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Summary

This report examines a range of ways in which local government bodies in the UK have
responded to the pressing issues associated with the Covid-19 pandemic during 2020. Based
on a review of currently available evidence, it looks in turn at aspects of the general support
provided to local residents and their communities; at financial and other assistance to local
businesses, as well as at measures being put in place to chart a path towards future economic
recovery; at revised arrangements to protect those affected by homelessness and other forms
of housing insecurity; at the management of parks and other public spaces as key venues for
exercise during lockdown; and at efforts to boost active travel modes and to foster cleaner and
safer residential environments through road space reallocation and traffic management.

The far-reaching impacts of the pandemic have meant that local responses have required the
involvement of not just official government bodies, but also organisations in all segments of
society. Despite inevitable variations, most localities have seen concerted and well-
coordinated efforts to meet the needs of local residents, communities and businesses. This
has entailed substantial joint working not just between different public service providers
alongside long-established voluntary sector bodies, but also drawing in a myriad of
neighbourhood mutual aid groups, concerned local businesses and members of the general
public.

In many places, positive ‘complementary’ relationships between these actors have been
fostered and embedded into remodelled ways of working. This is reflected in the high
satisfaction levels with local authority key workers during the pandemic. A potential
consequence for such areas is a longer term strengthening of local governance, featuring a
commitment to closer joint operations in the future. In view of the reduction in resources and
capacity imposed on local government over the previous decade, this is certainly an
impressive achievement. In the best cases it may justifiably be claimed to represent an
exemplary instance of collaborative local governance in practice.

However, there have been inevitable variations both between different places and across
different policy domains, the latter often within the same locality. The collaborative,
consultative approach has not been universal either in terms of geography or policy domain,
with some councils starting out with inclusive intentions but finding them difficult to sustain
over time. In other places good intentions to collaborate have been hampered by differences
in organisational cultures, priorities and performance regimes.

To some extent variations between policy domains reflect the predominance of positive or
negative reporting styles on different topics. Thus, coordination of support mechanisms tends
to be illustrated by warm stories of appropriate help being delivered to people in need, whereas
reports on active travel and low traffic neighbourhood interventions generally focus on
initiatives that have prompted vociferous opposition from certain quarters. To counter these
tendencies, each section of the report endeavours to look beyond these headlines to furnish
a more balanced perspective. The review also keeps in sight of the wider context in which
much of what can be done by local government in the UK is driven by national governments’
policy-making and resource allocation, as well as their attitude on how local authorities fit into
the UK’s overall system of territorial governance.
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The review also exposes a rather ambivalent attitude on the part of the UK Government with
respect to local authority roles in addressing Covid-19. On the one hand, the general
emergency funding provided to English local authorities afforded them discretion to direct
resources to the most pressing needs in each area, and the ring-fenced specific purpose
allocations illustrate a fair degree of faith in councils to ensure the support reaches intended
beneficiaries as speedily as possible. On the other hand, excluding most local authorities and
health bodies from testing and contact tracing, even after the failings of the contracted national
system were evident, implies a lack of understanding of the relevant experience and expertise
that such local teams could contribute. In contrast, the more collegiate approach between
devolved administrations in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland seems to have enabled
greater coherence of both actions and messaging.

This is not to imply that local authorities lack any scope for developing distinctive approaches,
whether this be launching additional business support measures to fill the gaps in nationally
administered schemes, or adopting the role of flexible response coordinators rather than
centralised directors in community support initiatives. Nevertheless, a great deal has rested
on the scale of additional resources that a given local council has been able to muster, either
from its own reserves, via loan finance or through emergency government funding. Again, both
availability and extent of involvement have varied considerably between different places as a
result, and the exact nature of what has been possible and how it has been achieved will
require further comparative research once local authority expenditure returns have been
finalised. Similarly, the extent to which different local authorities have managed to introduce
streamlined grant application and regulatory procedures remains unclear, as does their
effectiveness; again, this will require further detailed research.

In terms of financial support to business local authorities in England have administered around
20% of what has been distributed from HM Treasury, principally in the form of flat rate
payments related to the valuation of the commercial premises occupied. In many places this
has been supplemented by local authority discretionary funds directed to small firms and self-
employed operators who are ineligible for the national schemes. Again, this rests on the
variable ability of councils to access funds from reserves or other sources. At the same time
many councils have streamlined both their grant assessment and their other business
regulation procedures.

Local and sub-regional agencies have also been busy trying to prepare for future economic
recovery and realignment. A major difficulty here is the lack of clarity on the part of the UK
Government concerning both strategic direction and practical measures and initiatives. This
is especially the case in England, where strategy formulation for local recovery is taking place
in something of a vacuum. It is little surprise that many of the plans already produced represent
requests for funding as much as blueprints for action. In contrast, in Scotland and Wales both
national governments have launched exercises aimed at setting a context within which local
economic recovery planning can proceed. Their inclusive consultative approach bodes well
for the extent to which local agencies can align their own approaches to nationally set priorities
and targets.

In broader terms claims about how this swathe of local responses to the pandemic have
created a permanent transformation in the ways in which public services are designed and
delivered similarly require further investigation. Thus, reframing homelessness in terms of
public health has broken with the previously dominant individualising discourses inherent
within the neoliberal approach, but whether this rolls forward in the post-pandemic period
remains uncertain. Further research is needed to track the nature of subsequent Central
Government funding initiatives, the distribution of those resources to local authorities, and the
range and effectiveness of measures used to deploy them. In terms of housing provision more
broadly, the extent to which partnerships have been strengthened between local authorities
and accommodation providers in both social and private sectors will be another important
avenue for future research, especially in terms of their persistence over time.
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The overwhelming importance of parks and other public spaces for people’s physical and
mental health has underlined the anomaly whereby the essential role of the public realm is not
matched by any legal duty nor dedicated financial resources to manage and maintain it, still
less to extend it as a means of achieving more equal access. Even before the pandemic local
authorities have had to find varying solutions to the difficulties of maintaining good quality
public spaces. Without a rethink on the part of Central Government this will remain the case,
despite the manifest public health benefits. The potential varied range of innovative practice
will need to be subject to continued research, so that lessons can be shared, and pitfalls
avoided. Future developments are likely to continue relying on productive local authority/civil
society relationships, which as the report emphasises take time and nurturing to come to
fruition. It appears that the same approach needs to become embedded in the adjustments
linked to active travel and traffic management in residential areas. Here further research will
be required to distil the ingredients of the approaches taken by local authorities over a
sustained period in building a context in which new installations can become commonplace
and uncontroversial.

Each section of the report concludes with an outline of some of the key questions that would
form the core of an emerging research agenda. Clearly this is not just about immediate
responses to Covid-19; as with so many other things, the pandemic has brought to the fore
needs and issues which have been brewing for some time. These also point towards a need
for governance across the UK to be more inclusive and equitable. In this sense, the local
lessons emerging from this review, around the need for productive collaboration, coordination
and negotiation, might equally apply to the fractured and poorly coordinated nature of
governance of the UK in general.

Successive governments have attempted to continue centralised control despite the realities
of 20 years of devolution, and a consequent lack of appreciation that the country is now less
a unitary state and more a patchwork of national, sub-regional and local governing authorities.
As such Central Government is part and parcel of the networks and relationships that comprise
this overall system of governance, albeit the most important component. This in turn implies
replacing the current dictatorial, adversarial model with a set of constructive relationships that
enables it to steer others in the same general direction. Part of this ‘metagovernance’ role
involves recognition of the increasingly blurred boundaries between the state and civil society,
especially at the local scale, and as part of this empowering local government bodies to
entrench the enabling and coordinating roles that have been so important in getting support
to where it is needed during the pandemic.
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Introduction

In Britain local government responsibility for the health and wellbeing of residents has
a long tradition, harking back to the Victorian era of improved housing, sanitation and
other factors in the fight against infectious diseases. During the 20" century the
continued development of effective medical treatments shifted the focus of health
improvement towards hospitals, clinics and general practice, with local authorities
taking more of a background role. However, the emergence of ‘modern’ ailments linked
to a combination of environmental conditions and people’s behavioural patterns
prompted an equal emphasis on what are called the ‘social determinants of health’
(see Figure 1.1). This has meant a renewed importance in health matters for local
government in recent decades, given that most of the items identified fall within its
arena of interest, and hence in its potential to address some of the root causes of poor
health.

Figure 1.1: The social determinants of health

Source: Dahlgren and Whitehead (1993).

This was explicitly recognised in a Local Government Association (LGA) report,
originally published in 2012 but recently updated in the face of the current coronavirus
crisis (LGA, 2020d). This included an adapted version of the Dahlgren-Whitehead
‘rainbow’ designed to highlight the extensive contribution made by local authorities to
improving these socio-economic conditions (see Figure 1.2). Here eight broad
categories of ‘social determinant’ are linked with the numerous functions performed at
the municipal scale. The diagram implies that these links are far from a ‘one-way street’
of causes and effects. Rather, they entail a complex web of multi-directional inter-
relationships between the overarching categories, the public services provided and
people’s health outcomes and needs. It is in this sense that the ‘social determinants’
paradigm frames this review, albeit within the limits of what can be achieved in an
initial scoping exercise.
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Figure 1.2: The social determinants of health and well-being: How local
government can make a difference
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As a recent report commented, ‘(t)he social determinants approach continues to be
highly relevant to local authorities, particularly given the strong focus on place,
wellbeing and cross-sectoral working by local governments....” (Marmot et al., 2020a,
p.10). The LGA report itself identifies five broad roles under which the wide-ranging
activities of local authorities can be grouped in terms of public health relevance:
through civic leadership; as an employer and anchor institution; via the commissioning,
contracting and provision of services; through planning, licensing and other regulatory
activity; and as a champion and enabler of both preventative and health-promoting
behaviours.

The worldwide spread of the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (Covid-19) in the early months
of 2020 heightened the importance of these five roles as the focus of government at
all scales narrowed to the striking of a balance between prevention (or containment)
of infection and the maintenance of essential economic and social activities, including
the provision of public services. This has involved a rapid — and rapidly changing —
response from national, regional and local government bodies in all countries, albeit
with different degrees of consistency and coordination. In this sense the United
Kingdom (UK) is no different, even though its asymmetrical sub-national and local
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government structures have produced their own idiosyncrasies. This report constitutes
an initial scoping review of the local level responses to the Covid-19 crisis in the UK.
Rather than attempt comprehensive coverage of all service areas the review has
adopted a thematic approach. Following an outline of key aspects of the general
response, the report examines in turn the following policy themes:

e Economic support and recovery.
e Housing and homelessness.
e Parks and other public spaces.

) Promotion of active travel.

Other service areas may be mentioned in passing but they are not examined in detail.
These include schools and education; adult and children’s social care; public transport;
planning and development; environmental services; culture and tourism; fire and
rescue; and policing.

While the review is primarily framed within the multi-directional ‘social determinants of
health’ paradigm mentioned above, at the same time it draws on insights from the
literature on governance in order to explore central aspects associated with, and
issues arising from, the speedy responses required in a traditionally slow-moving
decision-making forum. In doing so it reveals gaps in knowledge that might form the
basis for a future applied policy research agenda, as well as allowing some reflections
on the nature of governance arrangements and relationships within the UK.

This report represents a contribution to the international research initiative on local
government responses to the Covid-19 pandemic being coordinated by the
International Geographical Union’s Commission on the Geography of Governance
(CGoG). As such it sits alongside parallel working papers that examine the situation in
other countries, with a view to building a body of material that can form the basis for
future comparative cross-national research. The review draws exclusively on desk-
based research, identifying, summarising and reviewing secondary material from
different sources, including local authorities themselves, local government
representative bodies, think tanks and lobbying groups, media reports and our own
funded research. While the emphasis is placed on the activities of local authorities of
various types, where appropriate the work undertaken by organisations providing
public services or performing local government functions on a collaborative,
‘contracted out’ or ‘arm’s length’ basis is also included. The period covered by the
review extends from the initial full lockdown in late March up to the reimposition of
severe restrictions at different points and for varying durations in the final quarter of
2020 in the four countries of the UK.
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Local Government in the UK:

The Background Context

2.1.

Structural patchwork

Over the last 25 years the structure and operation of sub-national government in the
UK has been subject to piecemeal yet significant change along four main dimensions:
devolution, restructuring, collaboration and financing. The devolution settlements for
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland in the late 1990s included direct responsibility
for local government, so that local authorities in those territories are now regulated and
supported by the respective devolved governments. In England the absence of a
separate assembly means that it is a specific department in UK Central Government
that acts in that capacity (the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government
(MHCLG)).

In the three devolved administrations local government has undergone wholesale
reorganisation, moving from the previous two-tier system to a set of unitary authorities
in each. In contrast, in England the pattern has been much more variegated, with a
move to unitary authorities in some areas but retention of the division between shire
counties and districts in others. While the unitary approach is common to all
metropolitan urban areas (including London), to date it has been adopted wholesale
in just one English region (the North East). Table 2.1 illustrates the nature of this
structural patchwork.

Table 2.1: Local Government Arrangements in the UK’s Constituent Parts

Metropolitan | Unitary Shire Shire Districts
Boroughs* Authoritiest | Counties Districts
England 69 55 25 188 0
Northern 0 0 0 0 11
Ireland
Scotland 0 32 0 0 0
Wales 0 22 0 0 0

*Includes London Boroughs
tCouncil Areas in Scotland; County Boroughs in Wales

In the devolved administrations reorganisation occurred at a single point in time: 1996
in Scotland and Wales (actually before devolution was implemented); and 2015 in
Northern Ireland. In contrast, changes in England have occurred intermittently, starting
in 1986 with the abolition of the Greater London Council and the metropolitan counties,
then in two main tranches (1995-1998 and 2009) with the conversion of certain
counties, some urban boroughs and a few amalgamated districts into unitary
authorities. Occasional additions have been made in the following decade, the most
recent in April 2020, with further conversions under discussion.
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The third aspect of recent change has revolved around increased collaboration
between neighbouring authorities. One of the main institutional expressions of this has
been the emergence of Combined Authorities (CAs) in England’s city regions, starting
with Greater Manchester in 2011. While this had a relatively smooth gestation,
elsewhere there was a considerable amount of “unedifying wrangling” (Smulian, 2016,
p.28) over membership, rooted particularly in the fear of domination by ‘big city’
interests. Nevertheless, there are now 10 CAs in existence, with a remit to coordinate
policy in shared areas of interest such as economic development, training and skills,
transport, housing and social care. At present 8 of them are led by an elected mayor,
with another (West Yorkshire) scheduled to adopt this model in the near future. Each
has agreed a ‘devolution deal’ with Central Government which transfers varying
powers and resources to this city region scale. Otherwise, councils have generally
been encouraged to coordinate their operations with neighbours, and there are a
number of examples where they have combined their ‘back office’ administrative
functions.

In England this increased inter-area collaboration has also been exemplified by the
establishment of Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPS) at a sub-regional scale.
Created by the Coalition government in 2011 as replacement for New Labour’s
regional governance infrastructure, these brought together a range of public and
private sector organisations (including local authorities) to act as the main vehicle for
planning and implementing sub-national economic development. In essence they grew
out of the burgeoning emphasis on the city region scale as a ‘functional economic
geography’, yet in this case transferred to disparate spatial contexts such as county
council areas and motorway ‘corridors’ (Gore, 2018). Originally local authorities could
align themselves with more than one LEP area, but more recent rationalisation
abolished this possibility, so that there now exist 38 self-contained LEP sub-regions
covering the whole of England. Parallel cross-boundary collaboration has also
occurred in Scotland and Wales, albeit on a less formalised basis, with major
metropolitan or ‘city and hinterland’ arrangements in place in localities such as
Edinburgh, Glasgow, Cardiff and Swansea.

Another feature of local government in the UK is the variation in responsibility for public
health interventions. Despite the direct contribution to public health matters outlined in
Section 1, until recently this has remained a centralised concern, in some ways
reflecting the expert, medicalised approach to health care in general. Indeed, oversight
of public health has been retained by the devolved governments in Northern Ireland,
Scotland and Wales, albeit working in a policy framework that fosters active
partnerships with local councils (de Gruchy and McManus, 2020). In Northern Ireland
this central control extends to other domains such as education, housing, transport,
highways and local taxation, with the result that the District Councils mainly act as
basic public service providers and community place-shapers rather than overall area
coordinators (Pow, 2018). Again, the position in England is different, with public health
responsibilities being restored to upper tier authorities (metropolitan boroughs, unitary
authorities and shire counties) in 2013. This had a twofold purpose: firstly, to ensure
that public health concerns are incorporated into all policy and service areas; and
secondly, to liaise with the National Health Service (NHS) and other partners in health
promotion and protection, particularly via local health and wellbeing boards (Hunter,
2020).

The final point to note about local governance in the UK is the contribution of small
area organisations such as parish, community, neighbourhood or town councils. Most
of these have a democratic basis, their activities being steered by a set of locally
elected representatives. Some of them have a formal presence in governance
infrastructure, acting principally in a consultative and advisory capacity to local
authorities and other state bodies, though occasionally adopting a more proactive
stance to secure positive developments in their area. There are around 10,000 such
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2.2.

bodies in England, mainly in rural but also many urban areas, whilst Wales has just
over 700. In both countries they are able to set a ‘precept’ or ‘rate’ which is collected
by the local council from residents of the relevant areas as part of the Council Tax
payment. In Scotland there are 1,200 community councils which rely on their local
authority for funds to cover their running costs, which limits their capacity to take action
on their own behalf. In addition, there is a plethora of other local organisations such as
residents’ associations or neighbourhood groups with a more informal connection to
governance procedures, though these are increasingly included as stakeholder
participants (or at least consultees) by the main decision-makers.

Funding sources and trends

In the decade since the election of the Coalition Government in 2010 the watchword
in local authority finance in the UK has been ‘austerity’. Purporting to represent a key
contribution to restoring the health of the country’s finances in the wake of the 2008
banking crisis, reductions in the resources available to local councils have been severe.
According to Amin-Smith and Phillips (2020), local government spending on services
in England fell on average by just over a fifth in real terms between 2009-10 and 2017-
18. These cuts have been unevenly distributed between services. Thus, there have
been sharp downturns for those services that are discretionary, whilst relative
protection has been given to certain mandatory services such as adult social care
(down 5%) and children’s social care services (up 10%). In contrast, spending on
children’s and youth centres, planning and development, highways and transport,
housing and culture and leisure fell by more than 40%. According to a recent study the
reduction in local authority public health budgets between 2015-16 and 2019-20 in
England amounted to £850 million, but once population growth and inflation are
factored into the equation it will require an additional £1 billion to return to the original
level (Buck, 2020). On a geographical basis these reductions have been spread very
unevenly, with councils serving the most deprived fifth of communities having an
average spending reduction of over 30%, compared with 17% for those containing the
least deprived fifth.

The main instrument for achieving these budget decreases has been a year-on-year
fall in the size of the grants provided by Central Government to each council to pay for
key public services. While this has meant that local authorities have become
increasingly reliant on local sources of revenue (mainly from property taxes), a tight
rein has been kept on these by Central Government measures capping any proposed
increases. Annual budgets have to be approved centrally, and the only way for local
government to access further guaranteed funding is by tapping into new, generally
ringfenced and hence prescriptive funding streams set up by Central Government.
These grant-based sources are often made available on a competitive bidding basis,
again meaning that any benefits are distributed in an uneven geographical manner.
There is limited scope to develop other local revenue sources such as car parking fees,
planning application charges and leisure centre pricing, so some councils have tried
to diversify their income by investing in commercial ventures such as property and
energy supply. However, this can be a high-risk strategy; so far it seems to have had
mixed results. In any event, tight budget-setting controls mean that much of any
increase in returns is added mainly to cash reserves rather than being immediately
available for service improvement or expansion. Insall (2020, p.3) argues that this
“localisation of revenue sources has not equated to the localisation of authority over
(how to use) them”, leading to “centralisation by default”.

