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TO THE FUTURE
Boroughs at the forefront of innovation and collaboration



As Covid hit, Team London pulled together to support the capital 
– and each other – through the unprecedented public health 
emergency that unfolded

When reports of a new strain of virus began to filter 
into news items from late 2019, there seemed little 

reason to view it as a pressing agenda item for London local 
government. Only a few weeks later, on 12 February, the first 
case of Covid-19 in England was confirmed in a woman 
in London who had recently arrived from China. By March, 
there had been almost 500 confirmed cases and 23 deaths 
in the capital. A month later, the number of deaths was more 
than 4,000.

A fast moving and rapidly unfolding emergency was upon 
us and public service leaders across the board were tasked 
with responding to unprecedented challenges in real time.

As with other regions, London had established emergency 
protocols, including the multi-agency London Resilience Forum 
and Strategic Co-ordination Group that had prepared for a 
wide range of likely scenarios. Under the capital’s long-
established arrangements, a rota empowered the nominated 
‘Gold’ chief executive to discharge emergency response 
functions on behalf of all the councils affected, which in the 
case of the pandemic was all 33.

The role of local government in supporting their residents 
became immediately clear. From support for schools and 
businesses, shielding older and vulnerable households, to 
distributing food and PPE, the level of government that is 
closest to the population it serves was a vital component in the 
response to the virus.

Council leaders in London faced two immediate 
imperatives: to protect and support their own borough’s 
communities and vulnerable households; and to co-ordinate 
a pan-London response to a deadly and highly contagious 
disease that was no respecter of party allegiances or 
administrative boundaries.

Looking back on those earliest days of the emerging 
pandemic, Georgia Gould MP, then London Councils’ 
chair and leader of Camden LBC, says: ‘The pan-London 
emergency protocols kicked in very quickly, but it became 
clear we didn’t have a London forum for shared political 
leadership and decision making for a prolonged emergency. 

‘As each leader faced really tough pressures it was clear 
we needed a forum where we could support each other, but 

London government has taken many forms 
over the centuries, from its foundation 
as Londinium within the Roman Province 
of Britannia, through to the Municipal 

Corporations Act of 1835. But for the majority 
of the 20th century London was formally a 
county. The County of London (created in 1889) 
comprised the area roughly covering what we 
think of as ‘inner London’ today. The rest of what 
is now Greater London was previously covered 
variously by the counties of Middlesex, Essex, 
Surrey, Kent, and Hertfordshire, with a myriad of 
district, urban, parish councils and ‘liberties’ at 
the local level.

Greater London, comprising the 32 London 
boroughs and the City of London Corporation, 
formally came into existence on 1 April 1965. 
Both the boroughs and Greater London itself 
were a creation of the 1963 Local Government 
Act that significantly reduced the number of 
local government districts over the entire area 
– from Hillingdon in the west, to Havering in the 
east, and from Enfield in the north to Croydon in 
the south. 

At the same time as the creation of the 
London boroughs, a Greater London Council 
(GLC) came into existence as the regional tier 
of government. The GLC would be abolished 
in1986 when its powers were devolved to 
the London boroughs and other entities. A 
new regional body, known as the Greater 
London Authority (GLA), along with the UK’s 
first directly-elected Mayor, came into being in 
2000.

Greater London is a global city with a 
resident population of 9 million, home to almost 
1 million private businesses and visited by 
around 20 million tourists every year. In UK 
terms it can be thought of as a city of cities, with 
each borough serving a resident population of 
between 150,000 (equivalent to Ipswich) to 
around 400,000 (equivalent to Leicester).

Given the complex and interconnected 
nature of the capital, London’s boroughs formed 
associations from the beginning that sought 
to work together politically and practically, 
but for many years these were divided largely 
along party lines. In March 1995 however all 
32 London boroughs and the City of London 
Corporation took the decision to form a pan-
London cross-party body. Originally known 
as the Association of London Government, 
and renamed London Councils in 2006, this 
year marks the 30th anniversary of cross-party 
collaboration across the entirety of London local 
government.

From the Roman city of Londinium 
to the modern metropolis that is 
home to 9 million people, London 
has a rich history. 
This year marks the 30th 
anniversary of London Councils, 
providing cross-party local 
government collaboration for all 
the capital’s residents

A VERY BRIEF 
HISTORY OF 

LONDON LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT
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even more importantly could take co-ordinated positions. 
Which was imperative if we were going to support the public 
to stay safe and understand the guidelines.’

