpin its autonomy and self-government, clear role and
viable funding system; Whitehall centralism, according to Patrick Diamond, means ‘Ministers
desperately pull levers but discover that in fact, they are barely connected to anything’ .6

Local and regional inequalities are widening and increasingly shape the social and economic
life and politics of the nation. Such divisions are entrenched and worsening; making the task
of addressing the predicament of people and places harder, longer-term and in need of large
scale and sustained public investment.

The Conservatives have developed a new appeal in left-behind places and have reaped
electoral returns by deploying the rhetoric of ‘levelling-up’. To date, this agenda has been
framed through the lens of narrow party advantage. Not yet fully formed, this Conservative
agenda is riddled with deficiencies and absences. So far, it lacks analysis of the problem and
has undefined objectives . 'Levelling up’ amounts to a potpourri of polices: freeports, more7

‘infrastructure’, planning deregulation, relocation of civil service jobs, R&D and innovation
investments, a focus on ‘towns’, and county council devolution deals. None of these policies
are new and many have been tried and, at best, been only partially successful in the past. In
some cases, they amount to shameless pork barrelling . Moreover, any impacts they might8

have are likely to be offset by bigger countervailing changes by the much larger policy and
funding decisions by mainstream Whitehall departments such as the Conservative
government’s removal of the £20 Universal Credit, the new cap on adult social care costs,
and changes to the pupil premium. These big-ticket political items will have regressive
impacts on left-behind places . Efforts to link the Levelling-up agenda to big questions such9

as achieving Net Zero, the Build Back Better agenda and the Government’s Innovation Plan
remain unclear, incoherent and poorly coordinated. There is little to suppose that this agenda
will address the feelings of injustice felt by those left behind, nor provide optimism or offer
genuine opportunities to ‘take back control’ of their lives.

The levelling up agenda, moreover, overlooks the importance of the Foundational Economy,
– ‘that part of the economy that creates and distributes goods and services consumed by all
(regardless of income and status) because they support everyday life’ – what Rachel10

Reeves calls the ‘Everyday Economy’ – and approaches that focus on ‘Community11

11 Rachel Reeves, The Everyday Economy, 2018 (https://www.rachelreevesmp.co.uk/the-everyday-economy/)

10 Foundational Economy Collective, Foundational Economy: the infrastructure of everyday life, Second Edition,
Manchester University Press, 2022

9 Rachel Wolf, ‘Boris Johnson must sweat the small stuff to change lives post-Brexit’, Politico, 11th December
2020 https://www.politico.eu/article/boris-johnson-must-sweat-the-small-stuff-to-change-lives-post-brexit/

8 Chris Hanretty, ‘The Pork Barrel Politics of the Towns Fund’, Political Quarterly, 2021
(https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.12970)

7 Martin, R., Gardiner, B., Pike, A., Sunley, P. and Tyler, P. Levelling Up Left Behind Places: The Scale and Nature
of the Policy Challenge. Falmer, East Sussex: Regional Studies Association, 2021.

6 Patrick Diamond, ‘The UK state after COVID-19: Britain needs a system of government which is holistic,
anticipatory, and intelligent’, LSE British Policy and Politics, June 19th 2020
(https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/the-uk-state-after-covid19/)

5 John Tomaney, ‘Constitutional change: rediscovering localism’, Renewal: A Journal of Social Democracy, 29 (2)
2001, pp 91-100
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Wellbeing’ and ‘Shared Prosperity’ . As Henrietta Moore has suggested, creating shared12 13

prosperity must begin by reimagining what the economy does for society rather than vice
versa. A connection must be rebuilt between macroeconomic policy and the daily lives of
people in their communities, recognising that realities that are not homogenous even within
communities. Economies of inequality must be replaced with economies of belonging.
Policymakers instead remain obsessed with increasing productivity and economic growth
measured by GDP and have fallen for the allure of high-tech and the property-led
regeneration of city centres. But the Foundational Economy provides insights into what is
necessary to rebuild local economies. The Foundational Economy is not an alternative to a
productive and wealth producing economy, but it is a vital component of it.

