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MJ Local Government Achievement Awards 2010

Most Effective Political Team of the Year 2010

Westminster City Council 

A powerful sense of place and identity

Westminster City Council’s vision goes well beyond notions of good city management.  The political leadership recognises the city’s role as the economic powerhouse of the UK, its responsibility to protect international landmarks and its place at the centre of the media’s scrutiny of local authorities.  But more than that, the leadership is committed to the issues that are important to the people who live in the city, raise their children here and see Westminster as ‘home’.

Over the past two years, the council’s leadership has focused not just on celebrating the city’s obvious success and building on its strengths, but on tackling society’s most intractable problems:

· To reverse the cycle of social exclusion among deprived communities.  Westminster’s ground breaking Family Recovery Programme (FRP) identifies families who are at risk of becoming socially excluded and tailors services – across departments and agencies – to tackle the causes of social breakdown and not just the symptoms.  The FRP is one of the few projects that turns the rhetoric of joined up services into reality and was launched well before national debate began to consider the relative importance of the family unit in society.  Within its first year, the FRP engaged 78% of families in parenting courses, 61% of children had improved school attendance and 67% had registered – for the first time – with GPs and health services. 

· To support the city’s local economy at the earliest possible stage during the recession and with maximum impact.   Launched in October 2008, Westminster’s City Recovery Strategy was one of the first council programmes to support businesses and individuals through the economic downturn. Political drive meant that it went from conception to public announcement and delivery within 30 days. Consisting of 17 specific projects, the programme directly assisted over 1,300 businesses and 2,300 individuals in its first year.  It included assistance to the major West End shopping streets – which subsequently enjoyed record Christmas activity - but also focused on actions such as infrastructure improvements for the network of town centres that are as vital – both economically and socially - to the Westminster community as the multinationals located elsewhere in the city.        

· To improve the standard of education for all young people and acknowledge past weaknesses.  Westminster’s leadership is ambitious for major improvements in education not just relatively, but in absolute terms.  For this reason the Leader established an independent Education Commission to report on current weaknesses and design proposals to drive up standards. The council is now implementing those recommendations: empowering parents to make the best possible choices for their children’s education, amalgamating some specialist secondary services and supporting Westminster’s network of Academies to flourish independently while retaining the important links with the council.     

Westminster is an easy place for politicians to lose sight of the issues that really matter to the people who live in the city.  The city’s political leadership, however, has a powerful sense of place and invests not just the city’s strengths but – crucially – in its weaknesses too. 

A clear political direction

The Leader of the Council’s Living City vision underpins everything the authority does.  The agenda focuses on making a visible difference to people’s lives through the council’s work.  

The Leader’s annual Living City speech is accompanied by a series of specific projects that are branded, monitored and communicated across the council workforce and wider community.  Centred on three key themes, the Living City vision prioritises actions that are deliverable:

1. Renewing the city – Within a year of being announced, the Leader’s plan to transform Marble Arch from local eyesore to national treasure had been achieved.  An innovative public/private partnership is now being established to regenerate Leicester Square and Piccadilly Circus.    

2. Responsive Services – Recognising that housing overcrowding is unacceptable and that a long term strategy on its own wouldn’t do, the Leader’s pledge to re-house every family within five years is on course for delivery.  The Westminster Standard also acknowledges a series of wider corporate customer service pledges that set Westminster apart from other local authorities.  With overall satisfaction ratings amongst residents consistently above 80% and a CPA rating that is the second highest in the country, Westminster’s leaders are aiming to deliver excellent services both relatively and absolutely.

3. Personal Responsibility – The capacity of the Family Recovery Programme has been doubled as a result of early successes and, in recognising differences in life expectancy of a decade between some Westminster communities, the council is working with health partners to reduce cardiovascular disease by 20% as one of a range of measures to improve health and reduce inequalities.

Living City projects are designed through the council’s customer insight and research function with a focus on addressing established need and assessing likely speed of action and deliverability.  The actions included in the City Recovery Strategy, for example, were formed from intelligence provided by the Westminster Observatory, a dashboard of key indicators which track economic performance at ward level and highlight trends around which projects can be designed quickly and with maximum impact.

Crucially, the Living city agenda is not simply a vision dreamt up in City Hall.  The plan has buy-in from across the community as demonstrated by the publication of the ‘Building a Living City’ pamphlet which compiled the views of 12 members of the community (non council insiders) who explained what the Living City concept meant to them and how it could be delivered. 

Westminster is also renowned for its unapologetically political dedication to delivering value for money.  In 2010/11, the council will announce a budget that freezes council tax for a record third consecutive year despite the impact of the recession on service demand and income.  Furthermore, the council has a long term vision to deliver ‘better for less’ in two profound ways:

· Commissioning – On 1st October 2009, Westminster became the first local authority to adopt a commissioning model to govern the entirety of its activities.  Based around a small Strategic Executive Board, the model breaks down traditional silos between service areas, offers flexibility in responding to local needs and lays the foundations for a new unified way of delivering services not just for local government but across public organisations.  The new model has stripped out layers of management and has led to over 200 redundancies across the council.  The model will save £14m each year at the same time as delivering better services to the community.  The council restructure has involved difficult political decisions but has been planned for the long term and with the needs of the community, not the organisation, in mind.   

