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Foreword

This paper has been prepared as a response to the Government’s consultation on possible changes to the powers and responsibilities for the London Mayor and Assembly.  It takes the consultation paper The Greater London Authority: The Government’s proposals for additional powers and responsibilities for the Mayor and Assembly as a starting point, but is not wholly bound by that document. An opportunity to consider the future of London government can never be totally circumscribed by a single set of proposals.  There will doubtless be a chance to go beyond the terms of the consultation document, either now or in the near future.  

This paper has been written by Tony Travers of LSE London.  It has been immeasurably informed by many hours of discussion with LSE colleagues Ian Gordon, George Jones, Andrew Thornley and Christine Whitehead, and with Stephen Glaister of Imperial College.  However, it should not be assumed that the views or proposals in the paper should necessarily be ascribed to them. 
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1.
Background

In its 2005 general election manifesto, the Labour Party promised to review the powers and responsibilities of the London Mayor and Assembly that had been created in 2000.  This system, enacted under the London Government Act, 1999, had created the Greater London Authority (GLA), consisting of a Mayor and Assembly. The GLA was a new metropolitan tier of government, replacing the central departments, appointed boards and borough joint arrangements that had provided London-wide services since the abolition of the Greater London Council (GLC) in 1986.  The GLC, which had existed since 1965, was itself a successor to the London County Council (LCC), though the latter had covered only the area today defined as ‘inner London’.  The LCC, set up in 1888, succeeded the Metropolitan Board of Works (MBW). (Davis, 1988; Gibbon & Bell, 1939; Young & Garside, 1982) 

There have therefore been a number of different metropolitan government arrangements in the years since the MBW was created in 1855. At the local and neighbourhood level, there have been parallel reforms, moving from parish-based government to today’s post-1965 London boroughs. The City of London, which has enjoyed a unique form of self-government since at least 1066, has continued to exist.  Ever since the MBW’s creation in 1855, with the exception of the years from 1986 to 2000, there have been two spheres of local government in the capital: the metropolitan and the local. (Pimlott & Rao, 2002; Travers, 2004)      

Contemporary reforms have to be viewed against the complex background of London’s history.  Unusually, the city centre is split between a number of jurisdictions.  Outer London boroughs often run from the inner city to open countryside.  Political pluralism is evident across the city as a whole, even if a number of boroughs are consistently dominated by a single party. Rapid changes to the demography of the capital have probably had the effect of reducing an apparently simple inner/outer urban/suburban population split that existed when ‘Greater London’ first became an area for city government in 1965.  Something that has not changed, however, is the constant need to trade off local concerns against the requirements of the city as a whole.

One factor is unusual about the 2005-06 review of London government.  It takes place against the backdrop of Whitehall interest in the possibility of reforming the governance of other cities in England.  There is a perception that the post-2000 London arrangements offer a model that could, potentially, be introduced in other ‘city regions’ such as Manchester, Birmingham and Leeds.  The idea that the London government reforms of 2000 have produced a successful system that could be emulated elsewhere underlines the fact that the GLA has been accepted relatively easily by virtually all players in the great game of London politics.  The ready acceptance of the post-2000 arrangements is a tribute both to the government that set them up but also to those who have operated within the GLA.  Whereas the GLC was under constant abolitionist pressure even before the mid-1980s, there is no one actively campaigning to abolish the GLA. By London standards, this is progress.

2.
Principles of good (London) government

ODPM is considering changes in a number of aspects of London’s government.  The most important of these proposals are considered below.  In doing so, it is important to bear in mind a number of key principles that should guide any reform of this kind.  Such principles must be informed by the complex evolution of the capital’s government and also by an understanding of the broader national political framework.  

Thus, any reform of London government should take account of the following principles:

· Britain has unique constitutional arrangements that allow an evolving quasi-federal system of government to operate within a unitary state;

· constitutional reform should seek to devolve power rather than centralise it;

· local democratic control of governmental institutions is a good thing;

· there are legitimate metropolitan and local interests that any system of London government must encourage to co-exist;

· arrangements should encourage comprehensibility rather than obscure it – ie the system should be transparent and clearly subject to prudential control;

· arrangements should be reasonably stable over time.