Gould, along with London Councils’ then vice chairs and 
political group leads Baroness O’Neill, (Con) the leader of 
Bexley LBC, Ruth Dombey (Lib Dem), leader of Sutton LBC 
and Catherine McGuinness (Ind), chair of the City of London’s 
policy and resources committee, quickly established the need 
for daily conversations to coordinate efforts across boroughs, 
with the Mayor of London and key public services providers, 
not least NHS London.

As Baroness O’Neill says: ‘The need for a pan-London 
operation became apparent on two levels – the first was us 
communicating and sharing experiences, but that morphed 
into the more formalised structures that were in place before 
the PPE issues came on the radar. 

‘Although PPE was probably the first big issue there 
were many others, including testing, mortuary use, safety – 
especially on public transport – and vaccinations, where 
local government took the lead.’

And from her perspective, Dombey says the issue of PPE 
was a prime example of the limitations of centralised systems 
and the key role a local organisation plays in delivering on 
the ground.

‘The centralised distribution of PPE was a disaster until it 
was organised on a regional pan-London basis,’ she says. 
‘Sutton Council became the hub for South West London. We 
housed the equipment, coordinated the daily contacts with 
hospitals, residential care homes etc across the five boroughs 
to assess need and organised the distribution. From then on it 
went smoothly.’

As Dombey vividly remembers, the daily conversations 
could be highly charged: ‘I recall one particularly harrowing 
meeting when we realised the mortuary capacity in London 
might not be sufficient and we all needed to contribute 
financially to create additional capacity.’

While London’s mortuary capacity was one pressing and 
particularly emotional issue leaders were grappling with, the 
realities of the emergency on every community provided a 
real-time example of the necessity and benefits of working 
together that had a deep impact on all those involved.

As McGuinness says: ‘While we had good relations 
before, Covid presented a common issue which we needed 
to address together.  For all the challenges that we inevitably 
faced, particularly at the beginning, it was good to see “Team 
London” pulling together, bringing our different perspectives 
and contributions to bear.’

Those turbo-charged relationships played an important role 
in co-ordinating London’s response.

Gould says: ‘As time went on we were able to combine the 
real expertise of boroughs, rooted in their communities with 
deep relationships across local voluntary sector organisations 
and the need for scaled solutions. 

‘Our efforts on vaccines and test and trace were made 
much stronger as boroughs innovated on the ground to make 
sure no communities were left behind and we were able 
to rapidly learn from best practice and overcome central 
barriers. For example vaccine buses on estates, or pop ups for 
faith communities would not have been possible without this 
partnership.’ 

Leading their councils while simultaneously co-ordinating 
efforts across a city of 9 million people was undoubtedly 
demanding. O’Neill recalls 18 hour days of mostly online 
meetings becoming ‘the norm’. But as the nexus of national, 
regional and local delivery, London’s local councils, working 
in close partnership with the array of voluntary and community 
groups that had deep roots in their communities, certainly 
‘punched above their weight’ as she puts it.

‘This period of intensive collaboration was also the impetus 
behind all 33 London leaders agreeing to a set of ‘shared 
ambitions’ for the capital over the coming years.

As Gould says: ‘London leaders went out of their way to 
develop this shared agenda and to come up with shared 
ambitions that we were all fully behind. This led to a real 
change in our collective leadership, for example we were 
collectively able to agree how to invest a portion of the 
shared prosperity funding for London, the Mayor and 
councils were able to agree a shared infrastructure plan 
for London, to deepen our commitment to the opportunity 
London partnership and boroughs’ individual commitments 
to supporting those seeking asylum from Afghanistan and 
elsewhere. 

‘Boroughs were able to agree what was best for the city 
as a whole, even if they had to compromise a bit on their own 
agenda to do so. Together we were able to show a maturity 
in our governance that took us forward as a voice for London 
boroughs and in our shared responsibility with the Mayor of 
London to deliver for our city.’ 

As McGuinness says, the lessons of successful 
collaboration are as relevant in a post pandemic world as 
they were in the height of the emergency in 2020. ‘With the 
financial and other pressures, which not only local but also 
national government now faces, it is more important than ever 
that we continue to work together on common issues.’

