
NORWOOD ACTION GROUP 

REPORT ON LOCALITY SYMPOSIUM 30 JUNE 

“LOCAL BY DEFAULT” SYMPOSIUM 

 

1) INTRODUCTION: This half-day event was hosted by the Royal Bank of Scotland 

in Bishopsgate.  It divided into two sections with policy speeches followed by 

comments from the floor, and then a session with presentations about practice on 

the ground, again followed by comments.  There was also an evening reception 

with “heroes awards” presented to local government officers and councillors.  

Locality is a lobby for local action, provides consultancy and support services and 

has a network membership of third sector community organisations.  The Locality 

website is full of resources and information to support community groups:- 

www.locality.org.uk   and:- www.mycommunityrights.org.uk  

2) PLANNING POWERS ONLY PART OF THE WHOLE: The overall subject of 

presentations and discussions was the movement towards local delivery of 

services by voluntary groups and pioneering examples of delegated budgets and 

powers to local people.  Norwood Action Group’s topic of interest in 

neighbourhood planning was included, but treated as a specific or marginal aspect 

of the “local by default” agenda for local decision-making and devolved control 

over service delivery.  Hence most of the attendees were professional staff 

working in these community-based services or in policy-making.  They obviously 

share a well-defined and coherent philosophy of community enterprise and local 

social action. 

3) THE SEDDON REPORT – LOCAL BY DEFAULT: A key aim of the event for 

Locality was the promotion of their report entitled (prosaically) Saving Money by 

Doing the Right Thing.  This was written by Professor John Seddon using Locality 

experience and support.  The thesis advanced and evidenced is that the 

organising principles of public service, that is, to achieve both large scale and 

standardisation, are profoundly dysfunctional and financially wasteful.  It is argued 

that this conventional wisdom is generating such failure as to further increase 

demand for yet more flawed public service.  The proposed solution is to deliver 

services which are “local by default”.  Combined with helping people to help 

themselves, focusing on purpose not outcomes and managing value not cost, it is 

claimed that up to £16 billion could be saved each year in England.  There are 

obvious objections as to how such a tailored service could be delivered, but the 

anti-bureaucracy, and local decision-making message is powerful. 

4) LOCALISM ACT POWERS – GROWING TAKE-UP: From all the discussions, it is 

clear that the powers conferred on communities by the 2011 Localism Act are 

having multiple effects, including a strengthening of civic society and raising of 

wellbeing.  The community Right to Bid, neighbourhood planning, Right to 

Challenge etc are proving increasingly popular and not just with local people.  

Local authorities of all political stripes seem to like the opportunity to display their 

radical credentials in challenging traditional hierarchies.  Bradford District Council 

http://www.locality.org.uk/


(Labour) and Kent County council (Conservative) for example are embracing 

Localism reforms.  Councils’ also welcome of course the budgetary savings 

available.  The distinction between delegating to local communities and abdicating 

service responsibility deserves further consideration.   

5) BOLD CLAIMS: The impact of the “Our Place” initiative was mentioned several 

times, where major services are being successfully re-commissioned and 

redesigned for local delivery.  New thinking was proposed such as peer to peer 

platforms, time banking, competition policy etc.  Bold claims were made, for 

example that there had been a radical shift of power to local people by training 

5000 community organisers.  Engagement had improved by inspiring “unusual 

suspects”.  Neighbourhood planning was putting communities “in charge of their 

own destiny”.  Localism meant people were becoming “organised, connected and 

empowered”.  These are claims by enthusiasts and it is not possible to identify the 

scale of take-up, but on this evidence it would be remiss for councils not to 

explore the potential.   

6) NEIGHBOURHOOD PLANNING IN LAMBETH: There was a great deal of 

conviction and enthusiasm on show and it is easy to believe that localism is an 

idea whose time has come; but perhaps not yet in Lambeth.  Lambeth’s Cabinet 

does not support neighbourhood planning using the Localism Act powers.  The 

Council Leader has argued that neighbourhood plans are bureaucratic (the irony 

was unintentional) and “nobody wants them”.  Council policy is to divide up the 

borough into groups and give out money, which means as always the council 

calling the tune.  Thus 25% of the funds paid by developers to the council in each 

area (CIL funding) will be handed over to community groups.  Given the wide 

disparity in building and development around the borough, some groups will 

obtain far more cash than others.  Instead of gaining statutory planning powers, 

local groups will be granted Lambeth Council “CLIPS”; Co-operative Local 

Investment Plans.  It is not yet clear what this means. 

7) RECOMMENDATION – APPLY FOR PLANNING POWERS: Under the council’s 

CLIPs policy, Norwood people and groups like NAG would remain on the 

defensive against all and every planning application.  Through bitter experience of 

the planning process, Norwood people know how far the odds are stacked against 

local people and in favour of the developer and the council.  It is precisely the 

opportunity to develop our own Norwood Plan that makes neighbourhood planning 

so attractive.  From the Locality symposium it is clear that neighbourhood planning 

is one aspect of a major shift of control to local decision-making going on 

throughout England.  Lambeth’s’ Cabinet may desire to retain centralised planning 

and control but NAG has established that there is broad local support for a 

Norwood Plan and the power is available under the Localism Act.  We should go 

for the planning power, the funding follows the plan anyway. 

 

         Graham Pycock 1 July 2014 