This list is not definitive and is anyway relatively abstract.  But there needs to be a longer-term democratic settlement for London – probably involving the creation of a city charter or constitution – that embeds a number of principles that provide all the institutions involved, including central government, the GLA and the boroughs, with a consistent operating framework.  Such consistency is particularly important for London, with its recent history of regular reform and reorganisation, though other cities in England have themselves not been immune from top-down change.  The principles outlined above would probably apply (with local variations) in the other English metropolitan areas that may soon face reform.

3.
The Government’s proposals for London

3.1
Housing

It is proposed to transfer to the Mayor the responsibilities of the London Housing Board to produce the London Housing Strategy and to make proposals on the distribution of housing capital allocations.  A second possibility (though this is simply put forward for consideration) is that the Mayor would in future allocate ‘affordable’ housing resources in the capital.

There are good arguments to support the transfer of the responsibilities of the London Housing Board to the Mayor of London.  At present such powers are vested in the Government Office for London and thus with Whitehall.  The equivalent strategic planning powers in London lie with the Mayor, though in other regions it is the government’s intention to join these two boards for (housing and planning) by September this year.  The principle of devolution and decentralisation of power, particularly over a service whose day-to-day operation is in the hands of the boroughs and social landlords, would suggest that if there is to be a London Housing Board then it should be democratically accountable to Londoners.  

Similar arguments apply to the allocation of affordable housing resources. The boroughs are likely to be cautious about the transfer of resource-distribution powers to the Mayor.  Local authorities are often more comfortable with allocations made by Whitehall agencies than by regional or upper tier elected bodies.  However, the precedent of GLA functional body allocations to boroughs has already been set by Transport for London. Efficiency is almost certainly supported by mayoral allocation, though the case with respect to spatial equity may be less clear. 

Both the proposed housing changes summarised above should be made, giving the Mayor greater power over the strategic direction of the capital’s housing.  However, there should be clear advisory roles for local government and the boroughs’ existing powers and responsibilities should not be undermined.  It should be noted that the Housing Corporation would maintain regulatory powers.    

3.2
Learning & Skills

Several possible options for reform are put forward for consideration. Each of these possibilities would give the Mayor a stronger role in relation to skills and training strategy in London.  The Mayor has proposed that the five Learning & Skills Councils in London should be merged and become, in effect, a single mayoral functional body.  The government has put forward this option as a possibility, but has also suggested a number of more limited ones.  A less radical proposal would give the GLA a seat on the new LSC Regional Board or, alternatively, some kind of partnership between the London Development Agency and the Regional Skills Partnership.  Even less radical would be the proposal that the Mayor should be ‘consulted’ on proposals for post-19 training and skills, or that new Regional Skills Partnership arrangements be retained with no further change.

The existing LSCs are quangos, appointed by the Department for Education & Skills and accountable to the Secretary of State.  Yet the public provision delivered by further education colleges and other LSC-funded bodies is primarily concerned with improving the skills of Londoners and thus strengthening the London economy.  This economy and its labour market are unique within Britain.  It is hard to see how a Whitehall department and its agencies, with their nation-wide responsibilities, can possibly deliver services with the sensitivity required to meet the needs of the specialist London labour market.  Anyway, the principles of government outlined earlier would suggest that responsibility for a body such as the London LSCs (whose services are predominantly aimed at local people and employers) should be vested with a local democratic institution.

The option whereby the five London LSCs became a single functional body appointed by the Mayor and with a budget determined by him would be the most appropriate of those put forward.  Merely giving the Mayor the power to nominate a member of LSC boards would be virtually a ‘no change’ option. Similarly, the ‘consultation’ proposal is very weak.  Worst of all would be the Regional Skills Partnership (RSP) route.  RSPs appear a cumbersome example of a partnership being used as an excuse to avoid proper reform, or, worse still, as a bureaucratic delaying tactic.      