Londoners rely on local authorities to 
deliver vital services every day, but the 
current government funding formulae – 
last updated in 2013 – no longer directs 

funding where the need is greatest. 
This is a growing problem for London 

boroughs as their spending on demand-led 
services – adult and children’s social care and 
homelessness – jumped from 60% to 84% of 
revenue budgets between 2015-16 and 2023-
24. This was the highest proportion among 
unitary authorities anywhere in the country. 

The mismatch between funding and need 
is exacerbating growing financial pressures 
across the whole sector. It is a key reason why 
seven London boroughs now require £418m in 
Exceptional Financial Support in 2025-26 – 
representing a third of the national total, and up 
from only two boroughs the previous year. 

Paul Honeyben, London Councils’ strategy 
director of local government finance and 
improvement, says: ‘The distribution formula 
is now 12 years out of date – but even that 
relied on data that went back to the 1990s and 
even the 1980s. There have been significant 
changes in London’s population, demography, 
deprivation and in tax bases since 2013. 

‘With every year that goes by, funding 
allocations become increasingly arbitrary. Left 
unchecked, many authorities would become 
financially unviable. The Government’s 
commitment to delivering funding reform is really 
welcome.’ 

A priority for London Councils within the 
funding reforms promised for 2026-27 is for 
deprivation to be measured accurately and to 
include the impact of rising housing costs seen in 
the last decade across the capital.

Honeyben adds: ‘We’ve got concerns about 
defaulting to the Index of Multiple Deprivation 
every time deprivation measures are needed. 
Other measures such as the Households Below 
Average Income survey from the Department 
for Work and Pensions show London jumps from 
one of the least to one of the most deprived 
regions once housing costs are factored in.’ 

While funding reform is important, London 
Councils is also calling for the upcoming 
Spending Review to deliver a sustainable 
increase in funding for the whole sector – 
particularly in the demand-led services the most 
vulnerable residents rely on.

WHY IS LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT 

FUNDING REFORM 
VITAL TO KEEP 

LONDON RUNNING?
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London is home to more than 3,000 
parks and green spaces, the vast 
majority managed by local councils.

London boroughs collectively collect 
around 7 million tonnes of waste
annually from homes, public buildings, 
and businesses in the capital.

London has the largest public library 
network of any major world city. Over 
8,000,000 Londoners have access to a 
network of over 325 public libraries.

LONDON 
BY NUMBERS

London’s population has increased 
by 884,000 (11%) people since 2010 
(more than the total population of Bristol 
and Leicester combined).

London’s boroughs provide temporary 
housing to more than 180,000 homeless 
Londoners, (around one in fifty of all 
London households), at a cost of more 
than £4m a day. On average, one child 
in every London classroom is homeless.

Research commissioned by London 
Councils and carried out by Savills last 
year found that just 5% of private rental 
listings in London are affordable to 
low-income households using Local 
Housing Allowance (LHA) to pay their rent.

London is home to more than 1 million 
businesses and 4.4 million payrolled 
employees. Its GDP is considerably 
higher than that of Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland combined.

London contributed a net £44.9bn to 
the UK Exchequer in 2022-23 (the total 
amount of revenue raised compared to 
expenditure). The only other region with a 
fiscal surplus, the South East, contributed 
£17.1bn. 

At 6.1%, London has the highest 
unemployment rate of any region in the 
UK. 

London boroughs ensure access to 
education for around 1.3 million 
London children (primary and 
secondary schools) and support around 
9,600 London children in care.

London remains the best-performing 
region at GCSE level, with 96% of 
schools rated Good or Outstanding
by Ofsted. 

London is currently leading the nation in 
EV infrastructure, with more than 20,000 
public charge points available to 
Londoners and those visiting the capital.

London’s iconic Freedom Pass offers a 
transport lifeline to its users. Despite its 
complexity, it is delivered by a core team of 
just ten people on the most slender of budgets

Since its launch in 1973, London’s Freedom 
Pass has been a much loved and pioneering 

initiative to ensure London’s older and disabled 
residents have access to public transport across 
the capital. Despite the scale of the scheme, which 
is the most complex and extensive in the country, it 
is centrally administered by London Councils’ core 
team of just ten people, backed by a contracted 
call centre handling up to 700,000 enquiries a 
year.