Missing or diminished in left-behind places – and fuelling atomisation and apathy – is social
infrastructure: ‘the physical places and organizations that shape the way people interact’14

within which social capital develops. Social infrastructure forms a key element of the built
environment in healthy local communities and can include, public libraries, schools,
playgrounds, parks, sports facilities, pavements, community gardens, shared green spaces –
physical space where people can gather and converse civilly and establish community
identities. In the UK context, pubs have formed a vital component of social infrastructure and
pub closures are and indicator of declining community cohesion . Eric Klinenberg argues,15

‘… we are only now coming to terms with how much damage deindustrialization and the
decline of blue-collar communities did to the body politic, how fractured and distrustful we
have become’ . Arguably, these trends were exacerbated by austerity after 2010. Existing16

local development policy has over-emphasised economic infrastructure, especially transport
and connecting struggling people and lagging places to opportunities located in more
buoyant economies elsewhere .17

Strong and effective local government is a prerequisite for strong local economies and
communities.  Despite a decade of austerity, there is capacity and appetite for strategic
leadership in local government. The best local councils are building partnerships and
networks, listening to local citizens and working out how best to use the policy instruments
available to them . Since 1945, Labour has viewed local and regional government as an18

instrument to pursue its national socioeconomic objectives and deliver centrally-defined
policies, but devolution is also about power, representation and identity. These are questions
to which Labour has displayed condescension in recent times, even if early local Labour
leaders were very much alive to them. There is strong evidence that place attachments
matter to most people and that a sense of belonging contributes to social capital. But

18 A. Walker & P. Diamond ‘Power Down to Level Up’, London: LGIU 2020
https://lgiu.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Power-down-to-level-up-LGIU.pdf

17 John Tomaney, Lucy Natarajan, and Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, Sacriston: towards a deeper understanding
of place. London: UCL
(https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/planning/sites/bartlett/files/sacriston_report_2021_final.pdf)

16 Klinenberg, op cit

15 Diane Bolet, ‘Drinking Alone: Local Socio-Cultural Degradation and Radical Right Support—The Case
of British Pub Closures’, Comparative Political Studies, 2021

14 Eric Klinenberg, How to Build a more equal and united society, Vintage, 2019

13 Henrietta Moore, To truly ‘build back better’ we must reimagine what prosperity looks like, Financial Times,
(https://www.ft.com/content/fb900edd-9849-4bc1-a9e8-a4a4cf459677)

12 What Works Wellbeing What is Community Wellbeing? Conceptual review September 2017
(https://whatworkswellbeing.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Conceptual-review-of-community-wellbeing-S
ept-2017_0259486300.pdf)
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surveys also suggest declining levels of belonging and rising levels of loneliness. Recently,19

the Tories have grasped these issues and have successfully fused global issues with local20

concerns notably in the rhetoric of ‘taking back control – albeit without offering real solutions
to intractable social, economic and environmental problems.

The Left has grappled with conflicting objectives in its approach to place: equity versus
devolution, accountability versus efficiency, participatory versus representative democracy,
and concern with helping people versus a concern with helping place. New Labour
harboured deep suspicions of local government and its reforms reflected this by promoting
nationally-defined targets, central inspections, outsourcing, and elected mayors that
centralised decision-making power at the local level, limited the role of elected
representatives and narrowed local accountability, oversight and scrutiny. Labour adopted
the language of ‘place-making’, flirted with the idea of empowering communities and
considered the reform of local government finance, but made little progress in relation to
these objectives. The approach to tackling regional inequalities was centrally driven,
top-down and narrowly economic growth target-focused. The links between regional, local
government and neighbourhood scale of government was never clear .21

Under Corbyn, Labour’s approach to place focused on the restoration of local government
and raised the prospect of community wealth building but was comparatively silent about the
need more broadly to transform local public services and improve the performance of local
councils. Yet poor local government is an Achilles heel for Labour that requires more
attention.  Deborah Mattinson shows how in the ‘Red Wall’ seats that Labour lost in 2019,
the ire of local people was often directed at their local (typically Labour) councils rather than
a decade of ‘Tory austerity’ . Labour councils were seen by voters as distant, unresponsive22

and self-serving rather than the champions of the community and place.