3.3
Planning

The Mayor currently sets a strategic planning framework within which the boroughs determine their own plans in their Local Development Frameworks. While the Mayor can veto larger individual planning applications if their do not conform with his London Plan, he cannot direct approval.  It is possible for the boroughs to stop major developments that the Mayor might wish to approve.         

The Government’s options for reforming the planning system in London are the most controversial of all those put forward in the consultation document.  First, it is suggested the Mayor might be given more powers to influence the boroughs in their plan preparation.  Second, as far as development control is concerned, three possibilities are outlined:

· to make the Mayor the development control authority for major classes of strategic planning in London.  The Mayor would replace boroughs in this role;

· that development control powers should remain with the boroughs as now, but the Mayor would be able to direct refusal or approval for major classes of planning application;

· minimal change.

The first of these three possible changes would represent a major shift of power from the boroughs to the Mayor.  Potentially, this reform could lead to very different planning decisions – as compared with those that would otherwise be made – where the Mayor’s policy proved to be significantly different from that of the local borough. As a proposal for potential reform, this idea pivots perfectly above the historic fault-line between metropolitan and local interests.  At a time of rapid population growth and intensification of the capital, it is of significant importance.

The good government principles listed above are unhelpful in deciding precisely where the balance should be set between the Mayor and the boroughs on major planning decisions.  These principles stated “there are legitimate metropolitan and local interests that any system of London government must encourage to co-exist”.  In a city enjoying relatively rapid economic growth it is inevitable there will be conflicts between neighbourhood/local interests and those of the city as a whole.  People and jobs must be located somewhere.  Yet there is often a desire to ensure that someone else’s area copes with the difficulties associated with construction work and social change.  Moreover, British public policy is poor at underpinning major developments with either the ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ infrastructure needed to allow them to work well.

There would be a risk that a radical reform to development control powers (ie either making the Mayor development control authority for larger schemes or even giving him the power to direct approval) would provoke the boroughs into negative and oppositionist tactics.  On the other hand, there is no doubt that London needs to be able to deliver major strategic developments in such a way that localised, pockets of opposition cannot halt them.  There is a major economic competitiveness issue here.

A compromise will have to be found if there is not to be political bad blood and/or delays for individual planning applications. One possibility might be to create a Planning Commission, jointly appointed by the Mayor and the boroughs, to arbitrate on any major planning applications the Mayor believed had been wrongly rejected by a borough.  However, this idea has the weakness of transferring decision-making to an un-elected institution.  Another possibility would be to give the Mayor the power to identify any major application that he wished to approve and then be enabled to require a greater burden of proof on the borough concerned if it still wished to reject it, though still leaving the decision with the borough council.  A third possibility would transfer the development control powers over major developments to the Mayor and then give the borough a limited power of veto.  Other options could be evolved.

Doing nothing would clearly not be an option, given the Mayor’s strongly argued case for reform. The current Mayor believes there is a fault with the existing planning system and this view should not be ignored.  The options listed may simply not include the best way forward.  Finally, it should be noted that the government is intending to make wide-ranging changes to the land use planning system across the country.  Any shift in powers must be assessed in relation to this new regime.        

3.4
Waste Management and Waste Planning

Waste management and planning are increasingly politically salient issues, given the growth in concerns about the environment.  The existing arrangements for dealing with waste are heavily influenced by the fall-out from the abolition of the Greater London Council and the boroughs’ relative autonomy in the period from 1986 to 2000.  

For waste management, the Mayor has proposed the setting up of a waste authority for London, accountable to him as a functional body (similar to Transport for London).  As a possible alternative, the government has suggested a city-wide waste authority made up of borough members plus a representative of the Mayor.  Alternatively, the government envisages the extension of joint arrangements for parts of London.  Finally, there is a ‘do nothing’ option.

For waste planning, there is a similar range of options.  The Mayor could become responsible for waste control and use of sites; or there could be a borough-led waste authority; or there could be sub-regional waste planning authorities; or the Mayor’s existing planning powers could be strengthened.  The possible combinations of solutions are relatively large in number.