That the scheme is popular with Londoners 
can be gauged by the fact that 98% of eligible 
residents apply for a Freedom Pass. Alongside the 
Freedom Pass, a separate Taxi Card, that provides 
subsidised access to taxi services for those unable 
to use public transport due to a disability, has 
62,000 members and makes 700,000 journeys 
a year. 

The Freedom Pass, which is over 70% funded 
by the London boroughs (with some direct 
government funding) currently costs around 
£330m a year, with total costs expected to rise 
to £500m by 2030. Given the ongoing pressures 
on borough budgets, there is a pressing need 
to ensure the scheme is run as efficiently and 
effectively as possible.

Key to this is keeping the administration of the 
scheme as lean as possible. Through its central 
coordination of the scheme and effective working 
relationships with Transport for London and other 
transport operators, London Councils has ensured 

that the total administration costs associated with 
providing the Freedom Pass are a very slender 
0.6% of total scheme costs (around £2m in total).

The iconic Freedom Passes themselves are 
manufactured in Hull to exact specifications set 
by the Department of Transport. The photo card 
system and a regular renewal process (there 
were 500,000 cards reissued in 2024) ensures 
only those entitled to subsidised travel are able 
to use the Freedom Pass on the capital’s public 
transport services. If suspicions are raised about a 
card being used fraudulently, it is put on a hot list 
and can’t be used. 

Central to keeping costs low has also been 
a streamlining of the application and renewal 
process. Just a decade ago all passes were 
processed through the Post Office. Today 80% of 
applications are made online. The switch to digital 
applications was a complex but hugely successful 
process, with an initial take up of 70%, compared 
to 50% in a comparable authority. 

Stephen Boon, the chief operating officer 
and director of transport and mobility at London 
Councils, who oversees the contracts and 
negotiations with transport operators on behalf 
of member boroughs, says the success of the 
digital switch in 2015 was the result of extensive 
consultation and user testing to understand exactly 
how to make applications accessible. 

In a fast-moving digital age, the work to ensure 
and extend accessibility for everyone in need 

of a Freedom Pass is unending and a current focus of the 
team’s work is on ensuring all digital services associated with 
our travel schemes are fully accessible to all people with 
disabilities.

And, while 80% of people now apply online for a pass, 
that drops to 50% when they need to amend their address 
or order a replacement pass. London Councils is currently 
focussed on increasing the number of people who use the 
digital platform to renew or change address. 

Boon says that learning from others such as the passport 
office is important. 

’They send emails when the passport is received, when it is 
in production, and when it is being reviewed,’ he adds. ‘We 
are exploring the potential to have some more contact points 
like that in the user journey which can provide reassurance.’

Delivering an accessible and streamlined service is 
essential to ensuring the sustainability of the Freedom Pass 
as it enters its sixth decade in the capital. Boon says he’s 
proud of the job his team does and still gets a sense of pride 
every time he sees a Pass in operation. The Freedom Pass 
is appropriately named, he says, because ‘it gives people 
freedom and independence to do what they want in the city, 
whether that is meeting up with friends and family or visiting 
the doctor. It is one less worry for people and opens up the 
city for them’. 

Settling the amounts to be paid with the transport operators 
is a significant task. Detailed analysis of usage, backed by 
TfL oyster data and on board surveyors to see what tickets 
people are using when travelling, and economic modelling, 
ensures boroughs pay for the journeys their residents would 
have taken if the scheme didn’t exist.

The scheme also monitors how many people from outside 
London are using their free travel passes in the capital. There 
is a reciprocal agreement across the UK that means people 
from outside the capital can use their free bus passes and 
vice versa. Last year, almost 280 million journeys were made 
with the Freedom Pass, and London Councils spends eight 
months a year negotiating with TfL, the Rail Delivery Group 
and non-TfL buses, to establish what is a fair amount to 
reimburse transport operators.

People using the Freedom Pass have no need to know 
of the complex arrangements that sit behind it, but the 
unglamourous mechanics of collaborative local government 
bureaucracy are key to its delivery and its ongoing value to 
millions of Londoners.

