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Summary Note from the meeting held on 28 September 2016 
 
Witness: 
Robin Hambleton - Robin Hambleton is Professor of City Leadership at the 
University of the West of England, Bristol and Director of Urban Answers. He worked in 
local government in the England for ten years before becoming an academic.  He has 
been an Adviser to UK local government ministers, to Select Committees of the UK 
House of Parliament, and has worked on place-based leadership with cities in many 
different countries.   
 
He has held professorial positions in four different universities – in City and Regional 
Planning, City Management, Urban Planning and Policy, Public Administration and City 
Leadership.  He was the founding President of the European Research Association 
(EURA) and was the Dean of the College of Urban Planning and Public Affairs at the 
University of Illinois at Chicago (2002-07).  His latest book is Leading the Inclusive City. 
Place-based innovation for a bounded planet. (Policy Press 2015).   
 
http://www.policypress.co.uk/display.asp?K=9781447304968 
 
Present:  Dr Andy Mycock, Cllr Andrew Marchington, Cllr Gemma W ilson 
  and Cllr Eric Firth 
 
In Attendance:  Carl Whistlecraft, Spencer Wilson, Diane Sims and Helen Kilroy 
 
Overview  
 
By way of context Robin provided a brief overview of his presentation to the LGA 
Conference in July 2016 on "English Devolution - Widening the Conversation".  
A copy of the slides is attached for reference.  In terms of the main points Robin 
made reference to the following: 
 

- The experiences of the Mayoral model in Bristol; 
- The LGA report on "English Devolution:  Learning Lessons from  

International Models of Sub-National Governance; 
- The English devolution timeline 2009 to 2017 ; 

 

http://www.policypress.co.uk/display.asp?K=9781447304968
http://www.local.gov.uk/documents/10180/7632544/3.2+English+devolution_06-WEB.pdf
http://www.local.gov.uk/documents/10180/7632544/3.2+English+devolution_06-WEB.pdf


- The principles of good governance (Civic Leadership, Effective Decision 
Making, Transparency and Efficiency, Accountability, Public Involvement and 
Business Engagement) 

- Evidence based lessons for England 
 
Robin explained that the LGA commissioned study focussed on 4 mayoral 
models (London, Oregon (USA), Stuttgart (Germany), Auckland (New - Zealand), 
each of which had been considered having regard to the principles of good 
governance.  Full details can be found in Learning Lessons from International 
Models of Sub-National Governance 
 
 
Developing Regional Governance Models 
 
Robin explained that, in designing governance models, it is very important to be aware 
that contextually England is a centralised state which is a barrier to devolution in its 
widest sense.  Central government control over local government is an important factor 
in holding back devolution in England.  The steps explaining the centralist approach 
has been ongoing and incremental which has resulted in a reduction of the democratic 
base at a local level.  The latest move towards regional devolution provides an 
opportunity to re-empower local areas. 
 
With regards to the 6 principles of good governance Robin explained that the most 
important one is “civic leadership” as it develops the capacity of and vision for an area.  
The other five principles underpin civic leadership.  “Effective decision making” is about 
having sound decision making arrangements but also a means by which there is 
opportunity to have deliberative debates about those decisions.  Robin explained 
the “transparency” is a fundamental feature of any governance model and shared a 
concern that, thus far, devolution deals had for the most part taken place “behind 
closed doors” with a lack of transparency which fails to build trust and confidence.  In 
terms of “accountability” Robin explained that all of the effective models have some 
direct election whereas current arrangements for Combined Authorities do not.  This is 
an important consideration in terms of democratic accountability.  In terms of “public 
involvement” it is important to have strong arrangements in place, having regard to 
devolved governance to areas within the City Region.  “Business engagement” is an 
important and developing area for local government, an area where there is scope for 
much more work. 
 