Given the important role of the boroughs as refuse collection authorities (where there is no proposal for reform), it is hard to envisage a solution where these authorities did not have a continuing role in waste disposal and management.  Equally, the impossibility of managing or planning waste in 33 different small areas of the capital suggests there is a need for a city-wide institution.  The principles of good government outlined above suggest the need for GLA and borough involvement in any institutional solution.

For both waste management and waste planning, there would be a good case for a London-wide institution that would be a hybrid of a Mayoral functional body and a borough-based institution.  The London Fire and Emergency Planning Authority (in its current form) might provide a reasonable model.  There would be a single London-wide waste management and/or planning authority, with broadly half its members appointed directly by the Mayor and broadly half by the Mayor from nominees put forward by the boroughs. The Mayor would then set the budget for the body, possibly subject to approval by the boroughs (though such a procedure should not be cumbersome, and certainly should not require each borough to approve the budget individually).  Accountability would be both to the Mayor and to borough councils.  

.      

3.5
Transport

Transport was the largest of the powers originally given to the Mayor of London. Transport for London (TfL) now has a gross annual budget of £5 billion, making it the highest-spending of the four existing functional bodies (the Metropolitan Police Authority’s budget is about £3 billion).  The Mayor has chosen to chair the TfL board, appoints all its members and sets its budget.  It is proposed to remove the prohibition on the Mayor making appointments of elected representatives to the TfL board.  This would bring TfL into line with the other functional bodies and is a sensible proposal that should reinforce mayoral responsibility for board appointments, budgets or service delivery. 

There are also, separate, proposals that have begun to extend the Mayor’s responsibilities to include some or all of the ‘overground’ commuter railways. In February 2006, the Department for Transport announced that the Mayor and TfL would assume regulatory responsibilities for Silverlink rail services in North London from 2007.  This change will bring the North London line and the Barking-Gospel Oak line within the oversight and planning control of TfL, though train operations will continue to be contracted out to private companies. The Railways Act, 2005 created the possibility that other commuter rail lines could be transferred to the Mayor and that TfL’s board could, accordingly, be extended to include two members to represent the interests of those living and working beyond the GLA boundary.

TfL is seen as a major success within Whitehall.  As a concept, it is the envy of other major British cities.   Even so, the DfT remains cautious about the extension of the Mayor’s powers over the commuter rail network.  Moreover, many important developments are not being pursued effectively.  The time has surely come when the public sector role in regulating, overseeing and contracting the commuter rail system in London should pass to TfL.  The obduracy of the private rail firms in refusing to extend the Oyster smart-card ticketing system to the commuter lines within the capital is surely sufficient evidence of their need for more enlightened oversight.    

3.6
Police

The London Government Act, 1999 created a Metropolitan Police Authority (MPA), which for the first time provided an element of democratic oversight of the Metropolitan Police Service.  The MPA is a functional body of the GLA.  The Mayor appoints 12 members of the London Assembly to the Authority.  The remaining 11 members are either ‘independents’ or are appointed by the Home Secretary. The Mayor determines the MPA’s budget but has no role in policy.  Indeed, the fact that the MPA’s ‘elected’ representatives are drawn from the Assembly though appointed by the Mayor creates tangled political accountability. The Metropolitan Police Commissioner, who is appointed by the Home Secretary on behalf of the Queen, is responsible for operational policing decisions.   

The government has proposed that the Mayor should become chair of the Metropolitan Police Authority.  It is hard to see how this move would improve the police accountability muddle.  There is a need for a wider review of police accountability in London that would have to address such issues as:

· should the Mayor appoint all members of the MPA?

· should the Mayor be free to appoint members to the MPA who are not Assembly members (as to other functional bodies)? 

· should the membership of the MPA include borough representatives?

· should the Mayor and/or MPA appoint the Commissioner?

· should the Mayor determine non-operational policy?

· should the Mayor assume broad responsibility for operational policing decisions?