In terms of public health, the effectiveness of any contributions that local authority
services can make is dependent largely on the level of resources available, and the
breadth and depth of staff capacity and capability that this can support. According to
de Gruchy and McManus (2020) the sustained funding reductions to local councils in
general, and to public health services in particular have narrowed the focus to
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2.3.

mandatory service commissioning, rather than allowing more open-ended system
leadership or coordinating roles that could embed effective public health practices
across a much wider swathe of public and private sector organisations.

Position and role of local authorities in the UK’s overall governance
structure

Insall (2020) suggests that the role of local government in the UK is twofold: firstly, to
deliver centrally prescribed services locally; and secondly, as a local democratic body,
to respond to citizen needs and aspirations. However, these are very much ‘headline’
tasks; they mask a host of other functions and activities which effectively render the
local authority as the keystone of a local system of governance. Although local
authorities in the UK can be viewed narrowly as creations of, and to some extent
constrained by, parliamentary statute (rather than having a formal constitutional basis)
(Wilson, 2005), they have always had some room for manoeuvre in terms of
interpretation of their powers. This wider role has been recognised by legislative
provisions firstly allowing the general promotion of ‘local well-being’ (in 2000), and later
(from 2012) affording a ‘general power of competence’ for councils to be able “to do
anything an individual can do provided it is not prohibited by other legislation” (LGA,
2013, p.8). Although these powers have been used sparingly to date, they do
underline the widened role that local government is now expected to play. This wider
role includes:

e Commissioning or contracting out services to private and voluntary sector
providers.

e  Supporting enterprise, community-based and other networks.
¢ Providing advice and support to citizens and businesses.
e Fostering good practice by local stakeholders that can help to meet wider goals.

e Enabling social and charitable action that ensures a wide range of opportunities
and support for all segments of the local population.

e Coordinating policies, plans and interventions with other public sector
organisations and neighbouring authorities.

During 10 years of austerity performing all these roles has not been straightforward,
especially as funding constraints have largely shifted the emphasis to meeting
statutory obligations and addressing acute needs in reactive ways, following the
‘market paradigm’ already mentioned (Local Trust/NLGN, 2020). More recently many
local authorities have started to reorient practice to more of a ‘community paradigm’,
involving partnerships built around localisation, devolution and deliberation, allowing
frontline staff to be more person-centred and collaborative in their approach. This
approach remains relatively patchy, both within and between places. The exception
appears to be in Scotland, where moves in this direction are progressing under an
agreement between the Scottish Government, the 32 Council Areas and their
representative body the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA). A corollary
of this model is the ‘community wealth building’ approach whereby the aim is to ensure
that all local services achieve some wider form of social or economic benefit, for
example through procurement from locally based suppliers (McKinley et al., 2020).

The contrast between Scotland and Wales on the one hand, and England on the other,
is instructive. In the former the relationship between the devolved governments and
local councils appears to be one of collegial partnership, mediated respectively by
COSLA and the Welsh Local Government Association (WLGA). Both representative
bodies still undertake lobbying to meet the interests of their members, but both
governments seem to accept this in a constructive manner (Sergeant, 2020). In

Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research | 7



England, by contrast, the relationship between central and local levels is generally
hierarchical and often framed in adversarial terms, with limited notions of working in
partnership to achieve common aims. Here the representative body (the Local
Government Association or LGA) tends to be viewed centrally more as a lobbying
group than as a valuable channel of communication. Notwithstanding the prescriptive
approach mentioned above, lines of communication appear to be haphazard and
inconsistent, and to be characterised by dictation rather than dialogue. This may be
because the previous blend of austerity, deregulation and the removal of external
review has effectively put local government in England in a downgraded, even isolated
position relative to other parts of the nation’s governance structure (Bennett, 2020).
However, the same author also acknowledges that local government remains a key
part of the interdependencies upon which this structure rests. While the ultimate
outcome is yet to emerge, the intensive local partnership working that has been such
a feature of the response to the Covid-19 pandemic in many places may help to re-
establish a modicum of autonomy and influence for local authorities in the overall
governance not only of England but of all countries of the UK.
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General Responses

3.1.

The variable impact of Covid-19

Although the statistics on Covid-19 infections, hospitalisations and associated deaths
clearly remain a moving target, it is already inevitable that the UK will be amongst the
worst affected countries in the developed world. Although the densely populated
nature of the country and its role as an international trading centre have played a patrt,
in the eyes of many this high toll may be attributed to a failure of government at the
national scale. This relates not only to inadequacies of the immediate response and
the ever-shifting provisions in the aftermath, but as much to lack of preparedness at
all levels of government. According the chair of the review into the low impact 2009
H1N1 swine flu outbreak in the UK (Hine, 2010), successive governments had ‘taken
their eye off the ball’ and failed to prepare fully, despite the threat of a global pandemic
consistently being at the top of their risk register (Clarke, 2020).

While this is not the place to assess the performance of Central Government in detalil,
it is important to acknowledge it as a key part of the broader landscape within which
actions at a local scale have unfolded. Marmot et al. (2020b) examine the systemic
inadequacies which have built up over the past decade, and which underpin the heavy
impact of the virus in the UK. They identify four fundamental factors:

e Governance and political culture: the aforementioned ‘market paradigm’ has
damaged social cohesion and inclusiveness, undermined trust, de-emphasised
the importance of the common good, and failed to prioritise the health and well-
being of the population.

¢ Widening inequality: the last decade has seen the gap in incomes, wealth and
power increase at a rapid rate, generating huge inequality between individuals,
communities and regions, with clear repercussions for health outcomes (see also
de Gruchy, 2020).

e Government policies of austerity: these have almost universally had negative
consequences, with welfare and public services in a depleted state and the tax
and benefit system regeared to the disadvantage of lower income groups.

e Cessation of health improvement: the other three factors have combined to
produce a marked increase in the conditions that increase susceptibility to Covid-
19 risk, such as obesity, heart disease, asthma and diabetes.

Analysis of morbidity and mortality figures for first variant Covid-19 clearly reveals the
higher levels of risk for certain people: those experiencing high levels of deprivation,
living in overcrowded housing, employed in key worker roles with close proximity to
others, being from a Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) group, having underlying
health conditions, being in an older age group and being male (Marmot et al., 2020b).
In turn this implies that certain types of geographical area are also susceptible to higher
risk, for example urban settings with above average proportions of overcrowded and
multiple-occupation dwellings, diverse populations and labour-intensive factory or
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warehouse employment. Much of this has been shown to coincide with ‘older industrial
Britain’ and concentrated in northern, western and coastal areas (Beatty and Fothergill,
2021). In line with this, some local authority areas have experienced much higher
infection rates than others, making their responses not only more difficult, but also
more essential. In this sense, the pandemic has amplified existing inequalities in health
and their underlying determinants, with additional economic and social harm
associated with lockdown-related measures likely to worsen physical and mental
health in a similarly disproportionate way (Marmot et al., 2020b).

The rest of this section examines some of the general local government responses
across the UK, including a geographical summation of the additional emergency
financial support allocated to local councils in England by Central Government.

Covid-19 policy timeline

Table 3.1 sets out a simplified timeline of the varied restrictions on economic and social
activities imposed by the four national governments in the UK as a means of containing
the spread of Covid-19. This extends from the mutually agreed full national lockdown
introduced on 23 March 2020 through to the different measures used to address the
‘second spike’ in November and the subsequent comprehensive regionalised
approach. This brief summary underlines the extent to which local authorities in
different parts of the UK have had to adapt to an ever-changing mixture of permissions
and proscriptions, often at very short notice. It also highlights the divergence in practice
between the UK government and the devolved administrations, a function mainly of
differential infection rates and timings, but nevertheless with unmistakeable overtones
of political mistrust and autonomy, not least in Scotland.

Table 3.1: UK Covid-19 Restrictions Timeline, 2020

England Scotland Wales Northern Ireland
From 239 March | Full lockdown
April
May
June Restrictions Full lockdown Restrictions
radually relaxed _ radually relaxed
July 9 y Restrictions gradually relaxed g y
August Limited Limited
restrictions restrictions
September Some local restrictions reintroduced
October Local Gradual national | 2-week Gradual national
designations then | reintroduction of ‘firebreak’ partial | reintroduction of
3 ‘tier’ system restrictions lockdown from restrictions
Monday 19t
November 4-week partial Move to a5 Some relaxation, | Continued
lockdown ‘level’ system then further local | national
(Levels 0 to 4) restrictions restrictions
imposed
December Comprehensive Most of country National 2-week ‘circuit
3/4 ‘tier’ system placed in highest | lockdown breaker’ partial
Level 4 reimposed on lockdown
Friday 18th
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Local outbreak management plans

Under the government’s Covid-19 Contain framework in England ‘upper tier’ local
authorities with responsibility for public health were required to draw up a ‘local
outbreak management plan’ (LOMP) to guide themselves and partner agencies in
coordinating actions and embedding a preventative approach. These plans have
centred on 7 core themes (Department of Health and Social Care, 2020):

e Healthcare and education settings.

e High-risk workplaces, communities and locations.

e Rapid local testing deployment to such places.

e Contact tracing in complex settings.

e Local and national data integration.

e  Support for vulnerable people and diverse communities in self-isolating.

e  Ensuring effective governance and public communications via local boards.

In order to expedite urgent responses eligible local authorities have been given
additional powers to order the closure of individual premises and public outdoor
spaces, and to prevent specific events from proceeding, without recourse to standard
legal processes.

Apart from specific provisions that reflect the distinctiveness of a local area, the nature
of the pandemic means that most LOMPs have very similar content. The one produced
by Haringey Borough in London provides a flavour of this. Its plan hinges around a
series of key priorities (Haringey Borough Council, 2020):

e Regular and timely sharing of statistics and other relevant information on Covid-
19 infections with all partners.

e Communication and engagement with local residents, businesses and other
organisations with regard to the latest rules and developments, using different
media and in alternative language formats, especially to meet the needs of Black,
Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities.

e  Operational management of any severe or localised outbreaks, in partnership with
relevant bodies and neighbouring authorities.

e Ensuring that complementary testing capacity is available where needed (this has
been assembled in conjunction with four other neighbouring councils).

e Outbreak prevention and management in specific settings such as care homes
and schools.

e Helping people to plan in advance in case they need to self-isolate, with specific
focus on older, more vulnerable and BAME residents.

Although there is no comprehensive data on how different councils have approached
the vital issue of public communications, personal observation suggests some
variance in practice. Thus, City of Bradford Council has sent every household a printed
contacts sheet, in different languages, listing phone numbers and email addresses of
public and voluntary sector support organisations for those facing particular issues
such as debt. It also runs a sign-up email messaging service to provide regular updates
on the latest rules and guidance applicable to the area, also available in alternative
languages. In contrast, Sheffield City Council has mainly relied upon ensuring that the
information on its website is regularly updated, leaving it to residents to access any
new postings on their own initiative.
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3.5.

Local authority workforce impacts

Most commentators agree that the immediate response of local government bodies
across the UK was rapid and decisive. Thus, according to the WLGA (2020a, p.3)
“...within days and weeks, councils redesigned and reprioritised essential local
services, suspending some services and introducing new operating models, with
thousands of workers working remotely and many thousands of workers in other
services volunteering to temporarily change roles overnight to help contribute to the
emergency effort.” This involved considerable disruption in terms of staff management,
with extensive redeployment and repurposing, alongside adjustment to working from
home using virtual means, as well as some employees being placed on furlough. In
line with the deep-rooted ethos of public service the local authority workforce has
generally shown great flexibility and commitment in serving their local communities
(LGA, 2020e).

In England the LGA has been conducting a fortnightly survey of its members since the
end of March, asking standard questions about changing staff patterns. Not
surprisingly widespread redeployment to urgent tasks was reported by 87% of
respondents in May, and 62% in November. The sudden increase in support tasks
falling on local councils prompted the recruitment of additional staff by 74% of
respondents in May and 34% in November. At the same time, while furloughing of staff
has occurred, it has generally involved small numbers of people and been relatively
short term (16% of local authorities reported as having taken this step in May, rising to
25% in November). Nor has local government been immune to the direct effects of the
pandemic, with staff absence running at higher rates than normal, with an average of
7% in May and 5% in November. The overall effect, alongside the impacts of the
pandemic itself, led 27% of respondents to report ‘moderate or severe disruption to
operation’ in May, with 21% saying the same in November.

Additional Financial Support to Local Authorities

In recognition of the extreme pressures faced by local authorities the four national
governments have made a series of additional financial allocations to underwrite their
responses. This has involved a mixture of discretionary and ring-fenced funding, with
the former allowing individual councils to direct the resources to where they are most
needed locally, and the latter provided for particular purposes specified by each
government. Detailed data on the amounts allocated is readily available for local
authorities in England, but less easy to identify for Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland.

Local authorities in England received a total of £4.61 billion in emergency discretionary
funding between March and October 2020. This was provided in four tranches:

e An initial £1.6 billion was allocated in late March (to coincide with full national
lockdown) on the basis of historic assessments of adult social care spending.

e A further £1.6 billion followed in mid-April and was distributed on a simple per
capita basis.

e £0.5 billion was added in July, with allocations this time calculated according to a
‘relative needs formula’ (RNF) which took geographical variations in deprivation
levels into account, plus an ‘area cost adjustment’ which factored in the varying
labour and capital costs of delivering services in different parts of the country
(Calkin, 2020).

e An extra £0.92 billion was provided in October, again using the RNF, but with
further supplements for areas where stronger restrictions were reimposed as part
of Tier 3 (‘very high alert’) designations.
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This general funding has been used for a range of purposes, in particular to extend
the reach and increase the speed of vital service delivery, especially services that help
to protect the most vulnerable residents; to make emergency payments to families
whose incomes have disappeared; and to provide personal protective equipment (PPE)
for voluntary carers. Councils have also used it to offer grants to businesses allowed
to remain open during full lockdown but suffering from depleted demand, and
subsequently to accelerate regulatory procedures for businesses reopened but
operating in a socially distanced fashion.

In addition, a raft of additional ring-fenced funding streams has been put in place for
English local authorities. These include:

e The Compliance and Enforcement Grant (E60 million shared equally with local
police forces) covered training and salary costs for Covid-19 marshals or
ambassadors charged with encouraging compliance with social distancing rules
in public places.

e The Test and Trace Service Support Grant (E300 million) is intended to enable
upper tier local authorities to contribute to or take prime responsibility for tracing
the recent contacts of those who have received a positive result from a Covid-19
test under the nationally run scheme.

e The Local Authority Emergency Assistance Fund for Food and Essential Supplies
(£63 million) was earmarked to support charities and community groups which
are helping people struggling to afford and/or obtain food and other essential
supplies due to shielding or self-isolating.

e The Council Tax Covid-19 Hardship Fund provided £500 million so that councils
could reduce the burden on low-income households by £150 for the 2020/21
financial year. Priority was given to those already eligible for partial relief under
the working age local council tax support (LCTS) arrangements. Any surplus
remaining after these commitments had been met could then be used to support
other households in need (MHCLG, 2020h).

e  The Adult Social Care Infection Control Fund was implemented in two rounds, the
first (E600 million in total) in May/June to support providers in keeping residential
care homes safe; and the second (£546 million) in September split 70:30 between
a top-up to care homes and support to reduce infection risk in community care
provider premises.

e Further money was provided via the Department for Culture, Media and Sport
(DCMS) to support the safe reopening and operation of council leisure centres
(£200 million).

e The Local Government Income Compensation Scheme will offset lost revenue
from sales, fees, rents and charges. As it relies on local authority claims which
are difficult to predict, to date no limit to the budget for this has been set.

e The Local Restrictions Support Grants and the Control Outbreak Management
Fund were both specific to those areas mostly in the north of England that moved
into Tier 3 in October. They involved a flat rate per head of population to
underwrite further business grants and to enable more intensive public health
actions.

¢ The Additional Restrictions Grant did the same but with lower per capita rates for
all other local authorities placed in Tiers 1 and 2.

e In October the Contain Outbreak Management Fund provided an extra £4 per
head of population per month for areas assigned to Tier 3, and £2 per head per
month for those placed in Tier 2. Given the uncertainty over how long areas
remain in each Tier there are no definitive figures on the total cost of this.
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e Extra amounts have also been allocated to address homelessness (£0.1 billion —
see Section 5) and other services (£0.4 billion), although there are no breakdowns
for individual local authorities available for these.

Similar financial support has been provided to local authorities in the three devolved
administrations. Unfortunately, it has not been possible to obtain figures disaggregated
by purpose or local authority area. The overall amounts allocated in each nation are
as follows:

. Northern Ireland - £120 million in 2 tranches.

e Scotland - £864.6 million to end of June, 43% of which was to compensate for the
Council Tax payment holiday.

e Wales - £490 million in two tranches.

Figure 3.1 illustrates the geographical distribution of this additional funding across the
UK, standardised on a per capita basis. It should be noted that not all possible extra
funding has been included for England, partly because specifically targeted business
assistance is analysed in more detail in section four and partly because some of the
funding streams represent resources already committed but brought forward to meet
a pressing need (e.qg., the active travel allocations examined in greater detail in section
seven). Moreover, direct comparison between English regions and the devolved
territories should be avoided, as the latter cover all additional payments rather than an
equivalent selection.

The chart clearly highlights the greater priority given to those areas where infection
rates were highest in the first and second waves of the pandemic in the UK. This holds
for both general and ring-fenced funding, and underlines the greater levels of
deprivation and hence more pressing need to contain infection rates in the north of
England, the West Midlands and London. The higher average levels for Scotland and
Wales doubtless reflect the inclusion of all business payments in their totals, whilst the
lower figure for Northern Ireland is a function of the narrower range of powers and
responsibilities exercised by its District Councils.

Figure 3.2 assesses the additional grant allocations to support social and community
care providers in England on the basis of local capacity (i.e., the total potential number
of people that the local system can serve, in the form of care home beds and day
centre places). The highest average amounts have gone to regions in the south and
east of the country. This probably reflects the higher costs of provision in these areas,
especially in terms of property in the care homes sector. The much lower figure for
Greater London is explained by a greater proportion of its mix being made up of less
expensive community care provision.
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Figure 3.1: Additional Covid-19 Local Authority Funding Allocations by Region
and Country, UK
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Figure 3.2: Additional Covid-19 Local Authority Funding for Adult Social Care by
English Region
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Financial shortfalls and threats

According to Sandford (2020) local authorities across the UK have reported substantial
reductions in locally generated revenue due to restrictions on social, economic and
leisure activity. The main areas where such losses have been incurred are as follows:

Council Tax: In order to help residents with financial difficulties, several authorities
have announced a ‘council tax holiday’ whereby payment can be deferred.
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Revised regulations and rising unemployment have also made more people
eligible for partial exemption from paying the tax.

e Commercial property: Businesses renting council-owned property have been
forced to close and the consequent lack of cashflow has prevented them from
maintaining rental payments. Many local authorities have allowed deferral or
temporary waiving of such payments as a form of indirect business support.

e  Other commercial income: Income from chargeable services such as car parks
and leisure centres fell steeply during full lockdown, with the latter struggling to
attract customers even with the relaxation of restrictions during the summer.

e Business Rates: There are national schemes that have removed or reduced
liability for these local property tax payments for businesses that have been forced
to close or operate on lower capacity. However, arrangements have been put in
place to reimburse local authorities for any revenue lost as a consequence (see
section five for further analysis).

e The total decrease in local authority revenue in England for 2020/21 has been
estimated at between £6 billion and £10 billion (Lilly et al., 2020; Sandford, 2020).
Around a third of this is expected to involve ‘other commercial income’. Ogden
and Phillips (2020b) have estimated that the result will be an average 5% shortfall
in total non-tax revenue compared with what had been budgeted for. Others have
speculated that this will force councils to make cuts in services before the end of
the financial year (Butler and Barr, 2020). However, the impacts are likely to vary
between different types of local authority given their contrasting mixture of funding
sources. Thus, lower-tier authorities (Shire Districts) tend to be more reliant on
income from sales, fees and charges, and hence may suffer much larger hit to
their finances. The range of possibilities is indicated by a further set of estimates
produced by Ogden and Phillips (2020b), whereby the fall in non-tax revenues for
a third of English local authorities will be under 5% below budget, whereas one in
six are expected to lose at least 20%.

