Reflections on a
post-pandemic future
Local government and the shaping of local futures

Overview
The impacts of the pandemic on local government have been many and varied. In the early
months they went into crisis management mode, redirecting resources and redeploying staff to
ensure that their most vulnerable citizens were getting what they needed amid all the upheaval
and uncertainty. Council buildings, college auditoriums and football stadia were rapidly
converted into distribution centres for food parcels. Council communications teams paused
everything and directed their efforts into updating residents, businesses and other organisations
on what they needed to know. And along with all their COVID-response activity, councils had to
navigate the same logistical challenges as every other large-scale employer as huge swathes
of their workforce became homeworkers overnight – whilst others, unable to work from home,
had to be equipped to deliver their essential services in COVID-safe ways.
As well as causing very specific challenges for individuals, businesses and communities, it is
often said that the pandemic has also shone a light on challenges that were already there – on
health inequalities, on the precariousness of some people’s situations and the relative security
of others; and on the vulnerability and isolation many of us have felt for the first time but which
others have lived with for years. For some councils this has hardly been news, for others it has
been more of a wake-up call. Either way, in responding to these many types of need – new
and pre-existing – councils have had to work with local partners in health, the voluntary sector,
and local businesses; and the results of that hastily-arranged collaboration have often been
hugely positive.
In summer last year, we talked to several London boroughs about their work with hyper-local
mutual aid groups to support people in greatest need. This had at times been messy – the
homespun, can-do approach to help formulated on a neighbourhood WhatsApp group could
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sometimes raise alarm bells for council officers around safeguarding, for instance, and some groups didn’t
always welcome council attempts to join forces. But overall, we heard a positive story about what had
been possible in the heat of the crisis and the need to carry this sort of collaboration forward into postpandemic ways of working.
More recently, councils have been balancing a return to more usual business with a continued focus on the
pandemic and its consequences. That has meant resuming paused activity – on climate action, local plans
and everything else – whilst continuing to carefully manage public health messaging, ensure restrictions
are still being observed, helping schools, community venues and businesses to reopen, and supporting the
vaccine roll-out. They’ve even had elections to organise too. That councils up and down the country have
done all this after so many years of shrinking capacity - there is a reported £3bn black hole in local
government finances nationwide - should probably count as one of the great public sector successes of the
pandemic so far.

What we’re seeing now
One of the things we’re seeing now in local government is an interest in looking over the horizon and asking
what kind of future people want. This isn’t a new trend – councils have always wanted to shape future visions
for their organisations and their places – but COVID-19 provides a new lens through which to see those
futures and a very specific, tightly-framed period from which they are keen to capture learning. Over the
last few months as we’ve been helping councils to think about the future, reflections on the pandemic have
been the obvious starting point for conversations, because everyone has something say. Questions like:
• What has your experience been of the last 12 months, and what learning does that give us?
• What has COVID-19 changed, and how much of that change do you expect will stick?
• What from the last 12 months do you most want to hold on to, and what will you be eager to lose?
In one East of England council, we ran a series of online workshops with staff, senior managers and the
Cabinet to help them think about the future of the district and how the wider implications of COVID-19
might have impacted its trajectory. Before diving into a new strategic plan and local plan, they were
mindful of the need to challenge themselves about the possible shape of things to come – and ultimately
to take that conversation out to residents in a way they haven’t before. In Merton, we’re currently
supporting that next stage in the process – a programme of large-scale resident engagement in mapping
out what a vision for the borough ought to be. Similar to an approach we led in Southend to support their
2050 Vision a few years ago, the Merton project is designed to be an open process that invites residents
to focus on the topics that mean most to them and to talk about their ambitions for the future in their own
words – rather than responding to a set menu of council service-themed priorities.
There’s always a risk with engagement on ‘future of place’ that it just churns out shopping lists of nice
things – the best green spaces, the best schools, happy and healthy old folks – without any real sense
of the place at all. These are also processes that can too easily side-step the hard choices that might
be ahead – you say you want affordable housing for young people, but also want to protect the rural
character or your villages. How can we square that circle? The local airport brings jobs but undermines
your efforts to tackle climate change – what’s the way forward? As we design engagement processes in
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places such as Merton, therefore, we’re exploring ways to bring those different choices into the discussion
in ways that are accessible and which throw up genuinely useful insights. Scenarios and pen portraits can
help, humanising big questions and abstract issues.
One of the most exciting things about the emergence of these visioning projects at the moment is that
they’re not just research projects to understand what people like and want. The councils commissioning them
are clearly seeking to join the dots between citizen voice and experience, and the big strategic challenges
that are going to be landing in their politicians’ in-trays. It feels as though there’s more recognition than
ever that making change happen on complex, interconnected issues has to be a whole-place response, and
that it needs to begin with local people – when the conversation can be big, open and imaginative – not 12
months down the line when it all gets boiled down to a handful of dry consultation options on a website.