· Unified Public Services – The council is politically committed to the localism agenda and is working to make it a reality.  The City Council has already undertaken an audit across organisations that spend public money in Westminster to ascertain waste, duplication and accountability for public spending which stands at around £2bn annually.  It is now working with partners in the PCT and Police to combine back-office functions that could be unified in the short term.  The leadership’s ultimate aim is to take its own commissioning model further and establish a democratically led Area Board for Westminster that commissions services across the public sector which would – for the first time in generations -  deliver a single strategic vision for the city that is accountable directly to the people it serves.  
At a time when many local authorities are struggling to adapt to a new ‘age of austerity’, Westminster foresaw the changing landscape and has embraced its challenges.  This was reflected in the appointment of the Leader, Colin Barrow to the Conservative Party’s Productivity Efficiency board.

Empowered frontline councillors

Many councils and councillors speak the language of localism but few have demonstrated the commitment to ‘double devolution’ on Westminster’s scale.  

Westminster’s £2m Neighbourhoods project is recognised by Capital Ambition as an exemplar scheme for empowering ward councillors.  The programme has so far delivered over 400 ward member led projects including:

· Providing professional support to emerging Business Improvement Districts for local centres.

· Hosting extra sports training for local young people with an average of 30 people attending the course from a single ward each week.

· Additional ‘silver surfer’ groups in libraries to meet exceptional local need.

Westminster has also developed its scrutiny function beyond the statutory requirements. Chairmen and committee members have a well resourced research capability at City Hall and conduct major inquiries to inform council policy e.g. on the use of CCTV.  The Leader regularly faces the Scrutiny Commission for public question time on any aspect of the council’s work and committees are unafraid to tackle controversial issues.  The work of one Scrutiny Committee, for example, led to national coverage on anti-social behaviour perpetrated by cyclists.

Invested in protecting the future of their community by bringing on the next generation of leaders.

Westminster has been recognised by CAA as one of the best authorities in the country for community engagement, receiving a green flag for its efforts to involve residents in developing council services and contribute to civic life. 

Council publications consistently showcase councillors’ activities, profiling their ward work to highlight the role of councillors which encourages participation and accountability.  Communications at Westminster overall are member led to ensure political accountability and an ‘informed’ rating of over 70% in the community ensures penetration.

The council also annually celebrates and rewards the work of grassroots community leaders at its “Community Leadership Awards” which, following nominations from members of the public, rewards those judged to have made an outstanding contribution to local life.  The 2010 awards attracted 380 nominations. 

Westminster is committed to ensuring that new councillors receive the highest possible level of support as soon as they are elected to the council.  Immediately following the May 2010 London elections, Westminster will be hosting a London-wide conference to share best practice and build on previous successes.

The next in-take of councillors in Westminster will benefit from the most comprehensive induction arrangements ever organised and will include ‘ward walks’, one-to-one meetings with Strategic Directors and three comprehensive induction sessions.  The newly established Member Services unit assists councillors and members of the public with over 1,500 queries each month and has dedicated, area based staff who have the expertise and resources to provide first class support to all members.  

To support the development of Westminster’s future leaders further, all members of Westminster City Council have access to Leadership Centre for Local Government’s excellent training programme.  

Engaged with the idea of a manifesto for modern local politics

Westminster has one of the most active government relations functions in the country and is a thought leader on several debates around local government and local democracy.  Recent examples of lobbying activity include:

· Successfully negotiating three proposals under the terms of the Sustainable Communities Act 2007.

· Anticipating the impact of business rates revaluation on Westminster’s economy and lobbying for the fairest deal for the city in advance of it becoming a national issue.

· Lobbied to introduce a Private Member’s Bill to make pedicabs safer for residents and tourists in the West End. 

By the end of January 2010, the council will publish its manifesto for local government.  Five government bills are proposed to give greater power to communities and empower members on issues as diverse as improving the streetscape, improving community safety, promoting the local economy and cutting Whitehall red tape.

Specific proposals to be included in Westminster’s putative bills for a new government include:

· Reforming local government finance to allow councils greater control over business rates and to set variable rates based on local priorities.    

· Restoring local authorities’ ability to set housing rents, rendering them democratically accountable and giving councils greater control over long-term finances.

· Investing local authorities with the responsibility for delivering community payback, training and education for offenders.
The aim of the manifesto is to revitalise local government and local politics. In doing so, Westminster hopes to attract more talent into Town Halls and allow councils to champion the unique features of their area and take reasonable risks to deliver exceptional services.  Westminster has the effective political leadership to prosper under such a regime and is working to encourage future governments to deliver that vision.
100 word summary

Westminster City Council’s political leadership has developed a Living City agenda which sets evidence-based goals, is aimed at issues that matter to local people and achieves results that are highly visible.  Its long-held political commitment to delivering value for money and unifying public services also offers a blueprint for the future of local governance in Britain.    
In a complex inner-city environment, the council is leading national debate on diverse issues like social deprivation at the same time as building an internationally competitive economy.  In the meantime, members oversee services to residents that are outstanding in both relative and absolute terms.  
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