Many councils have made use of their revenue reserves to supplement the additional
funding provided by Central Government, although at present the extent of this
remains unclear (Phillips, 2020). Analysis of the scale of such unallocated reserves
immediately prior to the onset of the pandemic suggests considerable variation, with
one estimate indicating that they may be insufficient to meet projected shortfalls in 80%
of ‘upper tier’ authorities in England. Many of these are in older industrial areas where
the effects of Covid-19 have been most severe (see Section 3.1) (Billingham, 2020).
However, some cities like Sheffield have been able to tap into a mixture of general
reserves and additional borrowing to build up a ‘war chest’ to plug the gaps (Ashton,
2020a; 2020b). Similar variation also exists in Wales, where the level of usable
reserves as a percentage of the net annual cost of providing services ranged from 5%
to 33%, with two-fifths of councils seeing a reduction in total reserves over the 2019/20
financial year (Audit Wales, 2020).

In July 2020 English local authorities reported to MHCLG that they expected to spend
£5 billion more than originally budgeted in 2020/21, with half of this related to extra
adult social care costs (Ogden et al., 2020). The additional emergency funding has
gone a long way to bridge this gap, but most commentators think that there will still be
a shortfall; the uncertainty is over how large this will be (Grant Thornton, 2020). One
forecasting model indicated that it might be as high as £1.9 billion for local authorities
across the UK as a whole, though some councils are more confident than others about
being able to manage their financial position in the short term (Matsu and Woolley,
2020; Ogden et al., 2020). More recent analysis suggested that collectively councils in
England alone might end the current financial year £1.7 billion over budget (Scott,
2021). Despite dire warnings from local authority leaders (BBC News, 2020; Proctor,
2020) no council has declared itself bankrupt as a result of the financial pressures
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engendered by the pandemic. Indeed, the only such ‘Section 114’ notification (by
Croydon Council in south London) resulted from injudicious investment decisions
some years previously (Atkins, 2020).

This is not to imply that the crisis has been weathered. Adverse longer term impacts
will be related not just to the pace of recovery from Covid-19 effects, but also to other
global, national and local changes in international trade relationships, government
policy and moves towards more integrated service operation (for example, in health
and social care). All councils have been concerned for some time about their financial
position from 2021/22 onwards, and the pandemic has magnified these long-standing
issues (Sandford and Muldoon-Smith, 2020). Various studies have produced a range
of alarming calculations:

e  County Councils in England are likely to have a funding shortfall of between £1.4
billion and £2.2 billion in 2021-22, and 80% will have to make severe cuts to avoid
insolvency (County Councils Network, 2020).

e Around half of all councils will face complete depletion of their reserves within five
years (Matsu and Woolley, 2020).

¢ In order to maintain services at current levels local authorities would require an
extra £2.5 billion in 2021/22, rising to £3.3 billion in 2024/25 (Ogden et al., 2020).

e Following the announcement of a 4.5% increase in local authority funding
allocations for 2021/22, an estimated funding gap of between £0.8 billion and £1.6
billion for the same financial year still remained (Ogden and Phillips, 2020d).
Since then, however, further central government allocations have reduced this
deficit to £0.6 billion (NAO, 2021).

¢ In a third of local authorities this gap will represent 5% or more of their revenue
expenditure, and most have already or are planning to use their reserves to make
up the shortfall. Those that are unable to do so are at greatest risk of financial
failure (NAO, 2021).

Accepting the uncertainties surrounding such projections, without additional funding
the vast majority of local councils in England expect to reduce service budgets in 2021-
22, with inevitably adverse impacts on service levels and standards (NAO, 2021).
Whether the “fuller, more comprehensive solution” on local authority finance promised
by MHCLG to the House of Commons Public Accounts Committee (2020) will fill the
gap remains to be seen.

Coordinating mutual aid

One of the most outstanding features of the civic response to the pandemic in the UK
has been the spontaneous emergence of around 3,500 mutual aid support groups,
mostly at a neighbourhood scale, in all types of community. Their rapid success has
been founded on their ability to work quickly, flexibly, responsively and in a person-
centred manner (Tiratelli and Kaye, 2020). They have devised solutions to a range of
problems faced by individuals and households, firstly during full lockdown, and
subsequently during periods of more relaxed or reimposed restrictions. Tasks
undertaken include ensuring access to supermarket priority delivery slots; assembling
food parcels and organising transport for their delivery; solving digital access for those
shielding or self-isolating or needing to continue their education; establishing ‘buddy"
schemes for isolated vulnerable people; helping schools to develop their home
learning approach; and enhancing and adjusting support to community and family
carers (Heritage, 2020; WLGA, 2020a).

The role of local government in fostering, supporting and coordinating such activity
appears to be mixed. In many places there has been a positive ‘complementary’
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relationship, providing these groups with the space and support that has enabled them
to flourish (Dayson and Damm, 2020; Tiratelli and Kaye, 2020). However, some local
authorities have adopted a controlling stance, either through highly prescriptive
regulatory requirements or via micromanagement to align groups’ activities with
council plans and strategies. Others have tended to ignore these community-based
responses, sometimes at the risk of duplicating efforts, whilst there are cases where
there have been several shifts in approach, starting with a relatively open 'anything
goes' approach, followed by a more structured increase in collaboration, innovative
ideas and compassion, but culminating relatively quickly in more familiar negative
system processes and behaviours (Cox, 2020). The latter mainly involved gradual
reimposition of control over the flow of information; development of more clearly
defined but frequently over-prescriptive procedures and eligibility rules as a way of
stretching limited resources; and a step back in the sharing of power in the form of top-
down ‘command and control’ directives. Further research is already under way to
explore the varying circumstances and conditions within which these different
relationships emerge and evolve (Macmillan, 2021).

As well as local authorities, the coordinating and enabling effort has involved
governance organisations at a smaller scale too, including community and town
councils (for example, Frome in Somerset) and existing residents’ associations in
affluent and low-income areas alike (Harris, 2020b). In some instances, this has
involved working in tandem to ensure that no-one in need falls through any potential
gaps, or to link people into the most relevant organisation. Although not exclusively
the case, such joint working appears to have been most successful in localities where
councils had already begun to operate in a more ‘community-facing’ way before the
pandemic struck (Cretu et al., 2020; Local Trust/NLGN, 2020).

This has occurred especially in Scotland, where a comprehensive move towards
community planning was already under way, involving devolution of much decision-
making to local partnerships and the deployment of neighbourhood officers to
encourage engagement and communication (Coutts et al., 2020). This groundwork
has underpinned effective coordination of civil society responses in councils such as
Perth and Kinross (SURF, 2020). Evolution of this facilitative approach is also evident
in some English and Welsh councils. Its main distinguishing features are that it relies
on ‘gentle steering’ rather than ‘top-down’ commands; it offers in-kind support and
helps to connect people and networks together; it involves collaborative budgeting and
consistency in contact and coordination; and it seeks to build community leadership
skills on as broad a basis as possible (Tiratelli and Kaye, 2020). A good example of
what can be achieved through such collaboration can be found in Oxford, where the
City Council tied its existing call centre operations into a wider community response
digital system called Oxford Together (Willis and Fernandez, 2020). A similar county-
wide 24-hour helpline was put together for Kent (NLGN, 2020), whilst joint working in
Barking and Dagenham in east London enabled the creation of Community Solutions,
an integrated ‘front door’ to key support services (Compass, 2020; Lawson, 2020).

Local testing and contact tracing systems

A key aspect of controlling an infectious outbreak such as Covid-19 is to ensure that
those who have caught it, and those with whom they have been in contact, enter a
period of self-isolation so that they do not infect anyone else. For this to occur
widespread testing and comprehensive and effective contact tracing are essential. The
original system overseen by Public Health England was suspended at the end of
March, eventually being replaced at the end of May by a £22 billion Central
Government contract to a private provider consortium with minimal experience of
operating this type of intervention (NAO, 2020b). In principle local authorities were to
perform an essential supporting role, particularly in terms of local contact tracing, and
an extra £300m of funding for this responsibility was provided (see Section 3.5 above).
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In the early stages it was unclear exactly which local agencies the contractors should
be working alongside, resulting in considerable fragmentation and delay in full
implementation. Even once these issues were resolved difficulties around time lags in
receiving test results, poor quality contact details and gaps in data sharing placed
severe limits on what local councils could achieve. This prompted the Department of
Health and Social Care to set up pilots with 11 “beacon” areas in England (including
Leeds, Leicestershire and Newcastle) to test practices and procedures for local
authority involvement (Harris, 2020a).

Even then the problems with the national system persisted, only reaching around 60%
of those on its contact lists and hence failing to contain the spread of infection. In
response several local authorities established their own contact-tracing systems. This
particularly involved areas in the North and Midlands with the highest infection rates.
The first to launch its own service was Blackburn with Darwen Council, which
assembled a large team of staff, mostly seconded from other departments. With
support from Public Health England and guided by environmental health officers well
versed in such ‘shoe leather epidemiology’, its task was to track down people who had
not been reached by the national system after 48 hours. If local officials still did not
make contact after two days, council workers would visit their address to pass on
advice and offer support. The Blackburn model also factored in potential language
issues, as well as other vulnerabilities using the knowledge of community-based teams
(Halliday and Elgot, 2020).

Similar approaches were soon under way in other council areas including Calderdale,
Greater Manchester, Kirklees, Leicester, Liverpool and Sandwell. These schemes
have succeeded in making contact with over 90% of those who had previously fallen
through the gaps. Some of them, as in Calderdale, have even taken over prime
responsibility for contacting those who have returned a positive result after testing. All
are sent a text message with a local number to call, and a home visit follows if no reply
is received within 24 hours. The success of the approach rests upon the deployment
of a large team of specialist contact tracers with extensive local knowledge (Halliday
and Pidd, 2020). Equivalent arrangements have also been made in many local
authority areas in Wales.

It could be argued that local authorities’ participation in contact tracing could have
started on their own initiative much earlier, rather than as a reaction to the failings of
the national system. The interventions taken by Ceredigion Council, a rural local
authority in west Wales, are instructive here. Not only did it reach agreement with the
major local employers (a university and the seaside tourism industry) to close a couple
of weeks prior to the full lockdown in March 2020, but it also worked with the health
service to instigate its own contact tracing scheme. Recent contact lists were compiled
for all those with a positive test or reported by GPs to be suffering from Covid-19
symptoms, and the people identified chased up to ensure that they entered a period
of self-isolation, with appropriate practical support to make this feasible. The result
was an infection rate four to five times lower than equivalent councils elsewhere in
rural Wales (Clements, 2020). While some of this advantage was eroded after the
summer relaxation and the return of tourists from other parts of the UK, the area’s
infection rate still remains amongst the lowest in the UK. It shares this with other rural
areas, especially in remote parts of Scotland. In the islands cooperation between
national and local government and the ferry companies has restricted travel to delivery
vehicles and other essential journeys (Carrell, 2020).

More recently the availability of lateral flow testing for Covid-19 has allowed some
councils to introduce their own mass testing regimes. In Liverpool this involved Army
personnel as well as health workers and redeployed City Council staff, and was rolled
out in a range of community as well as central venues. In Stoke-on-Trent it involved
health workers such as district and school nurses, fire service staff and council home
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care assistants, amongst others. Similar approaches were introduced in Renfrewshire
in Scotland and Merthyr Tydfil in Wales, before being extended to more councils,
including 102 upper tier authorities across England. Although the tests have mixed
reliability, the rapid results at least meant that little time has been lost in isolating those
with a positive outcome. Initial evidence from early rounds of application was that they
are beneficial particularly in terms of identifying people who are asymptomatic, and in
enabling key public sector workers and care home staff to continue working (Brown,
2020). At the same time, there have been delays to roll-out in several areas due to
lack of clarity over the availability of funding (NAO, 2020b).

A major fear is that this good work may be too little, too late. The words of Dame
Deirdre Hine, the chair of the review of the country’s 2009 response to the swine flu
outbreak, are again instructive. "l could not understand why governments moved away
from test, track and isolate - that is the basis for the control of any infectious disease.
They could have got it up and running much faster. In my view, the (local) public health
approach with laboratories right across the country - the little ships rather than the
large destroyers or aircraft carriers we have now - would have been more effective and
could have been mobilised very quickly” (quoted by Clarke, 2020).

Conclusions

The far-reaching impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic have stimulated local responses
involving organisations in all corners of society. Although there have been inevitable
variations, in most places there has been a concerted and reasonably well-coordinated
effort to meet the needs of local residents and businesses. This is reflected in the high
satisfaction levels with local authority key workers during the pandemic reported in a
recent survey (APSE, 2020). These positive working relationships stretched well
beyond local authorities, health service organisations and even established voluntary
sector bodies, being driven in large part by both new and existing neighbourhood
mutual aid groups. Through them many local state institutions have reinforced or
recalibrated their relationships with civil society into ‘complementary’ forms (Dayson
and Damm, 2020). A potential consequence is the strengthening of local governance
and a commitment to closer joint operations in the future (Cretu et al., 2020; Munro
and Burbidge, 2020). This is an impressive feat given the reduction in resources and
capacity experienced over the previous decade, and the short timescale and pressing
needs that have framed its emergence. Indeed, in the best cases it could be claimed
that this represents an exemplary instance of collaborative local governance in
practice.

However, the variations between and within local authorities should be acknowledged;
this collaborative, consultative approach has not been universal either in terms of
geography or policy domain. Some councils may have started out with these inclusive
intentions but have found them difficult to sustain over time. In other places good
intentions to collaborate have been hampered by differences in organisational cultures,
priorities and performance regimes (Munro and Burbidge, 2020). Nevertheless, key
lessons are emerging for local leaders, around nurturing relationships with partners;
agreeing clear shared objectives; ensuring local politicians are centrally involved,;
fostering a conducive organisational culture; and workforce and leadership
development to embed the ethos.

Of course, much of what local government is able to do is dictated by Central
Government, especially in England, and the extent to which councils are trusted to
deliver what is required. The evidence in this section implies a rather ambivalent
attitude with respect to local roles in addressing Covid-19, rather than “the largely
dysfunctional central/ local government dynamic” claimed by Munro and Burbidge
(2020, p.5). On the one hand, the £4.6 billion of general emergency funding provided
to English local authorities has given them discretion to direct resources to the most
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pressing needs in each area, and the ring-fenced specific purpose allocations illustrate
a fair degree of faith in councils to ensure the support reaches intended beneficiaries
as speedily as possible. On the other hand, the sidelining of most local authorities and
health bodies from testing and contact tracing, even after the failings of the contracted
national system were evident, implies a lack of understanding of the relevant
experience and expertise that such local teams could contribute (Stone, 2020; Sillett,
2020). There have also been occasions when Central Government has failed to
consult, or even inform, council leaders in affected areas before announcing new sets
of restrictions aimed at containing the spread of the virus (LGIU, 2020; Walker, 2020).

Despite the positives it is clear that considerable frustration exists at the local scale.
Thus, most local authority chief executives interviewed for a Royal Society of Arts
(RSA) report agreed that the national context was unhelpful, particularly the way that
Central Government behaved. Similarly, a review by the C-19 National Foresight
Group concluded that the local resilience forums did not feel understood or trusted by
Central Government ministers and officials. “The lack of trust in the local structures
from ministers and government departments and representatives...impacts on their
ability to feel included as part of a greater UK wide management of the pandemic”; this
in turn “undermines any building of integrity and trust in the local as they are the public
face of the government approach at local level” (Hill et al., 2020, p.6).

Here the contrast with Wales is stark: national and local government have worked in
close partnership, with regular dialogue between Ministers and WLGA representatives
and weekly meetings between all 22 Council leaders and Ministers. This helped
communication of national priorities and strategy directly to local leaders on the one
side, and brought significant local issues and innovations to the attention of Ministers
on the other (WLGA, 2020b). Parallel collegiate approaches are being followed in
Scotland and Northern Ireland, a trend which underlines the need for comparative
cross-UK research to investigate ways in which local and sub-national governance
systems can achieve an acceptable blend of democracy, subsidiarity and universality
in meeting the population’s needs.
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Economic Support and

Recovery

4.1.

Introduction

The economic consequences of national lockdown and subsequent varied restriction
regimes have been severe, with all industrial and service sectors affected in some way.
Those classed as ‘non-essential’ during initial lockdown and later subject to curbs on
their operation (or even continued closure) have probably been the hardest hit. This
has chiefly involved establishments that rely on customers gathering in one place, so
continued operation (or reopening) has been contingent mainly on the scope for
maintaining social distancing between customers. However, adverse impacts have not
just been aligned on a sectoral basis; different modes of business organisation
amongst small and medium-sized enterprises (SMES) have encountered difficulties
both in maintaining workflow and in fitting government criteria for financial support.
This includes business owners who rely on dividends and those in certain forms of
self-employment.

At the start of national lockdown in March 2020 the UK Government designated a
range of business sectors as ‘non-essential’ and ordered them to cease trading while
full restrictions applied. The main activities on the list were:

¢ Restaurants, cafés, public houses, bars and nightclubs.

e All retail outlets (including outdoor markets) other than food shops, pharmacies,
petrol stations, bicycle shops, newsagents, post offices and banks.

e Hotels, guest houses, hostels, caravan parks and campsites.

e Cinemas, theatres, concert halls, professional sports venues, casinos and betting
shops.

e Libraries, community and youth centres, leisure centres and gyms, places of
worship, museums and galleries.

e  Outdoor sports facilities.

During the summer relaxation period many (but not all) of these were allowed to reopen,
and subsequent reimposition of tighter restrictions has entailed a shorter list of
proscribed activities. For example, builders’ merchants have remained open, allowing
the resumption of outdoor construction work to continue. The main sectors affected
throughout have therefore been tourism, hospitality, entertainment and leisure.

This section examines the main forms of business support provided, beginning with

an outline of the main UK-wide schemes, followed by an initial analysis of the grants
and payment reliefs offered through local authorities on behalf of the respective
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national governments. A brief review of other practical forms of business support
provided at the local scale ensues. The section then turns to a preliminary assessment
of the plans and strategies that have been developed at local level to steer and support
recovery from the adverse economic impacts of the pandemic.