The proposal to make the Mayor the chair of the MPA would do little good of itself.  However, it would do no particular harm either.  There needs to be a more far-reaching review of police accountability.  The good government principles outlined earlier in this paper would suggest the need for far stronger local democratic accountability for policing, including borough representation.  The existing arrangements and those suggested in the Government’s consultative document fall well short of reasonable comprehensibility.   

3.7 Fire and Emergency Planning

Under the post-2000 arrangements, the London Fire & Emergency Planning Authority (LFEPA) is a functional body of the GLA, with a board appointed by the Mayor.  Nine members are appointed by the Mayor from the London Assembly and eight appointed by the Mayor from a list of nominees provided by the boroughs and the City of London.  There is a proposal to re-configure the membership of the London Fire and Emergency Planning Authority to enable the Mayor to appoint three members to represent business, other groups and one to champion ‘resilience’.  There is also a government proposal to give the Mayor powers to give LFEPA directions and guidance.

Giving the Mayor the power to give guidance to LFEPA is a logical step in tidying-up the GLA.  As the Mayor appoints the board and sets the budget, there is a strong logic to ensuring that policy-making is also located at City Hall.  Indeed, this linkage of mayoral board appointments, budget-setting and policy direction is one that for the sake of transparency and comprehensibility should be extended to any GLA functional bodies, current or proposed.

To reinforce the Mayor-as-executive system, there would also be a logic to giving the Mayor as much freedom as possible in making board appointments.  Such a position need not rule out a legislative requirement that the boroughs, business and other interests be given statutory rights to be appointed.  However, there is a strong argument for ensuring that the public perception that the Mayor is ‘in charge’ of a particular service should be matched by the relevant powers to deliver them. 

3.8 Culture, media & sport

This section of the consultation document points to the extraordinary success of London winning the contest to host the 2012 Olympic Games.  It then goes on the state that the cultural institutions located in the capital are so important that ‘they cannot be looked at in isolation from the other regions and nations’.  It is proposed to retain the current arrangements whereby resources flow through the DCMS, the Lottery and non-departmental public bodies to institutions based in London.  The GLA, however, should continue to work ‘in partnership’ with the array of organisations currently responsible for provision of culture and sport.

There is surely a strong argument for giving the Mayor responsibility for those programmes and facilities that are wholly or largely of city-wide or regional (ie entirely national) importance.  A proportion of Arts Council funding, in particular, falls in this category, as would much heritage expenditure.  It is worth noting that many of English Heritage’s London responsibilities were transferred to it from the Greater London Council in 1986.  On the other hand, national institutions that happen to be located in London (eg, the National Theatre, the Royal Opera House, the British Museum and other ‘national’ bodies) are more properly funded from the centre. 

The GLA should assume responsibility for city-wide and other equivalent institutions and programmes.  A new functional body to deal with these issues would be appropriate.    

3.9 GLA procedures and governance issues

Increasing mayoral powers, however likely they are to generate more efficient solutions, must be accompanied by a stronger mechanism for monitoring and control of those powers. The Assembly has proved to be less than effective in calling the Mayor to account.  Were this state of affairs to continue, the loss of local democratic links implied by many of the proposed changes (in the Government’s consultative paper and this response) would be highly undesirable.  Great powers must go hand in hand with continuing and effective accountability. 

The original legislation setting up the GLA made the Mayor the executive part of the institution and gave the Assembly a duty to scrutinise the Mayor.  In particular, the Assembly was given the possibility of replacing the mayoral budget with an alternative, providing there was a two-thirds majority for the Assembly’s proposition.  The Mayor appoints a number of board members and set the budgets of functional bodies.  However, the Assembly was made responsible for appointing virtually all the GLA’s staff.  The Mayor was given the opportunity to appoint just two political advisors and a policy unit of up to 10.   

The Mayor, as the GLA’s executive, has functioned effectively and has without doubt provided local democratic accountability for services such as transport, economic development and the ‘metropolitan’ planning of the capital. He has also pioneered a number of policies that have been implemented successfully.  The Assembly, by contrast, has found it difficult to establish itself as an effective institution and has found it hard to hold the Mayor to account. There have been a number of successes for the Assembly, including the authority of the chair, the outcome of the Commission on London Governance, some of the individual scrutiny exercises (particularly those of transport) and, above all, the annual budgetary scrutiny.