FREEDOM 
OF THE CITY 
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CENTRAL TO 
KEEPING 
COSTS LOW 
HAS BEEN A 
STREAMLINING 
OF THE 
APPLICATION 
PROCESS



From the world’s first underground trains to the cash machine, London has long 
been a global centre of innovation. With ever growing financial pressures 

on local government, as boroughs face a £500m shortfall next financial year 
alongside rising service demands, the need for innovation to improve London’s 
future has never been more pressing. 

Collaboration sits at the heart of London Councils’ support for innovation, 
inspiring the formation of platforms for borough to borough working to deliver 
better services for Londoners. This culture of collaboration championed by 
London Councils has manifested in different forms, not least by the London 
Office of Technology and Innovation (LOTI) and the London Innovation and 
Improvement Alliance (LiiA).

Created by London Councils in 2019, LOTI was founded on the principle of 
the necessity of collaboration for innovation in London local government. Initially 
comprised of three members of staff and a handful of member boroughs, LOTI’s 
story is one of growth that has seen its expansion to 28 member boroughs, 
including the GLA, and ten members of staff in just six years.

Capturing the imagination, and in turn membership, of boroughs across 
London, LOTI has created a cross-borough forum for innovation, becoming a 
key site for sharing best practice. 

LOTI’s status as a site for collaboration is not limited to its members, with the 
forum looking outward for partners, as demonstrated by the development of their 
rough sleeping tool co-created with London Councils, the GLA, and Bloomberg 
Associates. 

Designed to support the aims of London Life off the Streets Programme 
(LOTS), the Strategic Insights Tool presents data to decision makers to improve 
their understanding of pathways into rough sleeping and the efficacy of current 
practices. The tool hopes to make rough sleeping ‘rare, brief, and non-recurrent 
in London’. 

The boroughs have remained central to this co-created project, with a 
pilot group comprised of Camden, Hillingdon, Lambeth and Westminster 
being selected for the initial deployment of the tool. In February 2024, the 
Strategic Insights Tool was rolled out to all London boroughs and a selection 
of homelessness service providers to see the benefits of the data gain within a 
London-wide reach.

With one in 50 Londoners facing homelessness, and boroughs spending £4m 
a day on temporary accommodation, innovative projects like this are vital to 
informing future practices and to work towards long term solutions to London’s 
homelessness crisis.

Another child of LOTI is Get Online London, a digital inclusion service 
supported by the GLA and Good Things Foundation (GTF). This pan-London 
project intends to tackle the issue of 6% of Londoners lacking internet-enabled 
devices and more than 1.6 million Londoners lacking basic digital skills.

By building on existing GTF infrastructure, LOTI has used collaboration to 
harness developing innovation, delivering access to refurbished devices, free 
mobile connectivity and digital skills training across London. 

Initiatives such as the Strategic Insights Tool and Get Online London have 
been made possible by the collaboration of boroughs through the platform 
created by LOTI and their subsequent collaboration with others, including the 
GLA, Bloomberg Associates, and GTF.

INNOVATION AND 
COLLABORATION 
AT THE HEART OF 
THE CAPITAL
London has a strong 
history of innovation 
and is one that 
is set to continue 
well into the future 
thanks to some 
key collaborations 
across local 
government in the 
capital

Eddie Copeland, director of LOTI, says: “It is my team’s 
immense privilege to help boroughs help each other.”

London Councils has further distilled a culture of 
innovative partnership working through their hosting of LiiA, 
the Association of London Directors of Children’s Services, 
(ALDCS) sector-led improvement partnership.

Addressing the London-wide priorities set by ALDCS, LiiA 
adopts a collaborative approach by working with a range 
of organisations, such as the Department for Education, the 
Local Government Association (LGA), the Society of Local 
Authority Chief Executives (SOLACE), and other regional 
improvement and innovation alliances to improve outcomes 
for children and young people.

Empowering young people by taking a public health 
approach to breaking the cycle of violence and harm, Your 
Choice targets Londoners aged between 11 and 18 with 
practitioners using Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) 
tools and techniques.

Partnering with London’s Violence Reduction Unit and 
the Youth Endowment Fund, Your Choice aims to provide 
young people with the resources needed to gain a greater 
understanding of their personal priorities and to achieve 
their goals. 

This ambitious programme is expected to influence 
national and international practice due to the transformative 
effect it has already had. 

The impact of these programmes initiated by LOTI and 
LiiA, and enabled by widespread borough participation, 
reach across the city, improving the lives of countless 
Londoners. 