Central Government business support schemes

Government guidance for both private and public sector activities has been for staff to
work at home wherever possible. Clearly this is not practicable for many types of
business, so a wide-ranging government support package was rapidly devised and
introduced as lockdown started in late March. A great deal of this financial support was
provided directly via HM Treasury and the Department for Business, Energy and
Industrial Strategy (BEIS) on a UK-wide basis, mainly on the grounds of efficiency and
consistency. The main schemes have taken three main forms. Firstly, wage or salary
replacement payments have allowed employees who are unable to work to be placed
‘on furlough’ and for some business owners and the self-employed to substitute some
or all of the income lost during lockdown. Secondly, a range of business financing
arrangements has been introduced for different types and sizes of firm, principally
taking the shape of loans and other forms of debt. Thirdly, a range of business tax
obligations have been deferred or cancelled altogether. The latter is the only one to
involve local authorities, which have been compensated for loss of Business Rates
revenue (see section 4.3).

One centrally administered initiative where local authorities have played an active role
has been the Kickstart scheme. This allows employers across the UK to apply for
funding from a £2 billion pot to create new job placements for 16 to 24 year-olds who
are claiming Universal Credit and who are at risk of long-term unemployment.
Placements should provide at least 25 hours work each week for 6 months, and a
further money is available to pay for training and support to help each participant to
find a permanent job. The funding covers the full National Minimum Wage and National
Insurance costs. Applications must be for a minimum of 30 job placements, but smaller
employers can team up with others via ‘gateway’ agencies. As well as trade bodies
and voluntary sector organisations, several local authorities have taken on this
intermediary role, though the exact number is not yet clear. However, a major concern
is that the scheme may prompt a further decrease in standard apprenticeship starts,
on top of the existing 50% fall during 2020 (FE News Editor, 2020).

The projected total cost for these various schemes cost to government to date amounts
to almost £150 billion. This is almost 5 times the amount that has so far been
channelled through local authorities for onward disbursement to businesses in their
area, as is shown in Section 4.3. The hitherto unknown additional amounts paid out of
local authority reserves is unlikely to alter this balance by very much. While local
authority support has doubtless been invaluable, not least in its potentially more
effective targeting due to local knowledge, the disparity in scale gives some indication
of the relative importance of local authorities in the overall governance of Covid-related
assistance to business in the UK.

While all these initiatives have been implemented in the devolved territories, here there
have also been supplementary schemes, usually to fill significant gaps. Thus, in
Scotland additional emphasis has been given to ensuring the survival of a wide range
of organisations in the cultural sector (e.g., galleries, museums, theatres, touring
companies, outdoor education centres, etc.), as well as helping social care workers
avoid financial hardship if they have to self-isolate. These funding streams are each
being overseen by different national level agencies. Similarly, Business Wales (the
business support arm of the Welsh Government) has offered extra financial support
through the three-phase Economic Resilience Fund (ERF), the Business Wales
Barriers Grant to encourage self-employment, and a £100 million Development Bank
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of Wales loan scheme. In Northern Ireland the approach has taken much the same
path, with payments handled exclusively by the business advice and guidance service
Invest Northern Ireland, with little involvement of the District Councils.

Local business support

Local authorities have also been able to supplement this range of financial support
with grants and loans derived either from their own reserves, from the general
emergency funding provided by national governments and in England from specific
local allocations intended mainly for establishments in the tourism and hospitality
sector. They have also been active in providing practical support to local businesses.

In England government funding allocations to local authorities to enable financial
support for local businesses have taken 5 main forms:

e Business (or Non-domestic) Rates relief: All establishments in the retalil,
hospitality and tourism sectors designated as non-essential and therefore forced
to close during lockdown periods have been given a 12-month payment holiday
with respect to local property taxation. The amounts involved differ according to
the rateable value of the property that they occupy. Arcane rules appear to have
produced some stark anomalies in the amount of relief on offer, especially for
those close to or just beyond the eligibility thresholds (Ogden and Phillips, 2020a).
Local authorities have been compensated for the revenue foregone due to this
measure, amounting to around £10.8 billion (Hutton and Keep, p.14).

e The Small Business Grants Fund (SBGF) involved one-off payment of £10,000
for those businesses falling within the lowest rateable value band used for
assigning them to the business rates relief categories.

e The Retail, Hospitality and Leisure Business Grants Fund (RHLGF) was a parallel
scheme for those in the next highest rates relief category and provided grant
payments of £25,000. The SBGF and RHLGF between them saw £11.1 billion
paid out to owners of over 900,000 eligible business outlets (Hutton and Keep,
p.15).

e The Local Authority Discretionary Grants Fund (LADGF) was launched in May
2020 as a supplementary initiative for small and micro businesses with fixed
property costs such as rent that were not eligible for the SBGF or RHLGF.
Intended recipients were firms in shared offices or other flexible workspace,
market traders, home-based businesses such as bed & breakfasts that pay
domestic Council Tax and charity-owned properties, plus any others that a local
authority deemed eligible. The maximum grant amount was £25,000 (Browning,
2020). This stream accounted for over £562 million being paid to around 93,000
businesses (Hutton and Keep, p.15).

e The Local Restrictions Support Grant (LRSG) and the Additional Restrictions
Grant (ARG) are related to the differential imposition of Tier-based local and
regional restrictions from October 2020 onwards. The amount of LRSG paid is
again based on rateable values of business premises, but also relates to type of
activity and Tier designation, and whether or not the firm could remain open or
had to close. In contrast, the ARG is a one-off grant of £20 per head to each
district or unitary council. It emerged from the deals negotiated with individual
metropolitan areas during September and October when they were required to
move into Tier 3. It became available to all local authority areas following the
extension of fuller restrictions to the whole of England in November 2020.

Analysis of the funding allocations to individual local authorities, grouped by region,
reveals some instructive patterns. Bearing in mind that the aim has been to enable

Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research | 24



otherwise viable businesses to survive the coronavirus crisis, enabling a quicker
economic recovery, there might be an expectation that differences in the degree of
support would reflect geographical variation in the incidence and effects of the
pandemic. In other words, the largest amounts should support those areas
experiencing high deprivation levels, especially places in the North and Midlands that
entered tiered regional restrictions in September and October. However, this does not
seem to have been the case. For example, Figure 5.1 shows how giving flat rate
Business Rates relief privileges London in particular, where rateable values and hence
payments tend on average to be higher. Similarly, basing SBGF and RHLGF eligibility
on the same spatially variable rateable values has provided greatest pro rata
assistance again to London, as well as to other less deprived regions like the East and
the South East (see Figure 5.2). At the same time, a higher proportion of businesses
in these areas may have missed out since the thresholds exclude businesses whose
premises have rateable values beyond the top limit (Ogden and Phillips, 2020a).

Figure 4.1: Average amount of Business Rates Relief per property by English
region
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Figure 4.2: Average allocation of SBGF/RHLGF per outlet by region and nation
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The more discretionary payments made under the LADGF present a different pattern,
as shown by Figure 5.3. Here London and the South East have had the lowest per
capita allocations, whilst the highest are to the North West, the South West and
Yorkshire and Humber. At first sight, these differences seem to emanate from regional
sectoral structures, with those having a high share of office and industrial occupiers
receiving less than those containing rural and coastal areas with a high proportion of
hospitality and tourism properties. However, Ogden and Phillips (2020a) also claim
that it may also reflect inadequate scrutiny in estimating the extent of need, and hence
the determination of allocations, on the part of BEIS, with the inclusion of ineligible
beach huts one factor in the distortion. At this stage it is unclear where any unspent
allocation might be directed.

Figure 4.3: Average allocation of LADGF per capita by English region
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In the devolved territories similar business support measures have been put in place,
including parallel versions of the grants to small businesses and retail, hospitality and
tourism establishments. These have also been disbursed by local authorities; by early
December over 91,000 such payments totalling £1.02 billion had been made in
Scotland (an average of £11,172 per property), with another 15,400 applications still
in the pipeline (Scottish Government, 2020d). Not surprisingly, 60% of this financial
support has involved places in the more heavily populated central belt, where average
amounts have been around £1,000 higher than in rural and coastal areas. Scottish
local authorities have also been charged with administering a range of financial
support mechanisms for affected businesses that differ from those in England,
including:

e The Strategic Framework Business Fund provides a flat rate amount for
businesses required to close or to modify their operations by law, the former
receiving £2,000 or £3,000 per month according to rateable value under the
Temporary Closure Grant regime; and the latter £1,400 to £2,100 per month
under the Business Restrictions Grant scheme.

o As well as a 100% rates 12-month payment holiday for retail, hospitality and
tourism businesses, all business properties have been given a 1.6% reduction in
their liability for Non-Domestic Rates, reversing the proposed increase in 2020/21.
Both forms of relief are applied by the relevant local council, with the income
foregone being reimbursed by the Scottish Government.

e The Scottish Crown Estate Fund is available in the 26 local authority areas with a
coastline and has been repackaged so it can be used to offer direct support to
coastal and marine-based enterprises and third sector organisations struggling
due to the pandemic. The £17 million available has been divided according to the
share of sea area abutting onto each area.

e The Renfrewshire Coronavirus Business Support Fund is a £1.3 million package
established by the council of the same name permitting supplementary loans and
grants for local companies or self-employed people to meet the costs of
operational changes, or to adapt premises to allow social distancing.

In Wales local councils are distributing grants to businesses in their areas on a similar
rateable value basis as in England and Scotland, although payment to those operating
in more expensive properties has been discretionary. However, all tourism firms whose
turnover has fallen 40 % or more automatically qualify. Moreover, while the amounts
paid have been capped at lower levels than elsewhere, the payments have been made
in several tranches, according to the restrictions in place at different points in time
(Smith, 2020). Other local authority-run funding support has taken the form of the
Lockdown Discretionary Grant for home-based businesses that are assessed under
Council Tax provisions, and the Lockdown Business Fund that has assisted
businesses facing operational and financial challenges as a result of the October
‘firebreak’. They are also administering the £10.5 million Freelance Fund, aimed at
those operating on a self-employed or temporary contract basis in the arts and culture
sector.

The huge number of applications for support from these different funds gives some
indication of the extent of the pandemic’s economic impact. To meet the demand
business grant administration teams in most councils have been augmented by means
of staff redeployment and new recruitment, though inevitably this has not prevented a
backlog of claims building up. Some authorities have instituted expedited procedures
to accelerate processing and approval times. A good example of this is Pembrokeshire
County Council, a small local authority in West Wales, which has used a mixture of
matrix management and secondments to draw staff in from Regeneration and
Economic Development, Revenue and Benefits, External Funding Teams and Finance
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and Employability. Part of this was a recognition that no one team had the skills to
deliver everything and there was a requirement to work as ‘Team Pembrokeshire’. By
September it had paid over £52 million worth of direct business support into the local
economy (WLGA, 2020c).

Other councils have taken similar steps to streamline regulatory procedures, especially
during the summer relaxation when businesses were tentatively reopening and
required permission to amend the way they operated. A case in point is Sheffield City
Council’'s accelerated process for assessing requests for outdoor service areas on
pavements and in pedestrianised areas to enable pubs and restaurants to keep
customers socially distanced. By assembling a joint team from different departments,
average processing time was reduced from 7 weeks to 7 days, including visits to over
1,500 premises to consult on proposed measures. Free boundary marker barriers and
face masks for customers were also provided as part of the package.

Others endeavoured to keep the local economy ticking by building up networks and
linkages between suppliers and potential consumers. Thus, Neath Port Talbot
Council in South Wales created a simple online directory called NPT Buy Local on its
website, showing which local shops were providing home deliveries and support. The
aim was to connect residents struggling to secure deliveries from the major
supermarkets with local suppliers for whom online trading was unfamiliar. By
September the site had received over 6,000 page views since its launch. Since then,
further iterations of the guide have been delivered, improving the layout of the directory,
creating categories to make it easier for residents to locate businesses and setting up
a database to store and manage business listings (WLGA, 2020d).

More generally, most local authorities have revamped their business support website
pages to provide links to the different types of funding support and how to apply for
them, whilst making sure advice and guidance staff keep fully abreast with these
schemes’ eligibility rules and terms and conditions. In Scotland all councils were
already collaborating on a nationwide service called the Business Gateway, which acts
as a central point where enquirers can be redirected to a sector or area specialist
depending on their needs. Its website was also quickly and regularly updated to reflect
changing circumstances and initiatives (COSLA, 2020a). Other councils have
repurposed their employability programmes to reflect the changing nature of the labour
market, and some have even been looking to the future in advising on how companies
in their local area might develop, especially in relation to opportunities linked to
decarbonisation and the advancement of a green economy (COSLA, 2020b).

Local planning for recovery

The future of local economies has also emerged as a key theme for a local government
bodies across the UK, even while they continue to be busy with the immediate effects
of lockdowns and tiered restrictions. In Scotland and Wales this has included
deliberations by specially formed recovery advisory groups charged with setting a
national framework within which all interested parties can draw up more specific plans
and strategies. The process has entailed inviting evidence from public, private and
voluntary sector organisations. In Scotland proposals emanating from cross-local
authority network discussions emphasised the need for “stronger collaboration and the
co-production and joint implementation of actions”, and a flexible approach with the
option for local variation so that disproportionate impacts in a given place can be
addressed. It also stressed how local additionality might be increased by aligning
direct financial support to key enterprises with training and skills development for both
existing staff and local residents (SLAED, 2020; COSLA, 2020b). In addition, the
package might include flexible job creation initiatives to compensate for a lack of local
labour market opportunities (Francis-Devine et al., 2020), offering good quality work
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experience through public and third sector efforts to meet local needs (IS/SLAED,
2020).

In Wales local authority proposals highlighted the need to modernise local economies
through a complementary mixture of public and private investment, particularly
spreading benefits through local procurement frameworks, prudent use of loan finance
to increase and improve fixed capital assets, and identifying the skills requirements to
be met by an expanded apprenticeship scheme. More substantively, the submission
also included a list of “mutually reinforcing” expenditure programmes for local
authorities (WLGA, 2020e):

¢ Anincrease in affordable housing construction.

e Decarbonisation of energy via sustainable generation, storage, transmission and
consumption.

e Improvements in social care and primary care infrastructure.
e  Continuation of the 21st century schools building programme.
¢ Investment in ‘circular economy’ infrastructure for better resource management.

e Transport improvements, including greater integration and better provision for
active travel.

e Further development of digital innovation and connectivity.
o Development and adaptation of appropriate industrial and commercial property.
e  Expansion of sustainable environmental infrastructure and tourism.

¢ Investment in human capital via skills training and apprenticeships.

The two inquiries have yet to report but the inclusionary approach should give weight
and acceptability to their proposals. That said, there has been no equivalent
government-endorsed exercise for England, nor on behalf of the UK Government.
Headline announcements have been made around the themes of ‘building back better’
and ‘levelling up’ between more affluent and poorer regions and localities. These have
highlighted investment in projects that may contribute to the conditions for stronger
local economies, rather than on direct measures to assist firms in rebuilding their
customer bases or to create large numbers of replacement jobs. Thus, the emphasis
has mostly been on new and updated infrastructure, clean energy and the green
economy, with some funds allocated in the November Spending Review (HM Treasury,
2020), but there remains a lack of detail upon which local and sub-regional recovery
plans might be based. There is also concern that, as with the UK’s Industrial Strategy
launched in 2018, the focus remains too narrow to enable all older industrial areas in
northern and western Britain to benefit (Fothergill et al., 2019). It is instructive to note
that the recently launched Build Back Better Council, appointed to advise the UK
Government on recovery, does not have any members from the public sector in
general (let alone local government), as well as minimal representation from beyond
London and the South East (Pidd and Mistlin, 2021)

Although a £4.8 billion UK-wide Levelling Up Fund (LUF) has been created, plans for
this pre-dated the crisis and its full launch has been postponed until the need for
firefighting against the pandemic has abated. In any case LUF is designed around
competitive bidding by local areas for a maximum £20 million share, so its allocation
will inevitably create ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ at a time when everywhere will need a boost
(Partington, 2020). Another strand of regional funding also remains in abeyance,
namely the Shared Prosperity Fund, which is the replacement for the European
Structural Funds following the UK’s departure from the European Union (EU). The
long-promised consultation on how this will work has yet to commence (Brien, 2020).
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Despite this vacuum there has been much work occurring at the local and sub-regional
scale in England. A survey of local authorities and LEPs undertaken by Lichfields
(2020) found that most have used their initial recovery response as an opportunity to
reset longer term strategy, for instance to build future resilience within the local
business base and to respond to wider structural shifts brought about by the pandemic.
However, respondents were less optimistic about the prospects for short-term
recovery, with 85% citing ‘weak’ or ‘very weak’ prospects, and predicting that it would
be well into 2021 before any strength would return to local economies. There was
some variation related to the sectoral mix in particular areas, allied to considerable
uncertainty over the scale of demand for retail and commercial premises given the
boom in online sales and the relative success of home working. Most are only just
beginning to explore alternative possibilities to address the risk of wholesale vacation
of urban centre properties in already struggling high streets.

Analysis of the priorities identified in both new and revised local economic strategies
revealed several key themes, including:

e  Building productivity back into the business base.
e Reskilling the local workforce to match emerging employment opportunities.

e Developing sector-specific support packages for affected businesses and
innovative growth sectors.

e Continued intelligence gathering and signposting to support.
e  Supporting the development and construction industries to kick-start activity.

e Building business resilience and future-proofing against further disruption
(Lichfields, 2020).

The formulation of these recovery plans appears to have contained a strong
collaborative local element. Thus, 82% of organisations reported strengthened
partnership working across and between local areas in terms of intelligence gathering,
sharing good practice, and joint plan development. A good example has been in
Newport (South Wales), where a survey of residents and businesses was undertaken
to understand people’s concerns and priorities; the strategy development group
included representatives from the local police, social landlords, business interests
(including the Chamber of Commerce) and third sector groups. The focus was on the
adaptation and revision of the council's existing economic strategy into a recovery plan
to take account of the new circumstances. As well as prioritising immediate business
survival, the plan has set a medium-term goal of securing more inward investment and
promoting the city as a business location (WLGA, 2020f).

Similarly, in Exeter in South West England the Building Back Exeter Better group
brought together a wide range of public and private sector stakeholders. Its plan
adopted a place-based approach centred around key interventions such as a revolving
carbon reduction fund of £200m; investment to support the city centre as a visitor
destination; £100m investment in transport infrastructure; a bespoke digital training
and skills package; and actions to support the health and wellbeing of residents (Exeter
City Council, 2020). Another example is in Glasgow, where the COVID-19 Recovery
Group draws members from a range of existing economic development groups. It is
currently still developing its Post-Pandemic Economic Recovery Plan for the city,
which amongst other aims is seeking to incorporate lessons and practices that can be
transferred from other cities (Glasgow City Council, 2020).

Many other local authorities and partnerships have embarked on similar exercises.

Indeed, an exploratory internet search quickly identified 50 such plans and strategies,
shared between all types of local authority, and including inter-area collaborations
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such as LEPs and Combined Authorities (CAs). One striking facet of this list was the
extent of potential duplication in parts of England, with 10 examples of lower tier
councils producing their own documents even though the wider County Council, CA or
LEP area within which they sit was also the focus of parallel work. At the same time,
there are some good examples of cross-boundary collaboration beyond formally
designated areas. One of these is the West London Alliance, which covers 6 boroughs
in west London and features the close involvement of key players in the area. Its
recovery plan focuses on six themes: employment and skills, growth sectors, micro
businesses, housing and infrastructure, town centres and Heathrow Airport. A telling
feature is that it serves as both a plan and a lobbying document for Central
Government, requesting flexibility in existing funding streams and sufficient resources
to develop a local low carbon economy and to address the severe local impacts on
employment in the aviation industry and its supply chains (West London Alliance,
2020).