In addition to the many proposals outlined in the above sections potentially to change the Mayor’s powers, the government is also considering amendments to the Mayor and Assembly’s working arrangements.   The main suggestions are as follows:

· the Mayor has proposed changing the arrangement whereby the Assembly appoints virtually all GLA staff: he has proposed that the Mayor and Assembly should each appoint their own staff in future.  The government is seeking views on this proposal;

· the government has put forward two options to strengthen the Assembly’s role in policy-making.  Either the Mayor could be required to ‘have regard’ to the Assembly’s views in determining his policies/strategies, or, the Assembly could be given the power to veto the Mayor’s policies by (for example) a two-thirds majority;  

· the government has also put forward possible proposals to allow the Assembly to scrutinise city-wide public services that are not accountable to the Mayor.

There is a powerful case for giving the Mayor the power to appoint his own senior staff, including the GLA chief executive.  The current arrangements, though well-intentioned, are very odd and have the effect of handing the appointment of senior officers to London Assembly members who are responsible for overseeing the activities of the executive.  In British Parliamentary terms this would be like making the Opposition responsible for appointing the Cabinet Secretary and other senior Whitehall officials.  Most of the Mayor’s Office staff are currently appointed by the Assembly, which requires out-of-sight horse-trading between the Mayor and Assembly which, by any standards, obscures transparency.  If the Mayor were to be responsible for appointing senior GLA staff, he would indirectly become responsible for all staff appointments, though as in other organisations, senior staff would appoint the rest.  

The opportunity provided by legislation to change the London Government Act, 1999 should also be used to create a new role of Deputy Mayor.  Unlike the existing arrangements, which require the Mayor to appoint a deputy from the Assembly, this proposal is to strengthen the Mayor’s capacity to operate by providing for between three and six Deputy Mayors who would be formally appointed by the Mayor as the senior executives within his administration.  There would also be a good argument for requiring – at the time of the four-yearly elections – mayoral candidates to propose ‘slates’ of candidates to fill deputy mayor and functional board chair roles.  The names put forward at the time of the election would give the electorate a better guide to the kind of administration that night emerge for a particular candidate’s mayoralty.  The successful candidate would nevertheless remain free to make different appointments after the election had taken place.    

By transferring the responsibility for making staff appointments to the Mayor, the holder of that office would become more powerful in relation to the Assembly.  There would then be a good case for increasing the Assembly’s powers and encouraging them to act in a more effective way in the discharge of their scrutiny functions.  

It would not be appropriate to turn the Assembly into a full legislative body.  The GLA model operates with the Mayor as executive and he (or she) would need to be able to implement policy without the risk of deadlock but with the certainty of being held properly to account.  Moreover, the Mayor (unlike the governing party in Parliament or local government) does not have to retain the confidence of a majority of the Assembly, even to deliver his budget.  However, it would be possible to create a new set of procedures whereby the Mayor had to produce any legally required strategies in draft form and them submit them to the Assembly for amendment. Changes could be made by simple majority. The amended strategy could then be sent back to the Mayor who could accept or reject any changes.  The process could then be repeated once more.  However, the Mayor would have the final say on the strategy.  

Such a process would to some extent mirror Parliamentary practice, where the House of Lords has an opportunity to amend government legislation but, in the final resort, the government can, so long as it has a majority, use the Parliament Act to override all legislative amendments.  The Mayor is in the position of the government within the Commons.

In addition to such strengthening of the Assembly’s capacity to have an opportunity to encourage the Mayor to amend his strategies, there would also be merit to requiring the Assembly – by law – to undertaken an annual, in depth, scrutiny of each of the functional bodies and the GLA at City Hall.  This would have the effect of providing a back-up to the annual budget scrutiny.  The review of each functional body should consider issues such as: the use of resources, staff effectiveness, outcomes delivered and performance targets for future years.  The Assembly would be much strengthened in such activities by the creation of a new department to monitor the operations of the functional bodies and the GLA.  The output would be an annual major report on each mayoral service-delivery institution.