The current levelling-up agenda shows few real signs of offering a radical redistribution of
power and resources to these places that might allow them to rebuild everyday economies
and civic identities, despite the likely promise of more Directly-elected Mayors – a mirage of
‘strengthened leadership’ and beauty contest budding into nationally controlled funds.
Instead, they are offered nationally designed and distributed ‘funds’ of various kinds. The
levelling-up agenda, so far, has been a recipe for further centralisation and the introduction
of multiple, competitively allocated and under-resourced initiatives of various kinds. But the23

experience of being poor is different in rural Cornwall, inner London, or a post-industrial
northern town, even if that is not apparent in SW1. There is no one-size-fits-all approach and
certainly not one that can be designed in Whitehall. This geographical differentiation
suggests the need to move local and regional government from its policy silo and to consider
more carefully the links between constitutional reform, strengthening local government,
creating space for civic identities, and rebuilding the everyday economy.

23 John Tomaney & Andy Pike, ‘Levelling up: A progress report’, Political Insight, June 2020.

22 Deborah Mattinson, Beyond the Red Wall: Why Labour lost, how the Conservatives won and what will
happen next? London, Biteback 2020.

21 Dan Corry, Labour Together seminar, 1st April 2021

20 Onward, The politics of belonging, 2019
(https://www.ukonward.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Politics-of-Belonging-FINAL.pdf)

19 Office for National Statistics, Social capital in the UK 2020, 2020:
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/bulletins/socialcapitalintheuk/2020.
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New forms of representative and participatory democracy are needed, building on the work
on recent Citizens’ Assemblies and Juries . Relying on local leaders to convene local24

conversations to assess and respond to local needs is a tall order in many places, where
local Labour Parties are often bereft of the necessary skills, imagination and resources for
the task and are reluctant to share power. National charities are often in the wrong place to
help the places in greatest need and, in some cases, appear to citizens as just another large
bureaucracy. But creating meaningful and visible new civic spaces for collective
place-making ought to be a critical component of Labour’s covenant. This could be built
upon and share the best practice as a foundation for a renewed Labour localism.

Dispersing power from Westminster, Whitehall and its coteries is crucial in fields such as
education, health, housing, planning and culture. Strengthened local government is a critical
component of the change that is required within England to support not just stronger local
economies but the civic identities that accompany them. England has been left with an ad
hoc, patchwork, piecemeal, pattern of devolution based on ‘deal-making’ between councils
and Whitehall . Any constitutional plans for England must acknowledge this reality but work25

towards a fair, transparent, and systematic redistribution of authority and resources between
scales of government so that voters come to regard councils as central to the rebuilding of
the everyday economy and cohesive places that people are proud to belong to. Councils
need a constitutional settlement that affords them the autonomy and resources to enable
them to be place-makers and accountable stewards of community assets as well as
providers of essential local services. Improved constitutional protections reflecting
international standards of self-government are required to defend local government from the
predations of an elective dictatorship at the national level. This will need to be a long-term
process over the life of more than one parliament. This is only likely to be possible based on
a wide, cross-party consensus and systematic input from local representatives and
communities.

Despite the media narrative – and impressions given by the Party leadership – Labour
scored real successes in the local elections in England in 2021, notably by Metro-Mayoral
candidates. Where Labour locally was successful, it reflected a real connection between
leaders and their places that has allowed them to emerge as an authentic voice and
champion of their community. Success is based also on real delivery of popular practical
policies despite their relatively limited formal powers and resources. Andy Burnham’s recent
Mayoral election success in Greater Manchester was founded on a central manifesto
commitment to reforming bus services. This is a policy field that successive governments
have ignored but is vital to the quality of life for millions of people. But the success of
Labour’s Metro-Mayors also built on a strong sense among voters that they have stood up
for their places especially against a distant national government that does not sufficiently
understand local issues and needs . Building on the achievement and growing profiles of26

26 Andy Burnham seminar, op cit.

25https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/governance/eight-ways-to-institutionalise-deliberative-democracy_4fcf1da5-e
n
Pike, A., Kempton, L., Marlow, D., O’Brien, P. and Tomaney, J. (2016) Decentralisation: Issues, Principles and
Practice, CURDS: Newcastle University
(https://www.ncl.ac.uk/media/wwwnclacuk/curds/files/decentralisation.pdf)