What comes next?
There are, undoubtedly, huge challenges facing local government in the next few years. The challenges
that were already there – the climate crisis, the housing crisis, the social care funding crisis – have not gone
away. To these will be added emerging challenges forged in the pandemic or accentuated by it – some
of which are obvious now and some we can only speculate on. First, the economic fallout. This will impact
places differently depending on their economic base – and depending on how deep the government’s
pockets go beyond the current furlough scheme. Second, a public health challenge generated by the
impacts of lockdown – poorer physical and mental health; increased alcohol misuse, increased domestic
violence; an increased attainment gap amongst young people from certain backgrounds; increased
loneliness and isolation for older people now accustomed to staying home – and so on.
But there are also big opportunities. The pandemic, like earlier crises, shows that councils have a lot to
think about, and every part of local government will have issues on the horizon that it wants to confront or
embrace. But talking to councils over the last few months, some topics stand out.
The climate crisis: hundreds of local authorities had declared a climate emergency by early 2020, and
several had commissioned climate assemblies – including Brent, which we designed and facilitated, and
Lambeth, which like some others was paused as a result of the pandemic and concluded recently. A steady
stream of climate assemblies and juries are now reappearing as councils pick up where they left off
pre-pandemic. Many have been working on their climate action plans during that time, so will be going
into those deliberative processes with more data and some clearer potential actions for their citizens
to consider. Whilst COVID-19 elbowed climate change out of the limelight as the world’s great crisis
of 2020, much about the pandemic – greater appreciation of the nature on our doorsteps, relief from
traffic-choked roads and plane-filled skies, and a surge in cycling – have also made a lot of people think
more deeply about what a greener world could look and feel like. How councils seize on that sentiment
whilst eager to regrow their local economies will be a big question for many.
The power of the neighbourhood: We’re hearing more councils talking about the potency of
neighbourhoods as the essential unit of social impact. Over a year ago we were commissioned by Camden
Council to support their cross-sector partnership work to improve health outcomes on a neighbourhood
footprint. The planned launch event coincided with the start of the first lockdown, and only now is the work
resuming, but with the experience of neighbourhood-level responses during COVID-19 providing a new lens
through which to look at the future of hyper-local partnership work. What formal structures and processes
need to be in place for speedy, person-centred, cross-sector support to work well in localities and how
can it best be co-ordinated? Where does that formal support intersect with
informal support networks and ‘people helping people’? And how can we grow
Whatever the future looks like
those networks so that more people stay healthy, connected and well-placed
to get help early before their level of need increases? These are all questions
in the nation’s neighbourhoods,
councils, primary care colleagues and the voluntary sector were already
towns and cities, the steps that will that
exploring together, but around which 2020 may offer fresh insight. And with the
take us there have to involve more Government kicking the social care can yet further down the road in this year’s
participative democracy – and a Queen’s Speech, councils will be keen to do all they can to reduce demand on the
system by keeping people happier and healthier in their communities for longer.
greater diversity of voices.”
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Away from health and care, lockdown has helped to put neighbourhoods – with their parks, their local
high streets, their community spirit – in the spotlight. Already beloved, parks and open spaces have
been especially valued in the last year and councils will want to translate that into sustained benefits for
fitness, wellbeing and the environment. At the moment, the narrative around high streets is a mixed one
– on the one hand, the loss of more big high street names in the last 12 months and the acceleration of
online shopping picks up the paint brush on what was already a grim picture about the death of retail.
On the other hand are hopes of a high street renaissance, with local shops praised for supporting their
communities during lockdown and independent start-ups emerging amid the high profile closures. More
love for all things local and tales of families swapping city life for something different are giving lots of
non-metropolitan councils we talk to something to feel positive about on this front.
The future of work and its ramifications for land use, travel and daily life: The uncoupling of home
and workplace may be one of the enduring economic and social legacies of the pandemic. For millions
of previously office-based workers, the future looks likely to be much more of a hybrid model were staff
work from home 2 or 3 days a week. No one knows how dramatic that shift will be, but it could enable
a flight from cities – especially around Greater London – and into smaller cities and towns around the
country. If that is clearly what’s happening once the dust has settled, commercial landlords and transport
operators will be amongst the first to notice – but councils won’t be far behind. Assumptions about the
sustainability of certain land uses may change, footfall and business viability may decline in some areas
whilst increasing elsewhere, and challenges for some will be opportunities for others. In practical terms,
this could mean relatively new local plans, transport strategies and investment programmes having to
be revised – or at least a few years of uncertainty about how well they will stand up to the changes
potentially underway.
Inequality and levelling-up: This is another arena in which historic, systemic challenges have been
exposed and exacerbated by the impacts of COVID-19. Not only was the virus itself disproportionately
lethal, but the economic and social consequences have also been – and may continue to be – unequal too.
This has given renewed vigour to questions about the unequal outcomes experienced by some Black, Asian
and Minority Ethnic communities; about the need to value our frontline workers more; and the extent of
the poverty and disadvantage that so many citizens still live with. This has fed discussions about the need
for a fair recovery, which are entangled with something slightly different – the Government’s pre-COVID
pledges about ‘levelling-up’, which are more about regional disparities than inequality between different
social groups. Here, some local authority areas are benefitting from central government investment
programmes like the Towns Fund (100 areas invited to bid for up to £25million each to inject into local
infrastructure projects) – and the £800m Future High Streets Fund (72 high streets nationwide). It will be
interesting to see the extent to which beneficiary councils are able to involve their public in shaping how
these funds are whether they will really future-proof town centres by reinventing their role, or whether in
the haste to make visible impact they will end up just papering over the cracks.
Participative democracy and citizen voice: Whatever the future looks like in the nation’s neighbourhoods,
towns and cities, the steps that will take us there have to involve more participative democracy – and
a greater diversity of voices. Citizens’ assemblies are one tool we’re seeing deployed more regularly
– and not only on the topic of climate change. There are other tools, too – less resource-intensive and
more open – which can invite a diversity of citizens to understand issues, share their views, negotiate and
propose ways forward. Wider use of technology in the last year or so has helped, making it easier to
bring people together quickly and remotely to explore and deliberate. So for all the challenges that local
government and the wider public sector will face in the coming years, there are millions of people out
there ready to help steer a course through them.
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