Other economic recovery strategies that double up as requests for funding support
include that produced by the West Midlands Combined Authority (2020). Essentially
this represents a reshaping of its earlier Local Industrial Strategy and focuses on green
manufacturing, health care and high-speed rail-related projects that would have an
immediate impact. It forecasts that securing all of these will require an additional £3.2
billion. A similar approach has been taken by Liverpool City Region, whose paper
identifies a list of projects that are ready to start and would together cost £203 million
(Liverpool City Council and Liverpool City Region Combined Authority, 2020). Here
the focus would be on new house building, retrofitting energy efficiency measures,
health care innovation, investment in the creative and visitor economy and realigning
workforce skills with the new opportunities.

In fact, the issue of having the wherewithal to fuel the recovery appears to be vital.
Thus, 70% of the respondents to Lichfields (2020) survey stated that their local
authority/LEP is unlikely to have sufficient resources to respond effectively to the
longer term local economic fall-out from the pandemic. This is not just a matter of
funding but also related to staff shortages and prospective budget cuts too. While these
have been common issues for some time, they may well be exacerbated in the years
to come without a more generous financing package from Central Government.

Conclusions: Knowledge gaps and future research questions

Around 80% of government funding assistance to businesses most affected by the
pandemic has been administered by UK Central Government. While this may have
been justified on the grounds of efficiency and consistency, inevitably it necessitated
relatively narrow eligibility criteria that has excluded many operating under less
conventional models, especially amongst micro businesses and the self-employed.
Whilst local authorities were able to fill some of these gaps through discretionary
funding, their principal role in supporting the local economy has involved the
distribution of flat rate grants to business establishments on behalf of national
governments. For the most part they have done this quickly and effectively through
augmenting their business support teams, boosting inter-departmental working and
devising expedited procedures. The latter have also been used to good effect in
accelerating regulatory procedures to help firms offer more restricted or controlled
services during spells of varying restrictions.

Local and sub-regional agencies have also been busy trying to prepare for future
economic recovery and realignment. A major difficulty here is the lack of clarity on the
part of the UK Government concerning both strategic direction and practical measures
and initiatives. This is especially the case in England, where strategy formulation for
local recovery is taking place in something of a vacuum. It is little surprise that many
of the plans already produced represent requests for funding as much as blueprints
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for action. In contrast, in Scotland and Wales both national governments have
launched exercises to set a context within which local economic recovery planning can
proceed. Their inclusive consultative approach bodes well for the extent to which local
agencies can align their own approaches to nationally set priorities and targets.
However, it should be remembered that the devolved territories still rely on the UK
Government for the bulk of their funding, with further fiscal powers currently on hold or
likely only on an ad hoc basis (Eiser, 2020). The continuing hiatus over the Shared
Prosperity Fund in the immediate post-Brexit period just adds more uncertainty to the
eguation.

Four dimensions where there are important gaps in knowledge emerge from these
tentative observations, focused around the role and nature of local government with
regard to economic development and its relationships with other parts of state
infrastructure:

e What was the exact extent and full nature of local authorities’ discretionary
expenditure in ameliorating the effects of Covid-19, drawn from both non-
ringfenced emergency funds and their own reserves? How did this vary between
different types of council, between nations and regions and in different types of
place?

e To what extent has the financial support provided to business helped firms and
establishments to survive? Have local government interventions had an influence
on the ways in which local economic structures of different places are changing
in the post-pandemic era?

¢ How have economic development policy content and architecture evolved, and to
what extent has this been in relation to post-pandemic needs, rather than
developments in the wider macro-economic and political context? To what extent
can a local governance-driven and place-based approach fit with broader national
and UK-wide policy frameworks aimed at shaping transition to an inclusive and
decarbonised economy?

e How have the overall governance structures in the UK’s constituent nations
changed in response to the intertwined needs of a healthier and more equal
economy?
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Housing and Homelessness

5.1.

Introduction

Some of the starkest impacts of Covid-19 in the UK are manifest in housing and
homelessness. Pre-existing social, physical and economic inequalities have not only
been worsened by the pandemic but have also determined those most affected.
People from Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) and low-income backgrounds
are all more likely to contract the disease and are most likely to die from it (PHE, 2020a;
Runnymede, 2020). Alongside occupation, transport and access to healthcare,
housing is a significant and intersecting risk factor where densely populated areas,
over-crowded households and shared accommodation increase the risk of infection
transmission.

Faced with such stark public health risks and largely driven by concern for the
heightened exposure of those experiencing homelessness, housing quickly become a
major focus of central government policy, strategy and action in addressing the
pandemic. It has been a public health rather than a housing agenda that has driven a
widespread departure from a previous ‘poverty of ambition’ to look beyond hostel
provision (Parsell et al., 2020). In exceptional timescales, self-contained housing has
been provided to people sleeping rough and to those reliant on dormitory style shelters
not only in the UK, but in other countries too.

What has been achieved has been remarkable in scale and speed, building upon but
accelerating a developing local infrastructure and collaboration between housing,
health and social care services. However, there is a danger that this response is
merely temporary, and longer-term housing provision for people who are homeless
still faces an uncertain future due to drastic Central Government funding reductions.
Financial responsibility has been handed over to local authorities whose budgets were
already stretched before Covid-19, and which now face a combined funding shortfall
of £2 billion for the 2020-21 financial year, as already outlined in section 3 (Ogden
and Philips, 2020c).

Other temporary measures that are unlikely to cushion the longer-term economic and
social impacts of the pandemic include a modest uplift to Local Housing Allowance, a
temporary freeze on tenant evictions, and mortgage repayment holidays for home-
owners (including private landlords). Meanwhile, growing economic risk may
exacerbate exclusionary practices within the Private Rented Sector (PRS) and within
the mortgage market, pushing would-be renters and first-time home buyers with limited
funds and employment insecurity further away. With rising unemployment, access to
housing and welfare will become crucial, long after the Covid-19 pandemic eases.
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Geographies of housing and inequality

Housing plays a crucial role in the ways that Covid-19 is being experienced across the
world, bringing the well-established intersections between housing, poverty and health
into sharper focus. The uneven geographies of Covid-19 impacts are perhaps most
visible in cities and densely populated urban areas, where higher levels of social
interaction result in higher infection transmission rates (Quinio, 2020). This has applied
equally in relatively affluent countries like the UK, especially in local authority areas
where socio-economic deprivation is highest (ONS, 2020).

There appear to be multiple explanatory factors that would explain the high levels of
mortality across varied urban, coastal and rural areas of England (Davenport et al.,
2020). These include the general health of populations, as well as household size and
types of employment where workers are more likely to be exposed to the virus (PHE,
2020). Even after adjusting for age, sex and ethnicity, the worst health outcomes from
Covid-19 remain in the most disadvantaged areas (PHE, 2020). Overcrowded housing
has been shown to have a particularly strong correlation to high levels of Covid-19
deaths in England (Barker, 2020). The interactions between these spatially specific
factors highlight the need for local policy responses (Davenport et al., 2020), as well
as greater Central Government investment in disadvantaged areas.

Much of this disadvantage is structurally embedded and historic. Research has shown
that one in seven people in the UK is living in an insecure, unaffordable, overcrowded
or otherwise unsuitable home (NHF, 2019). Analysis of English Housing Survey and
YouGov survey data has shown that 3.7m people live in overcrowded homes, and
30,000 live in a home that consists of just one room (NHF, 2020b). Between 1911 and
2011 overcrowding declined in absolute terms in England. However, using a relative
measure of inequality in housing space shows that overcrowding among low-income
groups increased dramatically from the 1980s and undermined any previous progress
(Tunstall, 2015). There are several factors at play here, including changes in
household compaosition, the distribution of households geographically, and changes in
design and build standards. However, policies around the allocation and development
of housing have been instrumental in each of these factors (Tunstall, 2015).

Following a recent raft of UK government reforms to welfare, households facing the
most significant financial challenges often experience formal and informal exclusion
from social rented housing waiting lists on the grounds of economic or social risk
(Preece et al., 2020; Powell, 2015). Increasingly automated systems and algorithms
have also reinforced the seemingly arbitrary decisions made about individuals’
suitability for social and private rented accommodation, drawing attention to the role
of technology in governing access to housing and welfare (Eubanks, 2019; Fields,
2019; Marsh and Maclntyre, 2020). This creates further disadvantage for households
already most in need of housing and social support, and disproportionately impacts
ethnic minority groups. People from a BAME background are over three times more
likely to become homeless than White British people in England (Shelter, 2020), and
make up a quarter of households waiting for local authority support for housing (despite
only accounting for 11% of all households).

Indeed, housing allocation policies have a history of creating and reproducing
structural inequalities, especially for BAME households (Robinson, 2002; Henderson
and Karn, 1984; Wacquant, 2007), as well as for other marginalised groups such as
disabled people (Mackie, 2012). These historic inequalities are important when
considering the impacts of Covid-19 and subsequent policy responses. Research has
shown that BAME households are disproportionately more likely to live in the most
deprived neighbourhoods, in fuel poverty, and in poor quality, overcrowded and
multiple occupancy housing (Gulliver, 2016; MHCLG, 2020c; PHE, 2020). Taken
together with higher fuel costs, rising unemployment and limited government support,
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people already living in inadequate housing have experienced the most harmful effects
of the pandemic (Brown et al., 2020).

In response to the financial precarity already faced by many and worsened by
unemployment prospects, the UK government temporarily lifted the cap on the amount
of private housing benefit support that can be claimed through Local Housing
Allowance (LHA) to the 30" percentile of rents. However, even with this increase, most
private rented properties remain unaffordable to people receiving welfare benefits,
since 70% of private rental payments are not covered by LHA (Pennington, 2020).
Although an extension to the earnings threshold required for Universal Credit support
helped people who lost out financially due to the effects of the pandemic, this has been
undermined by a range of disqualifying criteria that left over 77,000 households subject
to an overall welfare benefits cap (CPAG, 2020). These preventative measures have
provided a short-term buffer for some but not all, and as such have failed to address
much existing inequality and precarity.

The impact of the pandemic on rent levels is an evolving picture but in the year leading
to October 2020, the cost of renting in London fell 6.9%, and later in the year average
rent costs in cities like Manchester and Leeds also fell. A decline in interest in living in
cities and near town centres reflects greater choice over location through home
working, while travel bans have reduced demand for housing from tourists,
international students and workers (Hammond, 2021). Nevertheless, even with some
sporadic falls in the cost of renting,

It remains likely that renters with insecure employment or facing redundancy are
experiencing greater precarity due to the pandemic. While renters continue to struggle
in the UK, landlords with buy-to-let mortgages and homeowners have been protected
by a mortgage repayment holiday that was agreed between the government and
mortgage lenders. At the same time, the choices available to people looking to buy
their first home have also been limited, as mortgage lender restrictions have removed
almost all low deposit products and increased the rates applied to those that are
available (Osborne, 2020). The price of properties has also dramatically increased
following the government’s stamp duty discount in July 2020. This was implemented
as a market stimulus with some success, but it has also served to widen the existing
wealth gap between those with access to gardens and green space and those without
(Hanley, 2020), as existing homeowners who could afford to were incentivised to move.
On top of employment insecurity, the consequence of the pandemic for many people
at the bottom of the housing ladder has been to reduce the likelihood of accessing a
mortgage, home ownership, a garden and outdoor space.

Lockdown and spatial disadvantage

Questions relating to the form and function of housing have a long tradition. They have
also inspired a recent surge in housing research around the use value of home, and
its relationship with health and well-being (Rogers and Power, 2020). The pandemic
has exposed the myriad harms presented by housing conditions not only to the most
disadvantaged, but also to a broader spectrum of society (Gurney, 2020). For people
who have had to self-isolate over long periods of time, the absence of social interaction
or life outside domestic space - including variable access to green space (see Section
6) - has left people physically and mentally deconditioned. Thus, loneliness,
depression and related issues contribute to poor cardiac health (BHF, 2020), as well
as being linked to increased suicide rates (BMJ, 2020). The physical and psychological
benefits of having access to outdoor space, including private gardens, balconies or
nearby parks, exposed existing inequalities in housing amenities, especially for those
trapped in their homes due to shielding (Hanley, 2020).
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As well as the many individuals who had to spend lockdown in one-room
accommaodation, more than 3,600 children were in provision comprising just two rooms
(NHF, 2020b). More permanent ‘work from home’ arrangements, as well as employees
being placed on furlough, have also virtually eliminated the wider social interactions
and activities that are crucial to health and wellbeing (ESRC, 2020). The blurring of
boundaries between housing, work, school, play and exercise has combined with
restricted access to private space not only to provoke greater domestic conflict, but
has also compromised social distancing in local public spaces as demand for access
has soared (Garber, 2020). In particular, the development and wellbeing of children
living in disadvantaged households has suffered, with families living in temporary
accommodation seeing healthcare and other services disappear due to the primary
focus on Covid-19 cases (Shared Health Foundation, 2020).

For many cohabiting households, the limited movement, isolation and hardship
created by the pandemic has led to conflict and even abuse. The UN has called
domestic violence against women and girls ‘the shadow pandemic’, where existing
abuse has worsened and options for escape are limited (Mlambo-Ngcuka, 2020).
Reports of increasing domestic abuse across the world demonstrate some of the most
immediate risks to safety that have been worsened by government ‘stay at home’
directions during periods of lockdown (Davidge, 2020), and by lack of alternative
housing options (Bimpson and Reeve, 2020). The experience of domestic abuse
undermines assumptions of security that go with home, and exposes the need for more
nuanced understandings of private space, safety and connection to place (Meth, 2003;
McCarthy, 2018; Bimpson et al., 2020).

Social landlords are particularly well placed to respond to reports of abuse by their
tenants. In England and Wales some housing associations and local authorities have
worked together to prioritise applicants on local housing registers with the most
immediate needs, such as those fleeing violence or those leaving temporary
accommodation (Heath, 2020; Timan, 2020). However, evidence suggests that
housing through such emergency measures is often granted via ‘excluded licenses’,
and more stable starter tenancies are only awarded if the temporary situation is
deemed successful (CaCHE, 2020). This greater coordination between housing
associations and local authorities has been particularly strong in Wales, where the
devolved government has increasingly distanced itself from London in respect of
housing (and other) responses to the pandemic (CaCHE, 2020). Across the UK,
housing associations have utilised their empty properties to provide housing to people
leaving homelessness services and other temporary accommodation, as well as
people leaving hospitals (NHF, 2020). The utilisation and coordination of local
resources has been crucial in addressing urgent rehousing needs for social tenants.

People in shared accommodation involving multiple households have faced increased
risk of Covid-19 infection through use of communal kitchens, bathrooms and other
facilities. These risks fall disproportionately on low-income households, where financial,
spatial and relational inequalities provoke significant mental as well as physical health
impacts (Preece and Bimpson, 2019; Barratt et al., 2015). People with no recourse to
public funds (NRPF) have been subject to some of the most harmful effects of this type
of housing. Temporary accommodation provided for people seeking asylum across the
UK is a notable example, where already poor and dangerous conditions have been
made worse with postponed maintenance works during periods of lockdown (Bulman,
2020). Companies contracted by the UK government have left residents without soap
or sanitiser, or adequate food, and have continued to force multiple households to
share single rooms (SYMAAG, 2020). A National Audit Office review of asylum
accommodation reported inadequate Central Government monitoring of contractual
obligations, highlighting a systemic issue with this lucrative shadow housing sector
(NAO, 2020). Moreover, Home Office activity relating to asylum housing during the

Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research | 36



5.4.

pandemic has operated without any consultation with local government (UK
Parliament, 2020).

Other institutional accommodation such as care homes has highlighted the increased
risks of infection transmission. With an estimated 48,000 deaths® from the beginning
of the pandemic to the start of November, both the NHS and the care home sector
have faced substantial scrutiny, especially for initial management of the crisis (Booth,
2020). Older people living in their own homes have also faced greater vulnerability
where shielding, and social distancing has seen people cut off from vital provisions
such as food and medication, as well social care and support for daily living. Across
the UK, locally organised volunteer networks, charities and voluntary sector
organisations have responded to the isolation of older and vulnerable people (Centre
for Ageing Better, 2020). Where local authorities have coordinated these responses,
informal and community-based networks have been incorporated into more formal and
evolving social care arrangements that aim to support people to remain independent,
and in their own homes. At the same time, local mutual aid continues to operate
outside formal governance structures with local residents’ groups that were set up
during lockdown continuing to support their neighbours (Tiratelli and Kaye, 2020).
These partnerships and coordinated efforts between local government, public services,
third sector and citizens represent some of the most positive and hopeful outcomes of
the pandemic (see also Section 3.7).

Homelessness

This multi-agency and locally coordinated approach has been further demonstrated by
the ways in which homelessness has been managed during the pandemic. One of the
earliest and most decisive moves from the UK Government was to call for local
authorities in England to accommodate all rough sleepers in self-contained housing
within a month through the ‘Everyone In’ scheme (MHCLG, 2020a). This meant finding
housing not just for people sleeping on the streets but also those in communal
accommodation like hostels and night shelters where self-isolation and social
distancing were not possible. A ring-fenced £3.2 billion funding allocation enabled
English local authorities to accommodate an estimated 90% of all known rough
sleepers (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020) through use of empty hotels (closed by lockdown)
and other self-contained short-let accommodation. These temporary measures made
it possible for a reported 14,610 people in England to be housed by June 2020
(Geraghty, 2020). Local responses to the scheme varied according to the availability
of suitable spaces, the presence of existing partnerships and agencies, and other local
governance issues (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020). Wales and Northern Ireland also followed
the same approach in providing self-contained emergency accommodation through
street outreach and partnership agency working. In Scotland, where homelessness
legislation is more progressive in the number of people the government is legally
obliged to support, the ‘Everyone Home’ scheme provided initial housing to rough
sleepers via an enormous street outreach effort, as well as placing equal emphasis on
suitable move-on accommodation.

Local authorities across the UK have worked with social landlords, social enterprises
and private sector services to house people under each scheme. Rapid responses
include that by East Suffolk Council, which repurposed unused sheltered
accommodation, bringing it back into use within seven days; whilst Cornwall worked
with charities, businesses and other partners to gain access to newly built but unsold
dwellings for temporary accommodation (LGA, 2020). Another solution from modular
housing companies and social enterprises has been the provision of ‘pods’ or
containers as temporary accommodation for people sleeping rough. During lockdown

1 By mid-January 2021 this figure had exceeded 100,000.
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these solutions expanded across the UK, as well as in Canada and the USA. However,
there have been criticisms that such tiny houses undermine space standards and
reduce aspirations for the types of housing available to people in need of support
(Bearne, 2019).

While the Everyone In scheme has pushed the UK closer to a model focused on
independent housing rather than night shelter, its temporary nature goes against the
principles of ‘Housing First’, which aims for longer term security and the requirement
for appropriate, flexible and unconditional support to sustain those tenancies. Indeed,
prior to the pandemic Housing First projects across the world had already shifted
perspective to mainstream housing with intensive support and free from tenancy or
other conditions, rather than the traditional ‘staircase system’ of providing sub-
standard or institutional accommodation. The evidence of its effectiveness is
sufficiently compelling that the UK Government is also moving in this direction
(MHCLG, 2020d). After the first period of lockdown there was a period of uncertainty
before Central Government announced a £161 million fund for 3,300 new supported
homes as move-on options to be provided by March 2021 (MHCLG, 2020e). It also
announced a further £91.5 million for 274 local authorities to secure interim
accommodation for people who had been housed in hotels and other places (MHCLG,
2020f). Applications for this funding are subject to assessment and uncertainty
remains for local authority plans until funding is agreed. Furthermore, during the latest
lockdown period in early 2021 Central Government support has been much less than
for the Everyone In scheme, despite the winter weather. Local authorities have thus
faced significant uncertainty over how much funding will be available and whether it
will be sufficient to house all rough sleepers (Heath and Barker, 2021).