In this historic city of innovation, organisations like 
LOTI and LiiA carry forward the tradition through their 
collaborative projects, showing what can be achieved 
when London local government’s best minds come together 
to innovate.
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years to embed a collaboration that has fundamentally 
changed the relationship between adult social care, the 
voluntary sector and residents. 

The OneBexley partnership, which currently includes: 
Age UK Bexley; Bexley Mencap; Bexley Voluntary 
Services Council (BVSC); Carers’ Support Bexley; 
Crossroads Care South East London; Greenwich & 
Bexley Community Hospice; Inspire Community Trust, 
and Mind in Bexley, has improved pathways for people 
in need of care and saved the council an estimated 
£500,000 which can now be reinvested into Bexley 
services.

In Kingston, an accommodation strategy to improve 
the quality of life for local vulnerable residents, prevent 
escalation of needs and avert costs, has led to the 
development of a 100% affordable homes scheme 
offering a mix of later-living, wheelchair accessible 
housing and supported living units for individuals with 
learning disabilities.

By taking a data and evidence-led approach to 
predict future demand in order to develop the project, a 
working group involving adult social care, public health, 
children’s services, community housing and major 
projects has ensured a holistic and realistic assessment 
of local accommodation needs that can promote 
independent living on an invest-to-save basis. At the 
same time, it has strengthened relationships between 
different services and improved collaborative working.

More preventative work across the borough includes 
the Family Hub Model; a pilot scheme designed to 
reshape the council’s current children’s centres and 
youth services into Family Hubs. Those staying at 
the Hubs will be safe from domestic abuse, in secure 
housing, with improved family relationships with other 
additional positive outcomes and benefits. 

The council is working with Victim Support to maximise 
prevention and make there is joined up approach, 
increasing value from contracts, redirecting resources to 
the greatest areas of need and maximising opportunities 
for joint commissioning. 

Tangible outcomes and strong partnerships are 
key to the prevention work being pioneered by local 
authorities and London Councils has an important role 
to play in creating landscapes across the capital that 
can support councils taking an innovative approach to 
prevention, improving lives and saving money.

It is a very old adage that ‘prevention is better 
than cure’ and it is certainly true in public 

policy terms, where effective prevention 
can both improve lives and outcomes for 
residents and avert the significant public costs 
associated with dealing with crises.

Pan-London initiatives focusing on creating 
a city for everyone and putting communities 
and prevention at the heart of health and care, 
are a key shared ambition of all of London’s 
local leaders. 

This has become all the more urgent in 
light of increasing budgetary constraints and 
increases in demand for services, not least in 
the fallout from the pandemic which continues 
to manifest across a range of services, 
including responding to an increased number 
of children made subject to safeguarding 
plans over the Covid years. 

Taking a preventative approach to this 
growing area of demand, Southwark created 
the SWift Project (Southwark Working 
Intensively with Families Together), a pilot 
project that involves creating a team around 
the social worker to offer intensive support for 
children and young people who are subject 
to safeguarding plans, and it works flexibly 
alongside families where the children are 
subject to child protection plans. 

The SWift Project offers an intensive 
systemic trauma-informed wrap-around-
the-social worker service focused on 
collaboration, transparency and change, with 
90% of children receiving a SWift intervention 
moved out of pre-proceedings.

Projects such as the SWift initiative 
demonstrate how effective early and targeted 
interventions can be in averting crisis. The 
council has seen a 13% reduction in the rate 
of children per 10,000 of the child population 
in care since the project started in 2022.

Working together to prevent, delay and 
reduce the need for care and target support 
to those that need it, is essential if councils are 
to balance their budgets and deliver for their 
communities.

London’s local councils are in a unique 
position to be convenors of local partnerships 
that can add value by working together. A 
great example can be found in Bexley where 
the OneBexley partnership is made up of 
eight local charities that have come together 
to carry out Care Act assessments on behalf 
of the borough. Care Act assessments are 
available to anyone who thinks they would 
benefit from additional care and support.