Because of the need to re-balance the powers of the Mayor and Assembly, and also to ensure the Assembly has sufficient resources to fulfil its new remit, the Assembly should be given the power to set its own budget. This power would be subject to the limitation that the Assembly’s contribution to the GLA’s overall expenditure and/or precept in any particular year should not increase by a larger percentage than the Mayor’s.  The starting point would be Assembly spending in 2006-07 or whichever year immediately preceded the new arrangement.         

The government’s proposal to allow the Assembly to scrutinise London-wide bodies that are not accountable to the Mayor risks diluting the limited time currently made available for scrutiny of the functional bodies.  Indeed, there would be little to stop the Assembly undertaking a scrutiny of, say, the strategic health authorities or the London activities of the Arts Council if they wished to.  Public bodies, in particular, would find it hard to refuse to co-operate with a reasonably framed inquiry.  There is no pressing need for a new power extending the Assembly’s powers to scrutinise non-GLA bodies.  

3.10 Services and issues not discussed in the consultative paper

The consultative paper includes a number of relatively modest proposals to reform the GLA.  Some powers might be drawn down from central government, while others would involve taking them from roughs and transferring them to the Mayor.  Proposals of the former kind are preferable to the latter if the exercise is to represent a genuine devolution of power.  There are a number of other public services that have a metropolitan focus or where London interests are very different from those of the rest of England.  The most important provisions of this kind are first, the NHS, second, the government’s call-in powers over planning and third, English Partnerships.  However, virtually any responsibilities currently in the hands of appointed boards that relate to local or regional responsibilities should be candidates for transfer to the GLA or the boroughs.

The arguments for devolution of the kind that originally justified the creation of the Mayor and Assembly would surely extend to transferring the existing responsibilities of the five strategic health authorities to a single mayoral functional body.  The NHS, both in the capital and beyond, is a service that suffers from too many structural reorganisations and probably over-much bureaucracy.  London health needs are distinct and require metropolitan policy involvement.  The Commission on London Governance proposed the creation of a London health functional body, responsible to the Mayor (Commission on London Governance, 2006).  This is a sensible idea with democratic logic.

The consultation document proposes possible reforms to London planning powers, but not, interestingly, any devolution of central government’s residual power to determine planning decisions.  While there will always be a role for Whitehall in planning decisions with national implications (eg, airports, inter-city railways, sites of national importance) it is hard to see why there has to be a three-level planning system for so many other matters.  Even two levels risks inhibition to economic progress because of endless planning inquiries and reference of projects from level to level of government. Capital is footloose, especially in an international city such as London.  

English Partnerships (EP) retains a role in London’s government.  Indeed, it is one of a large number of players in areas such as the Thames Gateway and the Olympics zone.  It is difficult to see why EP is required, given the existence of the London Development Agency, the Olympic Delivery Authority and the London Thames Gateway Development Corporation.  This factor will be reinforced if the powers of resource allocation are to be transferred from the Housing Corporation to the Mayor.  Enough institutions is enough, particularly in east London.

Finally, there is the continuing issue of the Government Office for London (GOL).  The consultation paper argues “there is an important, strategic role for GOL to play on behalf of national Government in the capital.  We do not expect the GLA Review to have a major effect on the functions or size of GOL, but the GO [Government Office] Review will lead to GOL becoming smaller and more strategic”.  

While the government may believe there is a continuing role for GOL, there are powerful arguments for a clear line of responsibility from the GLA, the boroughs and the City of London to central government.  Many individual departments, notably the Department for Transport, have important responsibilities with relation to London.  Often, such departments by-pass GOL in their relationship with the capital’s government.  If GOL is to be retained, there should be very clear duties concerning London ascribed to it and, separately, to other elements of Whitehall.    