In the autumn further restrictions under both the regional tier systems and the
October/November national lockdowns also created uncertainty for winter shelter
provision, where usable space may be reduced by as much as two-thirds due to social
distancing requirements (Marsh and Walker, 2020). With hotels back in commercial
use in some areas, and further funding for local authorities not yet agreed, councils
were forced to bring some shelters back into use and to fund additional space
independently. Finding additional resource for this is not open to all councils, of course,
especially in the context of already programmed future expenditure cuts to a range of
services that support people experiencing homelessness. For example, in Manchester
the homelessness budget is scheduled to be cut by £2.8 million, and housing
payments for people struggling to pay rent are set to reduce by £1.5 million (Williams,
2020).

Overall, the Everyone In scheme has provided a level of independence for many
people who had previously been living in communal shelters, by providing individual
cooking and cleaning facilities, and by strengthening links to health and substance
misuse services (e.g., Stevenage’s ‘No More’ scheme) (LGA, 2020). The closure of
shelters and some day centres has proved especially beneficial in changing existing
systems, particularly by bringing health services directly to those in need in hotels and
other accommodation, rather than waiting for individuals to travel to access a range of
services in dispersed locations. However, for people already living in temporary
accommodation, the range of services available during periods of lockdown has been
non-existent (Shared Health Foundation, 2020).

While work to bring healthcare closer to people living in homelessness provision was
already under way in the UK prior to the pandemic, periods of lockdown not only
highlighted the urgency of that work but also created further barriers for individuals and
services. While Central Government legislation enabled day centres for people rough
sleeping or experiencing homelessness to remain open during periods of lockdown,
lack of staff and constraints on social distancing meant that this was not possible
everywhere, leading to a lack of provision being reported in some areas. Like many
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services, the practicalities of reopening volunteer-led services after initial periods of
lockdown presented significant challenges, and guidance to support and instruct those
services was issued by national homelessness sector organisations and health
research institutes (NIHR, 2020). Closure of services at the start of lockdown and
difficulties in accessing alternatives meant that people dependent on methadone
struggled to obtain it across the UK. In response, critical amendments were made to
UK legislation surrounding the supply of controlled drugs. This included allowing
pharmacies to provide them without prescription where individuals were already
receiving those drugs as part of a treatment programme (ACMD, 2020), and facilitated
greater coordination between a range of health services, support staff and people
receiving drugs treatment. While these issues for rough sleeping populations had been
highlighted prior to the pandemic, Covid-19 has highlighted the urgency of recognising
the links between housing and harm reduction (O’Carroll et al., 2020).

While the pandemic has undoubtedly led to increased integration between health,
social care and housing, the approaches taken have varied significantly between local
areas, with much depending on the existing local infrastructure. Furthermore,
Groundswell (2020) reported that some people returned to the streets after periods of
stay in hotels under the Everyone In scheme because they struggled to access basic
provisions, especially those self-isolating and without access to the necessary welfare
benefit payments. The solitary experience of staying in a hotel room also proved
difficult for longer-term rough sleepers, or for those with mental health issues. Lack of
suitable move-on options has also undermined the success of the scheme.

Notwithstanding these challenges, a recent Lancet study has reported that the UK'’s
response to homelessness under Covid-19 had potentially prevented 21,092 infections,
266 deaths, 1,164 hospital admissions and 338 Intensive Care Unit admissions by the
end of May 2020 (Flook et al., 2020). However, the figures used to indicate the
success of the approaches used to manage homelessness during the pandemic
should be treated with caution. On 30 June 2020, an estimated 98,500 households
were living in temporary accommodation in England alone, an increase of almost 14%
on the previous year (Shelter, 2020). While some of this increase may be due to the
government’s Everyone In scheme, it is also likely to stem from the increasingly limited
supply of affordable housing. While there has been a decrease in the number housed
in Bed & Breakfast accommodation and an emphasis on leasing dwellings from the
Private Rented Sector (PRS), those stuck in temporary accommodation are more likely
to be sharing bathrooms, kitchens and other communal facilities.

This also applies to single person households aged 35 or below who are only eligible
for rooms in shared PRS accommodation. While local authorities have distributed
information leaflets regarding Covid-19 and reducing infection in shared housing, the
material circumstances for people living in such multi-occupation accommodation
remains the same (LGA, 2020). With restricted possibilities of sofa-surfing with family
or friends due to pandemic restrictions, recorded homelessness among young people
has increased almost 50% compared to a year earlier (Marsh, 2020). This figure is
likely to rise further due to the over-representation of young people amongst the
recently unemployed (Resolution Foundation, 2020).

Other temporary measures have sought to prevent people from becoming homeless,
including the ‘evictions ban’ which was announced on 27 March 2020 (MHCLG,
2020b). From this date, a temporary suspension of court proceedings for tenant
evictions was introduced, at first for three months, but later extended on several
occasions. Part of the guidance supporting this legislation was for ‘tenants and
landlords to work together to put in place a rent payment scheme’. While a survey
undertaken by the National Residential Landlords Association suggests that the
majority of landlords have been supportive of requests for help by tenants struggling
to pay their rent (NRLA, 2020), renters’ unions have challenged the degree of
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cooperation that has actually taken place (Generation Rent, 2020). Further evidence
suggests that illegal evictions have taken place despite the ban on court proceedings,
demonstrating the power that landlords have over tenants who may not be aware of
or able to exercise their rights (Marsh and Walker, 2020b). The extent to which the
intended shared approach between private landlords and tenants persists will be
revealed once the extended ban on court eviction proceedings finally ends. Again, it is
anticipated that any increase will disproportionately impact young people.

People who are homeless and have No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) for welfare
benefits have been particularly exposed to destitution during the pandemic, as well as
being increasingly targeted by the Home Office for deportation (Bulman, 2020). The
March 2020 briefing by the Minister for Local Government and Homelessness advised
local authorities to use alternative funding and their own discretion to house people
with NRPF status (MHCLG, 2020a). However, as restrictions on accessing welfare
payments have not been relaxed during the pandemic, local authorities must bear the
costs where support is provided as part of statutory duties or public health. The
Scottish and Welsh Governments, as well as local authorities across England, have
called on the UK government for resources to be provided to enable help to be given
to such cases (LGA, 2020b).

Conclusions: Knowledge gaps and future research questions

The Covid-19 pandemic has placed the problem of homelessness firmly on the public
health agenda across the world. Framing it in terms of risks to wider public health has
driven an exceptional response in housing provision not only in the UK but elsewhere
too. At the same time this perspective has broken with the individualising discourses
inherent within neoliberal approaches to governing homelessness (Parsell, 2020). The
UK government’s central response to Covid-19 in relation to housing issues has largely
focused on emergency responses to the accommodation and health needs of the
rough sleeping population, and local authorities have been instrumental in making
them successful. The achievement is underlined when comparison with some other
European countries is drawn, where the risk has been countered with exclusion and
discrimination. For example, in Slovakia shelters were closed with no alternative
provision and those found on the streets were dispersed out of cities by police (World
Habitat, 2020). The public health risk narrative has combined with existing racist
attitudes to identify Roma people as a collective threat to public health, and
consequently to increase the discriminatory treatment and policing of Roma across
Europe (Matatche and Bhabha, 2020).

Central Government leadership and funding clearly effected an important change in
the ways that emergency homelessness services have been delivered across the UK,
where a historic reliance on night shelter and dormitory-style accommodation has been
replaced (at least temporarily) by self-contained provision as an emergency housing
response. Local authorities of all types and their partners also espoused the new
approach smoothly and efficiently. Despite some challenges especially in the initial
period (Groundswell, 2020), the health benefits of self-contained provision became
evident in reduced infection rates, hospital admissions and deaths among rough
sleepers, as well as the opportunity for independence and dignity that individual
accommodation has provided to those housed. The change in approach has
responded to a long-standing need for better integration between health and housing
services, and sharing best practice from local approaches will contribute to more
consistent provision across localities. How long this way of addressing homelessness
will last remains uncertain. Further research will be required to track the lasting impact
of subsequent Central Government funding initiatives and the distribution of those
resources locally, and the range and effectiveness of measures used by local
authorities to deploy them.
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The pandemic has contributed to greater partnership working between local authorities
and a range of local housing resources, including hotels in the initial period but also
housing provided by social landlords. Changes in social housing allocation policies
have meant that single homeless people who are generally excluded as low priority,
or otherwise unsuitable due to arrears for example, have been given priority over
existing social tenants looking to be rehoused. The reality and permanence of those
changes also requires further research. Ultimately, local responses to housing and
health provision are varied and more evidence is required to understand these
variations in local service provision and the impacts of the Covid-19 responses outlined
in this section.

The pandemic has also raised the profile of shared accommodation, not only as a
resource to support the rough sleeping population and low-income households, but
also as a living situation that contributes to greater risk of infection transmission. If
shared accommodation is to be a fundamental part of ongoing development of move-
on options through Central Government funding, the impact of living with other
households for health and wellbeing must be acknowledged.

Central Government interventions to mitigate the risk of homelessness have also been
temporary, and with rising levels of homelessness and unemployment, coupled with
local government budget cuts, the ability for local housing authorities to respond to
demands will be subject to substantial challenge. Local responses to requests for
homelessness assistance, as well as rough sleeping over winter and spring, will
provide some indication about the medium and longer-term impacts of Covid-19.
Evictions have continued illegally despite a temporary ban on court action, and with
that set to end in the spring of 2021, figures on court-sanctioned evictions and any
homelessness that ensues must be closely monitored. Furthermore, while
partnerships between local authorities and social landlords have aimed to strengthen
local support to meet housing needs, Central Government’s expectations about the
cooperation of private landlords to support renters requires greater scrutiny.

Overall, Central Government measures have done little to alleviate the existing
inequalities in housing that have been highlighted and worsened by the pandemic.
Moreover, given the way it is financed, local government is hardly well-positioned to
mount extensive intervention. What is required here is a longer-term strategy that
includes policies relating to allocation, planning and regulation. Developments in
housing must be integrated with wider strategies and policies that contribute to the
health of the population as a whole. This means recognition of the connections
between employment, healthcare, transportation and environment, the importance of
which has been so clearly highlighted by Covid-19.
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Public Parks and Other

Spaces

6.1

Context

When the Covid-19 pandemic struck in early 2020, local authorities across the UK
were already struggling with the impacts of ten years of spending cuts, introduced as
part of the post-banking crisis austerity agenda initiated by the 2010-2015 Coalition
government. In England, local authorities experienced a 49% real-term loss of
government funding from 2010 to 2017 and a 29% real-term reduction in total spending
power (NAO, 2018). Public spaces, and parks and green spaces in particular, have
been severely affected by these cuts, mainly because they are not a statutory service.
Local authorities own and manage most public parks and streetscapes, but they have
no legal duty to provide or care for public spaces. Many green spaces were provided
in the past as legacies or gifts from wealthy donors, but without consideration of the
long-term cost of their upkeep. There have been repeated cycles of investment and
decline, in line with the political priorities of the day. This neglect and decline of parks
and green spaces has been noted with increasing concern by MPs and funding bodies
(Heritage Lottery Fund, 2016; House of Commons, 2017).

Against this backdrop, evidence of the benefits of public spaces to public health and
wellbeing has been growing, both in terms of empirical academic research (for reviews,
see WHO, 2017; Pritchard et al., 2019) and in recent policy literature. One review of
263 academic papers (Wendelboe-Nelson et al., 2019) found that in 70% of studies
there were positive links between green space and mental wellbeing. However, the
benefits of green space are not evenly distributed. Even where people in poorer
communities have access to a similar amount of green space as those in more affluent
areas, the quality of spaces in their neighbourhoods is often worse. This difference in
quality highlights the importance of appropriate and consistent funding.

Evidence has also been mounting of the importance of streetscapes, civic places such
as squares and markets, and community hubs that host services within
neighbourhoods. Well-designed urban neighbourhoods that are compact, well
connected, walkable and provided with parks and green spaces contribute to greater
life satisfaction (Smith et al., 2017; Bird et al., 2018). Public spaces are also considered
important in facilitating social interaction (Bagnall et al., 2018). Evidence on the
benefits of a well-designed urban environment have been translated into numerous
guides to good practice, including publications by Public Health England (2017) on
spatial planning for health and NHS England (2018) on creating healthy places. The
failure to align local authorities’ asset management responsibilities fully with the need
to provide and care for public spaces is echoed in the disconnect between the view of
public spaces (and natural spaces in particular) as a health resource, and the absence
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of any obligation for healthcare institutions to invest in them. As mentioned in Section
1, this reflects the historic emphasis on healthcare as the treatment of disease rather
than the promotion of good public health. Public health responsibilities returned to
English local authorities in 2013, but the resources involved are a tiny proportion of the
UK’s healthcare budget. Moreover, the public health grant to local authorities has since
fallen in real terms while spending on the NHS has been protected, even though
preventative public health interventions can be up to four times as cost-effective as
treatment after the event (Martin, Lomas and Claxton, 2019).

Tied in with these mismatches between evidence-based policy initiatives and spending
power is a history of central-local relations in the UK in which local government is
positioned chiefly as the supplicant, petitioning central government for adequate
powers and resources to undertake an increasing number of duties and responsibilities.
In its current form this has been characterised as ‘austerity localism’ (Featherstone et
al., 2012), in which the devolution of responsibilities from central government (for
example, in local welfare support and public health) has been combined with the
removal or reduction of resources. In this context local authorities are urged to strike
‘devolution deals’ with central government in which additional powers are exchanged
for adherence to centrally directed policies, such as the adoption of mayoral
governance. It is in this strained environment that local authorities have faced the
challenge of Covid-19.

Local government responses during the pandemic

The main focus of local authorities during alternating periods of lockdown, semi-
lockdown and more relaxed restrictions during the summer months (see Section 3)
has been on keeping public spaces (especially green spaces) and activities open. With
a few exceptions in the initial full lockdown (including Albert Park in Middlesbrough and
Victoria Park in Tower Hamlets, east London), parks generally stayed open and
government advice was that they should do so. Throughout the pandemic the
governments of all four UK nations have recognised the importance of parks and open
spaces for physical and mental wellbeing.

In this context, the priority has been to manage parks to ensure maximum safety and
minimised risk of infection. The result is that many activities that would normally be
central to the use of green spaces have been curtailed or closed - including the
provision of cafes and toilets, the use of sports facilities and playgrounds, and using
green spaces for group activities and community events.

In the first phase of lockdown, parks were heavily used as other gathering spaces were
unavailable, and warm spring weather encouraged people to congregate outside.
Local authorities installed signage to help manage movement, to ensure social
distancing, to encourage people to respect the environment and to take litter home. In
Newcastle-upon-Tyne circles were chalked on grass to encourage groups to sit two
metres apart from each other, and in Bristol a similar initiative in Queen Square and
College Green used chalked hearts to keep groups apart. Many local authorities
installed signage to encourage people to use parks safely, including practical ways of
working out how far to stay apart from others (in the Yorkshire Dales National Park,
for example, this was the length of a Land Rover or two lined-up sheep).

Because green spaces were being more heavily used, several local authorities
introduced measures to enable them to accommodate more people safely. In
Birmingham two metre-wide strips were mowed into grass to create alternative
footpaths; in Strathclyde Country Park, Motherwell, North Lanarkshire Council
widened paths so people could pass each other comfortably. West Lothian Council
widened cycle paths by clearing vegetation on either side, while in Nottingham the city
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council looked at remodelling access to the popular Colwick Country Park to prevent
cars driving through it.

During the summer, parks managers were under increasing pressure because of the
heavy use of green spaces for social gatherings. A survey by Keep Britain Tidy found
that 81% of the 100 local authority respondents had spent more than normal on
clearing up litter, while 72% had invested in measures to maintain public order and
enforce lockdown rules. On average each had spent an extra £33,000 on managing
parks during the three months after the first lockdown was announced in March, and
had cleared 57 tonnes of additional waste compared with usual levels.

In response to this, and partly because the usual community activities would not have
been possible, Keep Britain Tidy cancelled the annual Love Parks Week and instead
launched a ‘love parks’ advertising campaign (Keep Britain Tidy, 2020) featuring park
users appealing to the public to ‘be kind to our local parks’. Several local authorities
borrowed an anti-littering slogan from the New South Wales Environmental Protection
Authority in Australia, with campaigns urging the public, ‘Don’t be a tosser’. Councils
adopting the slogan over the summer included Aberdeenshire, Bath and North East
Somerset, Newark and Sherwood, Rugby, Suffolk, Swansea, Warwickshire and York.

Organised social activities in public spaces, including events and festivals, were
generally cancelled - including the children’s activities that are often a staple of
summer school holiday entertainment for families that are staying at home. Some local
authorities took imaginative steps to replicate these activities; Watford Borough
Council moved Forest School provision online, while in Nottingham the ‘Story Parks’
initiative run by the city’s library service also went online, featuring a ‘digital den’ of
stories which continued through the autumn.

More recently, there has been a mixed response to the November lockdown in England.
In Plymouth, for example, play areas and skate parks remained open, but tennis courts
were closed. In Derby cafes were open for takeaway meals and public toilets remained
open, but outdoor gyms and skate parks were closed. In Trafford, Greater Manchester,
bowling pavilions, public toilets and climbing walls were closed, while in Barking and
Dagenham, east London, cafes, toilets, outdoor gyms, tennis and basketball courts,
sports pitches and skate parks were all shut.

Some local authorities used the Covid-19 crisis as an opportunity to review
greenspace management practices. Many cut back on regular mowing during the initial
lockdown as staff were moved to other duties or asked to work from home, and some
used this to experiment with the creation of meadow areas to encourage biodiversity
instead of the traditional close-mown lawns. While some of these changes were
already afoot, the pandemic provided an opportunity to accelerate plans, building on
greater public awareness of the natural world on people’s doorstep.

For example, Renfrewshire Council has conducted a biodiversity and wildflower
assessment of uncut grass areas that will inform future practice. Somerset West and
Taunton is working with Somerset Wildlife Trust to create meadow areas on council
land in residential neighbourhoods as well as in several parks. A similar scheme has
begun in Cheshire West and Chester, where the local council is working with
environmental organisation Friends of the Earth. Plymouth City Council, meanwhile,
appealed for members of the public to donate money or volunteer their time to help
create new wildflower meadows.

Enabling and coordination

Much of the activity within parks and public spaces is undertaken by voluntary and
community organisations such as ‘friends of’ groups, by resident and neighbourhood-
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based groups, and by arts and sporting organisations. Inevitably much of this had to
cease because of the ban on large social gatherings. The Active Lives survey by Sport
England (2020) found that, between mid-March and mid-May, the number of
participants in team sports and the number of swimmers fell by more than half.
However, there was a significant increase in exercise at home, as well as in walking,
running and cycling (with over a million additional cyclists recorded).