24 OECD. Eight ways to institutionalise deliberative democracy. OECD Public Governance Policy Papers. 2021
(https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/governance/eight-ways-to-institutionalise-deliberative-democracy_4fcf1da5-en
).
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Metro-Mayors is a likely key component of a devolution settlement in England . Yet, there is27

little sense, currently, that Labour is building its national policies and programmes from the
experiences of these local electoral successes or, if in power at the national level, would
likely devolve further powers and resources to underpin the ability of mayors to address the
needs of their places. Perhaps more puzzlingly, there appears to be little understanding in
Labour centrally of the nature of the Party’s recent local electoral successes.

Within England, Labour needs a clear understanding of the problem it is seeking to address.
It is claimed that past efforts to address regional inequalities have failed but, in truth, there
has never been a serious attempt to do this. In large measure this is a consequence of our
over centralised political system. As the UK2070 Commission, chaired by Lord Kerslake,
showed, the scale of regional inequalities in the UK are huge in international terms and
require resources on the scale of those transferred from West to East in Germany after
reunification to have an impact. It proposed an expenditure of £200bn over 20 years . There28

needs to be recognition that reducing large scale, longstanding and entrenched geographical
inequalities is an inter-generational challenge, one for which the moment is right for a
transformative approach in post-pandemic recovery amidst profound wider economic, social,
environmental, technological, and political changes.

Economic growth is necessary but insufficient for the development of left-behind places.
Growth can take place in all communities, although its form will vary. A political strategy for
Labour needs to be a ‘more-than-the-economy’ agenda and based on listening to people,
highlighting success where Labour is in power and, within England, making an English case
for devolution. Labour’s approach should be based on fairness and giving representation to
the needs of communities: supporting opportunity for the many not the few. Weaknesses in
the levelling up agenda offer the chance to draw constructive dividing lines. Labour needs a
realistic, competitive offer that builds on real evidence of success. Local government must
be involved in the process. Labour needs to promise a devolution ‘Big Bang’ in the first year
of a new government, strengthening existing powers and a feasible devolution of fiscal
powers. The remainder of a new government should concern spreading this approach to all
parts of England .29

Local government operates most effectively within the framework of stable constitutional and
fiscal frameworks of the type that form the basis for healthy politics in liberal democracies.
Voters need to know who is in charge and who should be held accountable. The funding of
local councils and other agencies is fiendishly complex, opaque and politically difficult to
reform. Perverse fiscal incentives promote regressive and unsustainable forms of local
economic development. Devolution will be ineffective without a new fiscal constitution which
balances local autonomy and equalisation and creates transparent and longer-term financial
horizons. Integral to new autonomies for local government is increasing the fiscal policy
space within which they operate and balance a diversified and wider set of sources of tax

29 Luke Raikes, Labour Together seminar, 28.7.21

28 UK2070 Commission Report (http://uk2070.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Go-Big-Go-Local.pdf)

27 Arianna Giovannini, ‘The 2021 Metro Mayors Elections: Localism Rebooted?’, Political Quarterly,
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.13036 ; Marcus Johns, Northern Mayors. 100 days of a new term
(https://www.ippr.org/files/2021-08/northern-mayors-100-days-of-a-new-term.pdf)
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revenue to enable the better alignment of the fiscal architecture to the fiscal base and make
their revenue system more predictable and resilient .30

Rather than reforming the existing residential (Council Tax) and commercial property
(Business Rates) local taxes, more radical ideas have called for wholesale reorganisation of
the funding system around new core taxes such as land value tax and locally variable
income tax, or through introducing a basket of smaller local taxes or charges as localised
versions and shares of existing national taxes (e.g. localised vehicle excise duty, localised
stamp duty, localised corporation tax), supplements on existing taxes (e.g. for Adult Social
Care), or new taxes (local sales taxes, online sales levies, tourist/bed taxes, and
green/environmental taxes). Building a wider and more independent tax base for local
government will be a challenge. Any proposals for a wealth tax need to consider its local and
regional implications and will need to be explicit about equalisation measures .31