3.11 Urban parishes and neighbourhoods

London really is a city of neighbourhoods, if not villages.  However, these sub-divisions vary from large towns such as Croydon or Romford to much smaller communities like Primrose Hill (in Camden), Deptford (Lewisham) or Green Street (Newham).  There are also many identifiable groups that are only partly geographically-specific.  In major cities, communities that are spread out can be just as real as ones concentrated in a few streets.  Increasingly, urban identity is attached to self-defined groupings that defy geography.  On the other hand, locality remains important.  There are thousands of local active community groups in London.  

Boroughs, working with the Mayor and Assembly, should be encouraged to find ways of articulating any neighbourhood or community feeling that could plausibly (and democratically) represent smaller areas of London.  There may be a case for parish council-type authorities in the rural parts of Bromley or Havering.  However, it is more likely that in the urban core of the city (ie most of it) different kinds of bodies – or none – would be better.  It is very unlikely that a single model will work for the whole of the capital.      

4.
Finance

Local authority finance, service responsibilities and, to some extent, structures are currently under review by Sir Michael Lyons.  The Lyons Inquiry evolved from the earlier Balance of Funding review, headed by Nick Raynsford.  The government’s decision to extend Sir Michael’s remit points to the importance of considering finance, functions and structures in parallel.  For London, it is important that decisions made in the light of the consultation process now under way are supported by whatever finally emerges from Lyons in December 2006 – or perhaps more properly they should support the more general national policy approach followed by Lyons.

As a general principle, London’s local government, both the GLA and the boroughs, need to have sufficient financial autonomy that they can effectively deliver the services they are required to provide by law.  Given the demographic complexity of the capital, the costs of service delivery and the city’s dependence on infrastructure, the funding issue is of vital importance.  Moreover, with the population officialy projected to rise by 600,000 within the next decade, fiscal freedom will be essential if development is to keep pace with the demands of a reasonable quality of life for London’s eight million residents, plus almost a million commuters.

The government should ask the Lyons Inquiry to have regard to the GLA’s need for revenue streams that will allow its functional bodies, particularly Transport for London and the London Development Agency, to develop infrastructure in line with the city’s growth.  Equally, the boroughs’ needs for resources to fund schools, streets and other local services for new residents will need to be taken into account.  There should be new revenue streams that can capitalise on economic growth and be used to stimulate further development.    

5.
The Future of London Government

The government’s proposals range from the radical (planning) to the modest (Assembly scrutiny of non-mayoral services).  The consultation process is likely to encourage organisations and individuals to put forward more radical suggestions than those in the consultative paper.  Boroughs are likely to be concerned about proposals – such as those for planning and waste – that could take powers from the local to the metropolitan level.  Giving the Mayor control over housing resource allocations might also cause concern in the boroughs.

It is inconceivable that changes made to London government during 2006-07 will be the last.  Since 1957, the process of review, analysis and the implementation of reform has continued virtually without hesitation.  Following a Royal Commission from 1957 to 1960, a major restructuring of the city’s government took place, with the abolition of the London County Council.  Even in the late-1960s, voices could be heard questioning the Greater London Council model initiated in 1965.  Ambulances ceased to be a GLC responsibility in the early 1970s.  London Transport passed into and then out of GLC control (in 1970 and 1984 respectively).  Housing powers were transferred from the GLC to some, but not all, boroughs.   The Council was abolished in 1986.  The Inner London Education Authority followed the GLC to oblivion in 1990.

Yet by 1997 a government had taken office committed to restoring a London-wide authority.  The Mayor and Assembly came into existence in 2000 and are already being reviewed.  Once the outcome of the present process has been enacted, more change will be proposed.  At every stage, it is important to be sure that the next reform will deliver improved public services and strengthened political accountability. 

This response is intended as a contribution to the debate about Government’s programme of potential reform.  The paper’s proposals are intended to enhance London-wide and borough democracy and to decentralise power.  Both the office of Mayor and the Assembly require strengthening.  London should also be seen as evolving a model of devolved government that could, suitably modified, be pursued in other cities within Britain. These cities deserve the kind of autonomy given to London in recent years.  Local democracy is an essential element in allowing the populations of great cities to direct their own destiny.  
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