Where local authorities and voluntary organisations have worked together, it was often
to identify and implement risk assessments and safe working practices for volunteers.
Parks Community UK coordinated examples of good practice in Covid-safe
volunteering, while Parks for London, a pan-London charity that supports councils and
other landowners, has developed guidelines for volunteering during Covid-19. During
the November lockdown in England, volunteering was permitted - unlike during the
March-to-May lockdown. Similarly, Play Scotland has produced ‘getting it right for play’
toolkits that greenspace owners and managers can use.

Some local authorities have asked community members for ideas on how to make
spaces safer or to contribute other suggestions for improvements. Glasgow and
Edinburgh City Councils have both used online mapping tools to generate ideas and
suggestions from members of the public. Outside local government, the Royal Parks
in London used its website to publicise quiet periods when its parks would be less
crowded, while the Woodland Trust offered a ‘wood finder’ on its website to help people
discover new spaces.

The Local Government Association (LGA), which as previously mentioned represents
local authorities in England, published a report in July on the impact of Covid-19 on
culture, leisure and sport (LGA, 2020c). While this was a relatively small-scale study,
based on 19 interviews with senior officers in 16 councils, it highlighted the role of
government behind the scenes, especially in supporting cultural and sporting
organisations. Examples include renegotiation of contracts to extend the timescales
for loan repayments; providing business rate relief to sports and cultural businesses;
supporting cashflow through advance payment of grants; and redeploying local
authority staff to support emergency interventions including food distribution.

The report expressed concern about the future of local leisure centres, which had been
closed during the initial lockdown and had not been able to operate profitably since.
There was a worry that the model of outsourcing such facilities to social enterprises
was no longer viable. The report noted ‘an exponential rise in usage’ of parks and
public spaces, necessitating extra investment in signage and security, widening cycle
lanes and managing traffic. Some participants in the study suggested that this had
highlighted the lack of investment since 2010 and could lead to a hew understanding
of the importance of parks in fostering healthy lives.

Policy development and promotion

Because parks and green spaces in the UK are so dependent on central government
funding to local authorities, a significant aspect of the work taking place during Covid-
19 has involved efforts to formulate or influence government policies. At national
government level, there have been potentially important developments in Scotland,
Wales and, to a lesser extent, England.

In Scotland the Scottish Government’s Programme for Scotland 2020-2021 (Scottish
Government, 2020a) promotes the idea of the "20 minute neighbourhood’ in which
residents can meet most of their essential needs within a 20 minute walk. This includes
‘having greenspace on your doorstep and a local environment that encourages active
travel to promote health and wellbeing’. The Scottish Government has launched a
review of its Town Centre Action Plan to incorporate the 20-minute neighbourhood
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idea, and has promised to invest £275m in supporting community-led regeneration and
town centre revitalisation. In addition, the Scottish Government has issued guidance
to local authorities and their partners on ‘safer public spaces’ (Scottish Government,
2020b; 2020c) with an emphasis on how to ensure physical distancing, including
advice on temporary installations and public markets.

A Welsh Government planning policy document, Building Better Places (Welsh
Government, 2020b), sets out a range of post-Covid priorities including ‘staying local’
- the equivalent of the 20-minute neighbourhood idea - active travel, revitalising town
centres and promoting green infrastructure for health and wellbeing and ecological
resilience. This document is a precursor to the publication of the first National
Development Framework for Wales, expected in early 2021.

In England, proposed planning reforms have focused more on housebuilding targets
and removing regulation. A Planning White Paper published in August 2020 (MHCLG,
2020h) proved highly controversial, prompting opposition from planning experts as well
as from Conservative MPs in Southern England who feared over-development in
green belt and rural areas.

At the same time, Natural England, which is responsible for protecting biodiversity, has
launched a new Nature Recovery Network as part of its five-year strategy (Natural
England, 2020). The agency is promoting ‘nature-based solutions’ to environmental
challenges such as drought and flooding, as well as individual connections with nature
to encourage wellbeing. This work echoes pre-Covid work by Public Health England
(PHE, 2020b) on the need to improve access to greenspace, which “can help to bind
communities together, reduce loneliness, and mitigate the negative effects of air
pollution, excessive noise, heat and flooding” (p.11). It argues that the benefits of green
spaces have a greater impact on disadvantaged groups, so a greener urban
environment can help to reduce health inequalities.

While these developments affect local government and will to a large extent depend
on local authorities’ capacity to implement proposed changes, they do not stem from
local government. Local authorities have been relatively quiet in terms of research and
policy development over the last year, as they have been overwhelmingly occupied
with handling the immediate impacts of the crisis. However, several organisations have
drawn on the expertise of local government staff in formulating proposed policy
changes. Professional organisations have been particularly prominent in this regard.

The Town and Country Planning Association (2020) noted that the extension of
‘permitted development rights’ in recent years, under which properties can be
converted into housing without having to meet planning regulations, had created
100,000 homes in England without access to suitable outdoor space. Many
developments, including conversions of offices on business parks and industrial
estates, had no shops or green spaces within walking distance and no safe walking or
cycling routes. In addition, exemption of such developments from the ‘section 106’ levy
to support local public facilities deprived local authorities of money to invest in public
spaces that could serve such developments.

In anticipation of an autumn public spending review that was subsequently cancelled,
the National Trust (2020) called for a £5.5 billion capital investment in green
infrastructure for the most disadvantaged communities, using economic analysis to
argue that this would deliver benefits worth £200 billion in terms of improved health
and wellbeing. The Ramblers (2020) also published a survey highlighting inequalities
in terms of access to nature, which revealed that 57% of Black, Asian and minority
ethnic (BAME) people intended to walk more to improve their wellbeing, compared
with 45% of the population as a whole. The environmental charity, Groundwork, called
for more investment in community hubs to support volunteering, arguing that “making
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green space a central component of community hubs can improve both mental and
physical health and stimulate a greater appetite for action on climate change and
biodiversity loss” (Groundwork, 2020, p.3).

The think tank Localis (2020) highlighted the need for more support for local social
infrastructure, including parks and open spaces. It said councils should have a
statutory duty to provide these and to support ‘friends of groups to engage local people
in looking after them. Another think tank, the Social Market Foundation (Pardoe, 2020),
called for the adoption of ‘park districts’, a practice in some US cities where
homeowners near green spaces pay an additional property tax earmarked specifically
for park upkeep. The Social Market Foundation also called for an extension of ‘green
prescribing’ initiatives using public parks as a healthcare resource (Pardoe, 2020).

Conclusions: Knowledge gaps and future research questions

Local government action around parks and public spaces has centred on two
connected challenges during Covid-19: to manage an unexpected upsurge in use, and
to do so within the confines of already severely stretched resources. These challenges
have been accentuated by a situation in which local authorities have management
responsibilities without either a legal duty or the ability to raise additional resources,
making them highly dependent on central government financing and policy
development on the one hand, and voluntary commitment on the other.

These challenges were well known before the onset of Covid-19, but have been
underlined because people who would otherwise use indoor spaces have been
channelled into public space, many of them for the first time. During the national UK
lockdown from March this pressure on urban green space was heightened by the need
to ‘stay local’ alongside active restrictions on access to the countryside (National Parks
in particular) for recreational purposes. While many people have gained unexpected
benefits from exploring local green spaces and running, walking or cycling more, there
has been no serious central government acknowledgement of the additional costs
involved in keeping such public spaces open when others have been restricted.

These financial constraints have limited local government’s capacity to innovate and
to find new solutions that might have enabled more facilities to stay open or community
activities such as volunteering to take place. While practical attention has been
focused on managing demand safely, policy attention has been directed towards trying
to influence central government, a process that is time-consuming and long-term in
nature, and one that hinders agile adaptations to rapidly developing situations.

The clear value placed by the public on green spaces during Covid-19, and the health
benefits that have been recognised by national governments, raise several practical
research questions, including:

e How can innovation and best practice spread and take root in a financially
constrained environment? Which actors are best placed to identify innovation and
what capacity do local authorities and communities have to respond?

e What implications does Covid-19 have for the relationship between local
government and the central state in relation to public spaces? Is a new legal
framework and financing mechanism required to ensure equitable access to
green spaces in future?

e At what scale should green and public spaces be owned and managed? Given
the trend towards larger unitary local authorities and combined authorities for city-
regions, what trade-offs are required between local accountability and sensitivity
and efficient management?
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e How can public space be effectively integrated into healthcare planning and policy
so that the natural environment and green spaces promote the health and
wellbeing of all sections of the population?

Behind these questions are more theoretical (but no less important) issues about
environmental justice, democracy and the right to the city. The notion of ‘just
sustainabilities’ (Agyeman, 2013) highlights inequitable access to public goods, and
unfair distribution of public harms. To take that work forward, attention should be paid
to opportunities that could be created for communities and localities to define their own
priorities for wellbeing and to shape the institutional processes that govern resource
allocation. In particular, research could focus on how to create responsive capacity so
that communities can articulate their needs for environmental justice in times of
emergency when action needs to be taken rapidly.
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The Promotion of Active

Travel

7.1

Context and past trends

Active travel is defined as making journeys by physically active means, which mainly
covers walking and cycling, but also includes running, scooting, self-propelled
wheelchairs, and so on. Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, increasing attention and
resources had been given to ways of increasing levels of this travel mode in the UK,
involving both Central and the devolved governments.

The Active Travel (Wales) Act 2013 was the first piece of legislation explicitly directed
at providing for active travel. Later the same year the Northern Ireland Government
published a high level strategy setting out the active travel plans for the country
(Department for Regional Development, 2013)2.The following year saw Scotland
present a long-term vision for active travel leading through to 2030 (Transport Scotland,
2014a). In England, the Cycling and Walking Investment Plan (Department for
Transport, 2017) outlined the approach to increased levels of active travel.

At local and regional levels, active travel has also received growing attention from
policy makers recognising the potential of active modes in addressing problems such
as pollution and congestion. UK government funding programmes, such as the Local
Sustainable Transport Fund, opened up some opportunities for local authorities to
deliver active travel programmes. There has also been an expectation placed on local
authorities to develop their own active travel strategies, building on the national level
vision and funding programmes (Transport Scotland, 2014b).

A more recent development in the UK has been the creation of ‘Walking and Cycling’,
or ‘Active Travel’ Commissioners. These are often high-profile individuals appointed to
help deliver a step-change in active travel in local areas. Notable examples include
Chris Boardman (former Olympic and professional road and track cyclist) as Greater
Manchester’'s Walking and Cycling Commissioner in 2017 and Dame Sarah Storey
(Britain’s most decorated female Paralympian) as the Sheffield City Region’s Active
Travel Commissioner in 2019. The advent of a Commissioner tends to be associated
with a development of a comprehensive vision for active travel and a significant
package of investment in the facilities and activities needed to make the vision a reality.

2 In 2016 the Department for Regional Development was renamed the Department for Infrastructure.
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The Covid-19 pandemic has been accompanied by a need for greater physical and
social distancing, with a clear direction from Governments to avoid public transport
and to encourage the use of more active modes. This unprecedented request has
intersected with existing visions and strategies for active travel, rapidly accelerating
the existing work being undertaken by local authorities and metropolitan areas to
increase levels of active travel. It has also laid bare the historic imbalances in provision,
with the already limited space given over to active travel being further squeezed by the
need for social distancing (Nurse and Dunning, 2020). This has led to the rapid
reallocation of road space from motor vehicles in favour of these active modes.

This section investigates local authority ‘active travel responses to the Covid-19
pandemic. It details the immediate actions taken, the factors that enabled these
responses, the implications for future policy directions, and where gaps in evidence
and understanding lie.

Local government responses during the pandemic

The Covid-19 pandemic has caused a substantial disruption to the transport system
and challenged local authorities to find a way of keep their residents safe whilst
ensuring the transport network could keep operating, particularly as the restrictions
were gradually eased. In the immediate term, the nationwide lockdown that came into
force in late March dramatically reduced the volume of journeys being made.
Conversely, it also led to an increase in those being made by active modes, although
overall people’s mobility levels decreased during this period (Hadjidemetriou et al.,
2020). Evidence from the Department for Transport’s National Travel Attitudes Study
showed that in England 39% of respondents were walking more than before the
pandemic. Similarly, 38% were cycling more than before. This included respondents
interviewed between May and July 2020 (Department for Transport, 2020d).

Local government transport-related responses to the pandemic have appeared in
different ways. One of the most prominent and commonly used approaches has been
a rapid reallocation of road space to favour more active modes and to enable social
distancing. Many local authorities have widened pavements to allow for the safe
movement of pedestrians in built-up areas, including suburbs. Examples include King
Street in Hammersmith, London where Hammersmith and Fulham Council temporarily
installed barriers to widen pavements in busy a shopping area. In Edinburgh, the City
Council widened pavements in a range of locations, including Portobello High Street,
which helped local businesses to reopen safely. These examples were replicated
countless times across the UK during the initial weeks of the national lockdown. Since
then, these alterations have mostly remained in place as social distancing
requirements have been maintained.

Another widely adopted local authority intervention has been the creation of temporary
or ‘pop-up’ cycle/active travel lanes on the road network. These lanes provide a formal,
albeit temporary, segregation of users from the rest of the road traffic. They have a
dual purpose of discouraging the use of private vehicles whilst providing a safer space
for people to travel actively. Cycle lanes have often been at the centre of conflicts
between motorists and other road users (Wild et al., 2018) and as such have the
potential to be a high profile and emotive issue. Despite the temporary nature of the
cycle lanes introduced in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, their rapid introduction
has provoked vociferous opposition from other (usually motorised) road users. One
example is in Sheffield where the introduction of a ‘pop-up’ cycle lane along a primary
road route, which included the removal of a lane of traffic on a dual carriageway for a
short length, received a mixed response. Whilst it was heralded by proactive travel
groups as an important piece of infrastructure it was regarded by some as being
responsible for increased congestion. However, it also coincided with the introduction
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of restricted vehicular access to the adjacent area, which offered a quieter through
route for cyclists, so after a few months it was removed (Walsh, 2020).

In November 2020 West Sussex County Council similarly removed a ‘pop-up’ cycle
lane in Shoreham that had been introduced at the height of the lockdown in March. It
was reported that this was a response to traffic levels returning to normal, and the
circumstances that warranted the initial need for the cycle lane were no longer relevant
(Ames, 2020b). This has been disputed by others, who claim that the lane has more
than doubled levels of cycling along that stretch of road (Wills, 2021). In other places
poorly designed facilities seem to have alienated everyone. Thus, in Swansea at least
one cycle lane proposed by the local authority has been strongly opposed even by
local cycling and walking groups (Youle, 2020).

A further infrastructure intervention that has sought to allocate more road space for
active modes has taken the form of the Low Traffic Neighbourhood (LTN). LTNs are
groups of residential streets where restrictions are put in place to reduce the flow of
motor traffic whilst retaining access for residents. Installation of street furniture helps
to prioritise space for more vulnerable users such as pedestrians and cyclists. These
modal filters include bollards, gates or planters, which are used to discourage through
‘rat-run’ traffic. LTNs had already seen application in the UK, for example in Waltham
Forest, but the Covid-19 pandemic has thrust them more prominently onto the policy
agenda and dozens more have now been introduced across the UK.

One such LTN is in the Lee Green area of Lewisham in London. This was initially
planned as part of a Healthy Neighbourhood programme announced in 2019, but when
introduced in June 2020 was repurposed as part of the response to Covid-19. The
intervention has not been without its problems, with traffic congestion and increased
air pollution reported in surrounding residential areas as a result. Although the
proposal predates the pandemic, the council appears to have rushed its introduction,
with limited consultation with not only local residents but also other public sector bodies
like the ambulance service (Cuffe, 2020). In October, the local authority announced a
series of changes that will ultimately ease the restrictions (Lewisham Council, 2020).
This experience is not uncommon; LTNs have received much attention in the press
because of the opposition to them. Whilst Lewisham has chosen to refine its
intervention, some local authorities have quickly decided to remove the restrictions
completely.

The evidence around LTNs remains limited and therefore it is difficult to say whether
they do cause increased congestion. In some places like Enfield, where they have
been a long-term programme, they seem to have worked well. Here they form part of
a wider package of measures that relate to the public realm as a whole and people’s
utilisation of it, rather than the mere installation of different types of barrier (Rawlinson
and Black, 2020). In areas that are catching up, a highly politicised debate based
largely on anecdotal evidence is under way as to the merits of this form of intervention.
Reactions by local authorities to remove them appear to be the result of vocal
opposition from a minority and not the result of robust monitoring and evaluation. In
addition, opinion polls have indicated that most people support such changes. Indeed,
the challenges of implementing LTNs have not prevented some local authorities from
continuing to pursue them, even into the autumn and winter of 2020. For example, in
November Leeds City Council began a pilot of its first ‘Active Travel Neighbourhood’
or ATN (Leeds City Council, 2020a).

Beyond the installation of physical infrastructure, in some places behavioural
programmes have sought to help in increasing levels of active travel in response to
the pandemic. Some have been targeted directly at key workers, for example, the ‘Key
Worker Cycle Scheme’ launched by the Isle of Wight Council in April 2020. This
provided access to bicycles or provided a voucher to allow repairs to an existing bike.
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Similar programmes were introduced by councils in Derby and Leicester. These were
not solely local authority funded schemes; thus, the ‘Leicester Bike Aid’ programme
also included contributions from local bike shops and other businesses, alongside
contributions from cycling organisations Sustrans and British Cycling. Links have also
been made to these bodies’ existing behavioural change support programmes, with
Derby’s programme, for example, signposting participants to the route planning and
other support tools on offer.

Some programmes have supported specific groups. For example, East Sussex
Council has developed a ‘School Streets’ programme to support schools, pupils and
their families to adopt active travel not just during the pandemic but also over the longer
term. School Streets projects are also being piloted by Leeds City Council, with six
schools currently involved but with plans for expansion, albeit subject to future funding
(Leeds City Council, 2020b). Another measure that sought to prioritise pedestrians at
the expense of other ‘active travellers’ at certain times of the day was the temporary
closure of the Thames Path in Hammersmith and Fulham (London) to cyclists and
runners. This was a response to concerns around health and safety, and the need to
ensure social distancing (Hammersmith and Fulham Council, 2020).

Alongside these infrastructure and behavioural measures, there are also examples of
more innovative methods implemented by local authorities. Examples include
Newcastle City Council, which partnered with other local organisations to develop a
website (howbusyistoon.com) that allows residents to access real-time information on
footfall in the city centre and thereby adjust their planned journeys so they can avoid
the busiest periods. This enables them to comply more easily with social distancing
requirements.

Brighton and Hove City Council commissioned a technology and behaviour change
company to deploy a ‘rewards’ programme to encourage active travel in the city. This
is implemented through a mobile app that tracks use of active travel infrastructure by
individuals, with the most frequent users awarded prizes. At the same time it provides
detailed monitoring figures that will be used by the local authority to evaluate the use
of infrastructure and to guide where amendments might be needed (BetterPoints,
2020).

A key feature of many of these measures is that they have been temporary or ‘pop-up’
interventions designed to alleviate immediate pressures on the transport system and
to foster a shift towards more active modes of travel. This temporary nature has meant
that measures can be easily removed if necessary. This has occurred where local
authorities have experienced a great deal of negativity towards an intervention as well
as in cases they have not quite worked as envisaged. As the alternating
lockdown/partial relaxation regime has become more familiar, attention has started to
shift towards longer-term behavioural change for when life returns to normal, or at least
to a ‘new normal’.