The rebuilding of local government must begin from the bottom-up. It can be facilitated
legislatively and financially by central government but cannot be micro-managed, top-down
from Whitehall. The capacity and capability of actors is highly uneven at the local scale, so
capacity building is needed to promote good local governance, perhaps in the form of fewer,
better-trained, better-rewarded and more diverse councillors to broaden the generational and
social basis of local government. But it should not be assumed that reorganising local
councils into larger units will produce better or more efficient government, while it further
distances municipal institutions from the communities and citizens they govern and
represent. A key task is to find a language to describe how constitutional reforms have32

practical impacts on everyday life and work with the grain of local identities. This is a policy
field where Labour should find common ground with the Liberal Democrats, Greens, Plaid
Cymru, and even some sections of Conservative local government. Reinvigorating, revaluing
and refreshing local government is the longer-term ambition. The wider the consensus on
reform, the less likely it will be undone in the future.

Rebuilding local government will, however, be insufficient to achieve improved governance in
England in at least three respects. First, some governance issues escape existing local
boundaries: they require interventions that are smaller than national but bigger than local,
although typically this is difficult for voters to grasp. While essential infrastructure systems
and the services they provide including energy networks, trunk roads, rail lines, water
provision and so forth are often taken for granted. Metro-mayors present one response to
this problem, but this model leaves many governance gaps with lesser powers and
resources in England. Cities have been forced to accept Metro-mayors as the price for the
most modest ‘devolved’ powers. The promotion of this model by Osborne fitted with the
city-centric, deal-based model of devolution but there is a weak case for its imposition across
England. Indeed, it works very poorly in some places. Devolution is perceived as a threat to
local government when its own powers are being weakened, so there is a strong case to
allow mayors where they are wanted but not make their acceptance a condition of
devolution. The central imposition of regional boundaries is a recipe for disaster, but there is

32 Steve Leach and Colin Copus ‘Unitary authorities: the larger local government becomes, the greater the
damage to local democracy’, LSE British Politics and Policy, September 6th, 2021
(https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/unitary-councils/)

31 Luke Raikes. The Devolution Parliament. Devolving Power to England’s Regions, Towns and Cities. IPPR North,
2020 (https://www.ippr.org/files/2020-02/the-devolution-parliament-feb20.pdf)

30 Pagano, M. A. and Hoene, C. W. (2018: 18) City Budgets in an Era of Increased Uncertainty: Understanding
the Fiscal Policy Space of Cities. Metropolitan Policy Programme. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution.
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a strong case for the establishment of clear principles and incentives to guide structural
reform, perhaps in the form of consensus-based aggregations of local authorities that pool
powers and give expression to regional identity. The One Yorkshire proposition provides one
example in England which has potential.

Despite evidence of rising Englishness, patterns of local and regional identity are variable,
making England-wide solutions inherently problematic. Englishness itself may mean different
things to different people in different places across the country. An unintended consequence
of the Metro-Mayor model has been the way that Andy Burnham, Steve Rotheram, Tracy
Brabin and Dan Jarvis have promoted a ‘northern agenda’ – more often an ‘M62 agenda’ –
which appears to resonate with voters and needs political space. This was visible in October
2020, when the government’s attempts to impose regional lockdowns generated a highly
public conflict with Andy Burnham, the Mayor of Greater Manchester and which took on a
broader ‘northern’ character, drawing in other local political leaders. Any English politics
must make space for the articulation and resolution of legitimate ‘northern’ interests and
aspirations and other geographical identities outside the south of England. This is not an
argument for Balkanisation but rather the need to acknowledge and respond to regional
anxieties and aspirations and to provide constitutional and political frameworks for this
beyond existing local and central government.

Second, devolution must be mirrored by reform at the centre that allows a move beyond the
prevailing principal-agent model and transactional forms of central-local relations and gives
localities meaningful authority, voice, and representation at the centre. Reform must build
trust, allowing a more mature and non-confrontational approach to the distribution of
resources. Appropriate funding needs to follow function once the role/purpose and functions
of a renewed local government are deliberated and agreed. Properly constituted local
government should then have a direct relationship with HM Treasury. In the Nordic countries,
where local government is both strong and effective, national governments can manage
without a Ministry of Local Government. Local government associations negotiate the
multi-annual fiscal settlement. Proposals to reform the Lords are not new, nor is the idea that
the upper house should be an institution for including the nations and regions in a federal
system, but it is timely to revisit this and reconsider a consensus-based reform. Pragmatic
changes on appointments to better reflect regional interests could be the first step,
prefiguring a move to the formal creation of a House of the Nations and Regions.

