
 
 
 
Kirklees Democracy Commission  
 
Summary Note from the meeting held on 30 August 2016 
  
Witness: Jonathan Carr-West 

Dr Jonathan Carr-West has been Chief Executive of the Local Government 
Information Unit (LGiU) since February 2013 where he leads on all aspects of the 
think tank’s policy, membership and influencing work. 

With over 15 years’ experience, Jonathan is a leading national expert on local 
government transformation, local democracy and public services. Some of his 
particular interests are in participative democracy, the evolving nature of public 
services and devolution. With extensive media profile and sector credibility, he has 
published on topics as diverse as localism and public service transformation, 
cognitive and behavioural science, and the politics of cultural memory. 

Prior to being appointed as Chief Executive, Jonathan was Director of Policy at the 
LGiU where he led on research and consultancy, policy development and piloting, 
best practice dissemination, learning and development. 

Before joining the LGiU, he was Deputy Programme Director and Acting Head of 
Programme at the RSA (Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Commerce 
and Manufactures) where he developed and managed projects across a range of 
issues including environmental policy, water and sanitation infrastructure, offender 
learning and rehabilitation, community cohesion, education, arts and drugs 
treatment.  
 
Summary of Discussion  
 
Regional Devolution, Councils and Councillors 
 
Jonathan explained that the UK is one of the most centralised countries and as such 
regional devolution should be seen as a good thing and therefore we need more 
devolution.  When compared with other countries we are starting from a very low 
base and it is important to remember this contextually.   
 
Jonathan explained that there are pressing reasons for devolution both 
democratically, practically and economically.  Society faces challenges around 
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austerity, an ageing population, the global economy, skills for young people etc, all of 
which are of a scale that requires local decision making in order to effectively tackle 
them.  On the one hand this is because these issues differ from area to area, 
requiring local solutions, and on the other “business as usual” will not fix those 
problems.  Innovative solutions are required and those solutions are best found, 
developed and delivered locally.  Jonathan explained that such complex problems 
are not things that central and local government can solve by themselves, they will 
require a collaborative approach between the citizen and the state where power 
should belong locally.  Jonathan explained that the LGiU has argued for a deal 
based approach to devolution rather than a common template based on everyone 
going at the speed of the slowest. As a result he process has not been entirely 
without disappointment.   
 
Jonathan went onto explore the potential implications for councils and councillors 
arising from devolution.  Both need to change in order to meet the complex 
challenges which can only be effectively addressed by local government making 
things happen.  This involves facilitating, capitalising on community action and not 
being constrained by seeing its resources as the officers they have and the money 
they have to spend.  The next twenty years for local government should be about 
moving from commissioning services to curating places in a way that means the 
same level of services are not required.  This involves helping people to not require 
such an intense level of services which required local government moving from doing 
things to making things happen and harnessing civic energy.  Devolution allows local 
government to do this more powerfully.  Within this context the role of the councillor 
also has to change.  This involves: 
 

- Being a facilitator for a community rather than a decision maker for it; 
- Representing the community in the structures of the council whilst helping that 

community to find solutions for itself; 
- Knowing where the civic energy is; 
- Being the voice of the community whilst helping it to find its voice; 
- Being the first line of triage between the communities and public services; 

 
Devolution makes these changes more acute and more challenging although the 
need for change would remain without devolution.  The situation is made more 
challenging given the structural, statutory and funding arrangements for local 
government which keeps councils in local delivery silos.  This means that local 
government is always stuck in a structure that is about funding services rather than 
starting with a broader conversation about outcomes.  Devolution starts to change 
this context and open up potential for conversations about “what we really need to 
do”.  Democracy is an enabler in this context. 
 
Jonathan acknowledged that the real challenge is to do this quicker and with less 
money.  Some of this is about being bolder and not getting trapped in “pilot hell” 
whilst maintaining the traditional ways of delivering services in the same way 
alongside the pilots.  Jonathan explained that councils are bad at “switching off the 
old way of doing something”, some of which is about organisational structures and 
Councils being risk averse but also about councillors supporting and advocating a 
more risk taking culture.  There are many examples of good practice across the 
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sector, the challenge is how do we take good practice and mainstream it. This may 
require a different approach to how we make change happen.  
 
 
Regional Governance and Public Understanding 
 
Jonathan explained that the Government timetable for devolution has meant that 
things have moved very quickly which has meant that back benchers, let alone the 
general public, don't understand this agenda.  That said, Jonathan acknowledged 
that Mayors provide an opportunity to change this and potentially give people a hook 
into the wider devolution discussion particularly given the high profile which attracts 
media coverage.  This becomes more of a challenge where there are more complex 
governance arrangements, such as a Combined Authority. 
 
Governance structures aside, Jonathan believes that the conversation should focus 
on “who you want to take the decisions” – civil servants in Whitehall or locally in 
Kirklees.  Once the conversation is framed in this way it is more likely to resonate 
with local people.  Mayoral election campaigns can facilitate this but local councillors 
also have an important role in taking these issues to their communities. 
 
Jonathan went onto consider potential governance arrangements in the context of 
the current context of national and local governance.  Jonathan advocated the 
importance on “doubling down on the deal” as the important starting point.  This 
would involve the need for deals to meet five key tests as set out in the LGiU 
Devolution Roadmap.  This would then create a situation whereby there is an 
acceptance nationally that, subject to such tests being met, there is local flexibility to 
deliver in a way that is determined at that level. 
 
In terms of governance models Jonathan felt that a Combined Authority with a Mayor 
is potentially effective when operating in a global economy.  Mayors can provide 
international visibility which can provide real opportunities in terms of investment 
opportunities and profile.  Jonathan went onto explore the issue of local identity in 
the context of devolution which provides an ongoing challenge.  It is for this reason 
that it is important to realise that devolution is not a technical exercise but one that 
should be about democracy, politics, identity and what people want their 
communities to be. Areas therefore need to have local choice in terms of the 
governance model that best addresses these issues.  
 
Jonathan explained that if “we get devolution right” there is real potential for it having  
a reviving effect on local democracy, where local representatives are making 
decisions on issues that are really important to local people.  It will be important to 
get the accountability tree right as this will filter down to local councillors which could 
see a revival of interest in local politics.  Jonathan explained that this may present 
challenges to politics as it currently stands and particularly so where Mayors tend to 
disrupt political hegemony.  This consequentially raises a question for local political 
parties as real devolution will weaken everyone's grip on power.   
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