As an illustration, after implementing a range of temporary interventions during the
summer of 2020, Nottingham City Council is now transitioning to a longer-term view.
This includes the creation of a new 120 space secure cycle parking facility in the city
centre and a permanent (but flexible) barrier system along the city’s Victoria
Embankment that would allow the road to be closed for longer periods (Nottingham
City Council, 2020).

Similarly, in Leicester, the City Council has also announced a new electric bike hire
system. Whilst this was planned before the pandemic, the local authority is utilising the
scheme as part of the city’s post-Covid recovery as it seeks to achieve higher levels
of active travel (Leicester City Council, 2020). Surrey County Council has also stated
a clear intention to implement permanent schemes in response to the pandemic, with
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7.3

the details being outlined on its website giving residents the opportunity to provide
input on planned changes (Surrey County Council, 2020).

Enabling and coordinating the local government response

One key enabling factor in local authority responses to the pandemic has been the
various action taken by national governments. In England, statutory guidance was
issued in May 2020 to local authorities outlining how they could reallocate road space
to accommodate active travel and social distancing (Department for Transport, 2020c).
The government also brought into force emergency legislation in late May. This
temporarily amended the following legislation:

e The Road Traffic (Temporary Restrictions) Procedure Regulations 1992.

e The Local Authorities’ Traffic Orders (Procedure) (England and Wales)
Regulations 1996.

o The Secretary of State’s Traffic Order (Procedure) (England and Wales)
Regulations 1990.

The core purpose of these changes was to enable local authorities to make more rapid
changes to the road network and to make it easier for them to introduce temporary or
‘pop-up’ measures. It also created new traffic sign guidance to support social
distancing and temporary road space measures. The Department for Transport also
supported local authorities by commissioning an update of their Active Mode Appraisal
Toolkit (AMAT) guidance, which was designed to enable more effective appraisal of
proposed road space reallocation measures (Ames, 2020c).

To give substance to these legislative changes existing resources were quickly
repackaged into the Emergency Active Travel Fund (EATF) (Department for Transport,
2020a). The first round of this funding (Tranche 1) provided £42 million to English local
authorities for emergency active travel projects to be implemented because of the
pandemic. The second tranche of funding, announced in November 2020 (Department
for Transport, 2020b) is providing a further £175 million for upper tier local authorities
or combined authorities to support active travel projects in England. At the same time
the fund was renamed as the ‘Active Travel Fund’ (ATF), highlighting the shift from
‘emergency’ responses to longer-term projects to support future active travel. Indeed,
a condition of this funding is that councils are required to submit more detailed plans
and evidence of consultation, alongside a commitment to monitor and evaluate the
schemes that are funded (Ames, 2020a). This approach also dovetails with the
ambitious ‘Gear Change’ vision for increased cycling and walking introduced in July
2020, involving a new coordinating body (Active Travel England), intensive investment
in 12 non-London council areas, and integration with place-making and health
improvement policies (Department for Transport, 2020c).

The pro rata regional EATF/ATF allocations are shown in Figure 7.1. This reveals that
the three northern regions (North East, North West and Yorkshire) have fared best,
closely followed by the East of England and the South East. In contrast, the East
Midlands, London and the South West have received the lowest relative amounts. The
greater disparities evident in Phase 2 allocations largely reflect variations in the extent
and ambition of the plans drawn up by local authorities in each region. In turn these
generally follow a rural/urban split at an individual local authority level, with shire
counties and county unitaries generally allocated relatively lower amounts, presumably
because of a perceived lack of widespread need. That said, some urban authorities
like Bedford, Stoke-on-Trent, Telford and Torbay are being given markedly lower
amounts compared to more interventionist councils like Brighton, Hull, Nottingham and
Reading. Finally, the relatively meagre amount for Greater London may reflect the
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already extensive cycling infrastructure in the city. Even so, at £25 million its total
absolute budget under the fund is the fourth largest of all the English regions.

Figure 7.1: Active Travel Fund Per Capita Allocations by English Region, 2020
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In a similar vein, the Scottish Government launched an initiative called ‘Spaces for
People’, which supported local authorities in providing temporary infrastructure to
enable more active travel (Sustrans, 2020b). Initially, £10 million was reallocated from
an existing programme called ‘Places for Everyone’, but subsequently a further £29
million was allocated through this funding programme, which has now ended
(Transport Scotland, 2020c; 2020a). The Scottish Government has now turned its
attention to the longer term, adjusting the ‘Places for Everyone’ programme to reduce
the amount of match funding needed for individual projects, and thereby giving more
opportunities for local authorities to pursue permanent measures (Transport Scotland,
2020c). In addition to funding, the Scottish Government also issued renewed guidance
on the temporary traffic regulation orders and notices available to local authorities
(Transport Scotland, 2020b). This was to ensure that local authorities were fully aware
of these opportunities and were using the measures effectively.

In Wales, the devolved Government supported active travel through a £15.4 million
‘Local Sustainable Transport Covid Response’ funding programme (Waters, 2020).
This allocated funds directly to local authorities to implement measures to support
more sustainable transport in response to the pandemic. By its nature, many of the
measures were focused directly on active travel. £2 million of the fund is being used
specifically for school travel measures and schemes. A full list of funded schemes has
been published (Welsh Government, 2020a). Beyond this, 14 councils have been
awarded a share of a £20 million pot for major schemes from the Welsh Government’s
version of the Active Travel Fund, with a further £9 million going to the rest, partly for
‘in-fil’ projects but mainly to assist development of integrated plans for future
developments (Waters, 2020). As in England and Scotland, this funding would
probably have been made available anyway, but the pandemic has given it added
urgency.

Northern Ireland has taken a more limited approach to promoting active travel in
response to Covid-19. Whilst measures have been put in place, detailed information
on them is limited. The Department for Infrastructure announced that it would appoint
a ‘Walking and Cycling Champion’ (Department for Infrastructure, 2020a), albeit from
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existing departmental staff rather than a high-profile individual. Nevertheless, the
pandemic has sparked discussions around the need for an Active Travel Act in
Northern Ireland to provide statutory backing to help generate more substantial
investment in and promotion of active travel (Murray, 2020).

Beyond national governments, several other organisations have provided coordination
or support for local authorities during the pandemic. Thus, Transport for London, which
has responsibility for the city’s transport network, launched a ‘Streetspace for London’
scheme (Transport for London, 2020). This aimed to install its own ‘on the ground’
interventions but also provided funding and resources for London Boroughs to
implement their own schemes. This included guidance on best practice for
interventions such as LTNs, School Streets, cycle and car parking, and social
distancing guidelines.

Outside London, Sustrans (the walking and cycling charity) has also provided support
to local authorities around active travel measures. Its online guidance on the
reallocation of road space signposted local authorities to best practice, information on
legislative changes, and support for implementing their own schemes (Sustrans,
2020a). In addition, it has produced a ‘Space to Move’ map, which allows residents to
give feedback on temporary schemes that have been implemented by local authorities.
This does not appear to have had a high level of uptake, probably because many local
authorities have created their own feedback websites, or because of competition from
similar online tools, such as the Widen My Path (widenmypath.com). This was
produced by the team behind the Cycle Streets journey planner and allows residents
to identify where cycle lanes and widened pavements are needed to support social
distancing. The pedestrian support group Living Streets also launched a campaign to
provide more space for walkers and cyclists for social distancing, including a tool to
allow supporters to email their own local authorities with suggestions (Living Streets,
2020).

Policy changes and promotion of active travel

Since the Covid-19 pandemic prompted a national lockdown across the UK there has
been a significant, reactive shift in policy from both national and local governments. In
the short term, the need to move travellers away from public transport and onto more
‘Covid-safe’ modes prompted significant investment of capital and legislative
resources to support local authorities to implement temporary road space reallocations
and other measures. In turn, local authorities have also invested time and resources
into this challenge. Whilst the UK still faces continuing restrictions, national and local
governments have begun to look to the next steps required to build on this legacy.

These next steps include making permanent some of the temporary measures
introduced during 2020. They also include developing a programme of funding and
plans to produce other permanent measures, along with a policy environment that
supports this. Efforts towards this are being pushed forward by national governments,
but also by leading local authorities and other relevant organisations (such as
sustainable transport charities like Sustrans, Cycling UK and Living Streets). There
are also questions about how streets and neighbourhoods might be reimagined and
reconfigured in ways that would further enhance health and wellbeing (Russell and
Stenning, 2020).

The transition between Tranches 1 and 2 of the UK Department for Transport’s
Emergency Active Travel Fund in England signalled a shift from temporary to
permanent infrastructure interventions. The Covid-19 pandemic has initiated
significantly increased support from national government towards active travel, with
this rapid funding a key example. However, it is important to note that the funding being
made available is not strictly ‘new’ money; it is drawn from funding already committed
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to active travel prior to the pandemic (Department for Transport, 2020a). Whilst it is
still an important step for enabling more active travel, it does also highlight how policy
development with regard to active travel as a result of Covid-19 remains quite limited
in England.

In contrast, Scotland has developed an evolving ‘Transport Transition Plan’. This fulfils
two functions. Firstly, it provides up to date information about current travel guidance
and rules. Secondly, it is also a forward-looking plan that is seeking to elicit longer-
term behavioural changes, specifically around active travel (Transport Scotland,
2020d). These longer-term efforts also include developing and issuing design
guidance for public spaces to ensure that good practice is followed (Scottish
Government, 2020).

In Wales, an updated transport strategy is currently under consultation (launched in
November 2020). The previous strategy was published in 2008, so this will deliver a
much-needed updated vision for transport in Wales, albeit under the shadow of the
Covid-19 pandemic. The first priority in the draft strategy is to reduce travel-related
greenhouse gas emissions through more home/remote working and more active travel.
Although detailed policy proposals are yet to emerge, this suggests that active travel
is likely to play an important role, although further policy development and promotion
will of course be critical to this.

Although there are examples of active travel investment in Northern Ireland in
response to the pandemic, there is less clarity on future policy development.
Legislation to allow electric bikes on NI roads was brought forward in May 2020
(Department for Infrastructure, 2020b), although much later than the other devolved
governments. In addition, NI has faced some criticism around the relatively low level
of investment being provided for active travel (the lowest in the UK) (McHugh, 2020),
highlighting the extent of the ‘policy lag’ in this sphere. Agendas around policy
development have also been pushed by key charities and stakeholders. For example,
Cycling UK has been advocating a Northern Ireland Active Travel Act, as part of a
push for increased investment around active travel (Murray, 2020).

Local authorities have responded to the pandemic by delivering a wide-ranging
package of active travel interventions in a short period of time. Unfortunately, the hasty
introduction of some temporary schemes that were not properly integrated with
existing active travel infrastructure has combined with low levels of consultation and
inadequate design standards to provoke considerable opposition. Although much of
this has emanated from those affected by restricted access and reduced road space,
in some places active travel campaign groups have also advocated against poorly
conceived interventions.

For some city councils and combined authorities, the response to the pandemic
coincided with on-going strategic plans for active travel. In Sheffield City Region (SCR)
for instance, the appointment of an Active Travel Commissioner in 2019 has been part
of growing support and resources to increase levels of active travel in the region. This
has included significant effort in the past two years to develop a long-term vision for
active travel, to identify priority locations for measures to be introduced, and to develop
a funding plan to support the capital investments needed. In short, SCR’s response to
the pandemic was influenced and guided by its existing strategic plans for active travel.
In essence, then, the pandemic has acted as an accelerant to existing intentions and
interventions. The SCR experience is not unique (it has been shared, for example, by
Greater Manchester) but it does indicate how different authorities are likely to have
had different levels of preparedness to respond to the active travel challenges posed
by the pandemic.
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Conclusions: Knowledge gaps and future research questions

This section has outlined numerous examples of the rapid deployment of active travel
measures in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. The experiences outlined
demonstrate how existing infrastructure can be very quickly repurposed for active
travel modes (Dunning and Nurse, 2020). It has also underlined the dangers of a
rushed approach to infrastructure adjustments, especially where the goal is to foster
long-term modifications in travel behaviour. Again, it appears that those councils which
had already gained experience of redesigning road space to enable more active travel
and to introduce traffic calming have found it easier to integrate Covid-related additions.
This is based on their multiple advantages of a ready-made consultative network and
process, a series of already established well-designed schemes and an ability to
demonstrate from these that any negative impacts would be much lower than predicted
(Rawlinson and Black, 2020).

However, there remain gaps in understanding of the actual impact of such
interventions on levels of active travel. This is partly a function of time, of course, but
also reflects the fact that life has not yet returned to normal, or the ‘new normal’.
Remote working or furlough is still commonplace for many, thereby radically enforcing
change in people’s travel patterns. It remains unclear what forms and frequencies will
characterise future commuting, education, shopping and leisure travel in the longer
term, and the extent to which active modes will make up a growing proportion of these
journeys.

Historically, the monitoring and evaluation of active travel interventions has been
inconsistent and sometimes completely lacking. The UK and devolved governments
have placed requirements on local authorities to monitor and evaluate active travel
interventions, particularly those that are destined to become more permanent. Advice
and guidance have been made available, but experience shows that it is difficult to
build a robust evidence base on the impacts of such measures. This evidence base is
important not only for building on successes, but also to allow learning from
unsuccessful measures.

Another challenge is how to institutionalise and formalise changes that have been
made during the pandemic. The severe restrictions have generated significant
disruption but also opportunities in terms of shifts in behaviour. However, realising
these may need a stronger steer from government. So far the funding that has been
provided is principally from existing packages of active travel investment, the
legislation used to implement road space reallocation measures is temporary, and
advice to avoid public transport has meant that levels of car use have returned to (or
exceeded) pre-lockdown volumes. A longer-term increase in active travel will require
expanded investment and a concerted policy push. Local authorities supported by
other stakeholders are well placed to advance this agenda but there remain questions
around how best to achieve it. Will funding continue to be scaled up to match ambition?
What are the ingredients for achieving the culture change necessary?
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Conclusions: Towards a
Future Research Agenda

This report examines a range of ways in which local government bodies in the UK have
responded to the pressing issues associated with the Covid-19 pandemic during 2020.
Based on a review of currently available evidence, it looks in turn at aspects of the
general support provided to local residents and their communities; at financial and
other assistance to local businesses, as well as at measures being put in place to chart
a path towards future economic recovery; at revised arrangements to protect those
affected by homelessness and other forms of housing insecurity; at the management
of parks and other public spaces as key venues for exercise during lockdown; and at
efforts to boost active travel modes and to foster cleaner and safer residential
environments through road space reallocation and traffic management.

The far-reaching impacts of the pandemic have meant that local responses have
required the involvement of not just official government bodies, but also organisations
in all segments of society. Despite inevitable variations, most localities have seen
concerted and well-coordinated efforts to meet the needs of local residents,
communities and businesses. This has entailed substantial joint working not just
between different public service providers alongside long-established voluntary sector
bodies, but also drawing in a myriad of neighbourhood mutual aid groups, concerned
local businesses and members of the general public. In many places, positive
‘complementary’ relationships between these actors have been fostered and
embedded into remodelled ways of working. A potential consequence for such areas
is a longer term strengthening of local governance, featuring a commitment to closer
joint operations in the future. In view of the reduction in resources and capacity
imposed on local government over the previous decade, this is certainly an impressive
achievement. In the best cases it may justifiably be claimed to represent an exemplary
instance of collaborative local governance in practice.

However, there have been inevitable variations both between different places and
across different policy domains, the latter often within the same locality. To some
extent this observation pertains to the predominance of positive or negative reporting
styles on different topics. Thus, coordination of support mechanisms tends to be
illustrated by warm stories of appropriate help being delivered to people in need,
whereas reports on active travel and low traffic neighbourhood interventions generally
focus on initiatives that have prompted vociferous opposition from certain quarters. To
counter these tendencies, each section of the report endeavours to look beyond these
headlines to furnish a more balanced perspective. The review also tries to keep sight
of the wider context in which much of what can be done by local government in the UK
is driven by national governments’ policy-making and resource allocation, as well as
their attitude on how local authorities fit into the UK’s overall system of territorial
governance.
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This is not to imply that local authorities lack any scope for developing distinctive
approaches, whether this be launching additional business support measures to fill the
gaps in nationally administered schemes, or adopting the role of flexible response
coordinators rather than centralised directors in community support initiatives.
Nevertheless, a great deal has rested on the scale of additional resources that a given
local council has been able to muster, either from its own reserves, via loan finance or
through emergency government funding. Again, both availability and extent of
involvement will vary considerably between different places as a result, and the exact
nature of what has been possible and how will require further comparative research
once local authority expenditure returns have been finalised. Similarly, the extent to
which different local authorities have managed to introduce streamlined grant
application and regulatory procedures remains unclear, as does their effectiveness;
again, this will require further detailed research.

In broader terms claims about such local responses to the pandemic creating a
permanent transformation in the ways in which public services are designed and
delivered similarly require further investigation. Thus, reframing homelessness in
terms of public health has broken with the previously dominant individualising
discourses inherent within the neoliberal approach, but whether this rolls forward in
the post-pandemic period remains uncertain. Further research is needed to track the
nature of subsequent Central Government funding initiatives, the distribution of those
resources to local authorities, and the range and effectiveness of measures used to
deploy them. In terms of housing provision more broadly, the extent to which
partnerships have been strengthened between local authorities and accommodation
providers in both social and private sectors will be another important avenue for future
research, especially in terms of their persistence over time.

The overwhelming importance of parks and other public spaces for people’s physical
and mental health have underlined the anomaly whereby the essential role of the
public realm is not matched by any legal duty nor dedicated financial resources to
manage and maintain it, still less to extend it as a means of achieving more equal
access. Even before the pandemic local authorities have had to find varying solutions
to the difficulties of maintaining good quality public spaces. Without a rethink on the
part of Central Government this will remain the case, despite the manifest public health
benefits. The potential varied range of innovative practice will need to be subject to
continued research, so that lessons can be shared, and pitfalls avoided. Future
developments are likely to continue relying on productive local authority/civil society
relationships, which as the report emphasises take time and nurturing to come to
fruition. It appears that the same approach needs to become embedded in the
adjustments linked to active travel and traffic management in residential areas. Here
further research will be required to distil the ingredients of the approaches taken by
local authorities over a sustained period in building a context in which new installations
can become commonplace and uncontroversial.

Each section of the report concludes with an outline of some of the key questions that
should form the core of an emerging research agenda. Clearly this is not just about
immediate responses to Covid-19; as with so many other things, the pandemic has
brought to the fore needs and issues which have been brewing for some time. These
also point towards a need for governance across the UK to be more inclusive and
equitable. In this sense, the local lessons emerging from this review, around the need
for productive collaboration, coordination and negotiation, might equally apply to the
governance of the UK in general. Indeed, in the words of one observer, the “overall
response to the pandemic has exposed the fractured and poorly coordinated nature of
government at different levels across the UK” (Kenny, 2020, p.39).

Successive governments have attempted to continue centralised control despite the
realities of 20 years of devolution, and a consequent lack of appreciation that the
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country is now less a unitary state and more “a multi-level patchwork of governing
authorities” (Kenny, 2020, p.40). As such Central Government is part and parcel of the
networks and relationships that comprise the overall system of governance, albeit the
most important component. This in turn implies replacing the current dictatorial,
adversarial model with a set of constructive relationships that enables it to steer others
in the same general direction. Part of this ‘metagovernance’ role involves recognition
of the increasingly blurred boundaries between the state and civil society (Jessop,
2020), especially at the local scale, and as part of this empowering local government
bodies to entrench the enabling and coordinating roles that have been so important in
getting support to where it is needed during the pandemic.
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