Third, power and resources must move outward from local government into communities.
UK nation building after the Second World War relegated the local to a delivery arm of33

central government. In the Labour imagination, nationalisation was the answer to most
industrial and social problems. But, from the beginning, key architects of the post-war
settlement understood the weakness of this approach. JM Keynes believed ‘the ideal size for
the unit of control and organisation lies somewhere between the individual and the modern
State’ and advocated the ‘recognition of semi-autonomous bodies within the State – bodies
whose criterion of action within their own field is solely the public good as they understand it,
and from whose deliberations motives of private advantage are excluded’ . William34

Beveridge, writing in 1948, made the case for voluntary action – ‘the fraternal, charitable and

34 JM Keynes, ‘The End of Laissez-Faire’ in Collected Works Vol. IX: – Politics, Cambridge IX, Cambridge
University Press. 1926/1972

33 David Edgerton, The Rise and Fall of the British Nation: A Twentieth-Century History. Penguin, London, 2018
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community-policing functions of individuals’ – to support the actions of the welfare state.35

But this aspect of the thinking of Keynes and Beveridge was overlooked by the architects of
the post-war settlement. The flowering of local and community mutual aid and social
solidarity in the pandemic indicates untapped potential . A Labour covenant should build on36

the progressive contribution such action can make, especially in the most disadvantaged
places, where the (local) state otherwise is viewed with suspicion.

Local attachments are especially powerful in ‘left-behind places’, but so is the sense that
they are fraying. In many places, community organisations are the main source of civic
dynamism and innovation. This is often especially true in ‘left-behind’ places. A growing body
of research has identified the value of soft, social infrastructures, especially those that
underpin the forms of attachment and belonging that characterise healthy communities. A
poll by Survation in 2020 suggested that places to meet and other community facilities which
bring people together was the first-ranked priority by respondents in ‘left behind’ places.
While community assets form one component of social infrastructure, a crucial dimension is
the local networks that are often hidden from the view of policymakers, but which contribute
crucially to quality of life, wellbeing and local identity. However, as the study of Sacriston also
shows, strong community organisations are not a replacement for local government, which
can play a critical role in enabling the development of local, independent community assets
in the everyday economy. The role of community organisations in the response to Covid19
offers powerful lessons on how this might work. A key task for a rejuvenated local
government is to enable and support this kind of activity to grow in ways that reflect the
needs of local communities, building on the work of the Cooperative Councils Network .37

Labour has lost the arguments about levelling up and devolution, even though the
Conservatives’ current policy agenda is unclear, incoherent and lacking in resources, even
though it originated them. At best, Labour governments after 1945 treated local councils as
an instrument for the delivery of its national policy objectives or, at worst, inhibitors to be
side-lined. Yet, in the interwar period, Labour local government was powerful and
progressive and dedicated to addressing structural market failures and meeting the needs of
communities in a practical but comprehensive way. In the process, they delivered real social
improvements and supported civic life. It would be impossible, nor would it be desirable, to
recreate the past, but it is possible to learn from it. Problems have changed and so has
society, but strong institutions of local government are critical if we are to move beyond the
bureaucratic nationalisation model of the post-1945 decades, the market-driven model of the
1980s and beyond and move in the direction a model of local government marked by greater
openness, connection and support for local people and communities.

Endnotes

37 See: https://www.councils.coop/

36 Andy Haldane, ‘Reweaving the social fabric after the crisis’, Financial Times, 24th April 2020
(https://www.ft.com/content/fbb1ef1c-7ff8-11ea-b0fb-13524ae1056b)

35 William Beveridge, Voluntary Action: A Report on Methods of Social Advance, London, George Allen & Unwin,
Ltd., 1948; Jose Harris, William Beveridge: A Biography. Oxford, 1977, pp453-61.
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