Started as a project called ‘Pathways’, the 
partnership has been nurtured over several 

WHY 
PREVENTION 
MATTERS

PREVENTION 
STRATEGIES 
HAVE BECOME 
ALL THE MORE 
URGENT IN 
LIGHT OF 
BUDGETARY 
CONSTRAINTS 
AND 
INCREASED 
DEMAND

Prevention is a key ambition for London’s local leaders 
in an effort to provide better outcomes in a cost effective 
way. There are some great examples to be found in the 
boroughs



WHY THE TIME 
IS RIGHT FOR A 
NEW LONDON 
DEVOLUTION DEAL 

government for a new approach to London devolution, with 
decisions around relevant funding and powers taken jointly by 
the Mayor and boroughs. Giving boroughs a formal decision-
making role in areas where we have a key delivery role to 
play – growth, housebuilding, skills and employment, retrofit – 
will enable us to go further and faster for our communities.

In practice, boroughs already work closely with the GLA 
in many of these areas to informally agree approaches to 
programme design and funding allocations at the regional 
level. But by putting these arrangements on a more formal 
footing, we would remove the need to negotiate everything 
on a case-by-case basis and cut out the bureaucracy that 
can slow down decision-making, as well as ensuring London 
government is more resilient to future changes in political 
leadership. 

Of course, we know London is different from other 
cities – a Mayoral Combined Authority would be harder 
to replicate with 33 local authorities. Ever the innovators 
in local government, we’ve set out an alternative model 
of joint decision-making that builds on existing structures: 
a ‘Combined Board’ made up of the Mayor and the 
12 members of London Councils’ Executive Committee, 
representing the 32 boroughs and the City of London as they 
already do in other forums.

The English Devolution Bill offers a golden opportunity to 
legislate for these new arrangements, which will be critical 
for ensuring any integrated settlement can deliver value for 
money in the London context, while retaining the Mayor’s 
existing responsibilities for things like strategic planning, 
Transport for London and the police.

Thirty years of London Councils has shown that 
collaboration is vital to delivering for Londoners – not just 
between boroughs, but with the GLA as well. If we are to 
make the next three decades a success, we need to make 
sure London’s devolution deal reflects that principle and brings 
boroughs to the regional table. 

As London Councils celebrates its 30th 
anniversary, it seems only right that we take this 

opportunity to plan for the next three decades of 
London government and look at the role boroughs 
have to play in the capital’s devolution settlement.

London’s current devolution settlement was 
developed in a different century, for a different 
era. Unlike the 25 years leading to 1999, the 
two and a half decades since have seen London 
become the pre-eminent global city – arguably 
the most influential and most visited on earth. At 
the same time, new challenges have emerged: an 
unprecedented housing crisis, ongoing financial 
instability in local government, slow productivity 
growth, widening inequalities.

These challenges present fundamental obstacles 
to the city’s social and economic prosperity, 
making it all the more important that London has a 
devolution deal which harnesses our full potential. 
The introduction of Mayoral Combined Authorities 
in other parts of the country has demonstrated the 
value of bringing local authorities together in a 
formal system of regional government, complete 
with a mayor who is empowered to lead from the 
front and advocate for their area.

This has enabled places like Greater 
Manchester to make the best possible use of 
their collective resources, recognising that you 
can achieve greater value for money and better 

outcomes for residents 
if you have proper 
coordination across the piece 
and harness the expertise and 
experience of local leaders.

While the Combined Authority 
model gives councils a proper seat at 
the table, it often surprises people to realise that 
boroughs have no formal decision-making role 
in the Greater London Authority. Instead, we 
have a system that is wholly reliant on voluntary 
collaboration between boroughs and the Mayor 
of London. 

In recent years, we’ve shown what can be 
achieved through this sort of joint working. 
Launched in February, the London Growth Plan 
was jointly developed by the Mayor and London 
Councils – a collective blueprint to turbocharge 
inclusive economic growth in the capital. 

It wouldn’t have always seemed possible to 
achieve consensus on something as significant 
as this in the past. In part, this reflects the strong 
emphasis that Sir Sadiq Khan has placed on 
working with boroughs during his mayoralty. But 
we know we cannot take this sort of approach for 
granted. We need to take this opportunity to ‘hard-
wire’ collaboration into the system, so that we can 
continue delivering for Londoners. 

That’s why we’ve been making the case to 
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After a quarter of a century of London’s 
devolution settlement, now is the time to 
rethink it for a new era, with the boroughs 
at the table

Cllr Claire 
Holland
(Leader, LB 
Lambeth) and 
Chair of London 
Councils