The Commission went onto explore the considerations in terms of strategic regional 
decisions and the links to local governance and accountability, particularly in terms of 
public understanding.  Robin felt that this does not necessarily have to be confusing to 
voters and the public but acknowledged that there is an important issue in terms of the 
importance of a local board structure (e.g. in Auckland) which have devolved decision 
making powers over issues that are of importance to local people.  This would provide 
an opportunity for local ward councillors to influence and shape in the context of a City 
Region model. 
 
 
Mayoral Models 
 
The Commission explored the emerging mayoral models in the context of regional 
 

http://www.local.gov.uk/documents/10180/7632544/3.2+English+devolution_06-WEB.pdf
http://www.local.gov.uk/documents/10180/7632544/3.2+English+devolution_06-WEB.pdf


devolution.  Robin provided the Commission with some of the perspectives based 
on the Bristol mayoral model.  The experiences in Bristol show that the individual 
elected as Mayor strongly influences how effectively the model performs. 
 
In terms of the arguments for a Mayoral model Robin explained that it provides clear 
and visible leadership in a way that is different in other governance models.  The 
process of direct election gives the office holder legitimacy and the confidence to make 
tough decisions in a way that may not be the case in other circumstances.  Electing a 
Mayor on a four year term provides a level of stability, certainty and continuity in terms 
of leadership. 
 
In terms of arguments against the Mayoral model Robin explained that there are risks 
of concentrating too much power in one individual, which can result in misguided 
policy in instances where Mayors do not listen.  The model can / does encourage 
celebrities to stand for office which shifts the focus away from policies to the individual.  
Some argue that the model does not necessarily alter the local-central relationship and 
Whitehall still runs things even in instances where there is a Mayor.  Another factor, 
which strongly depends on the leadership style of the Mayor, is the extent to which he / 
she works collaboratively and effectively with other councillors.  A failure to do so leads 
to frustration by councillors who feel they are being excluded from decision making.  
This is a point that should be borne in mind when designing governance arrangements 
in order to ensure that appropriate checks and balances are built in.  With this in mind 
Robin emphasised the importance of designing arrangements that suit local situations.  
It is important that Mayors should not be constrained too much but equally it is 
unhealthy to have a situation where there are no checks and balances on a Mayor at 
all.  Robin explained that arrangements in Portland provide aa good example of 
collegiate working.   
 
In terms of public engagement and interest Robin explained that the experiences in 
Bristol had demonstrated a higher level of public interest with public meetings in 
advance of the election attracting over 600 residents.  Whilst there has also been a 
slight increase in voter turnout Robin felt that this would only be increased significantly 
if there is devolution of further powers. 
 
 
The Role of the Councillor and Accountability  
 
The Commission explored the issue of regional devolution and its impact on the role of 
councillor, particularly with reference to the models detailed above.  Robin explained 
that there is potential for greater demands to be placed on councillors as they move 
more towards being community catalysts.  The extent to which this becomes more of a 
challenge for councillors will depend on the level of powers devolved.  The London 
model has shown that a truly strategic body, laid over the top of the London boroughs, 
can produce a model that does not interfere in the work of local councils like Kirklees. 
 
Robin explained that, in terms of public understanding and engagement, it is important 
to strengthen the representative structures at a local level.  Councillors are key to 
representing the locality and should be supported properly to do this although political 
parties equally have a role to play in attracting new talent and the next generation of 
councillors.   
 
 



Addressing these issues will assist in bridging representative and participatory 
democracy, as seen in the experiences in Portland which has a long tradition of 
community activism.  In Portland the city government have been very good at 
providing clear advice as to how to engage with the Metro and what it is.   
 
In terms of design and accountability Robin explained that where Combined Authorities 
feel distant to people and lack transparency there is a real concern as this is 
tantamount to re-designing the constitutional base without legitimacy.  Robin felt that, 
in order to address such issues and develop effective democratic arrangements, the 
whole process should be put back one year with Combined Authority elections taking 
place. 
 

 

http://www.oregonmetro.gov/public-engagement-guide

