LGA CONFERENCE PLENARY SESSION
COUNCILLORS - THE SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS OF OUR COMMUNITIES
[SLIDE ONE] 
I will start by saying that my council has been working with the Leadership Centre on the subject of The Councillor as a Social Entrepreneur and we will be publishing our joint report very shortly.  There will be a simple leaflet as you leave the auditorium with a web link to the report when it is published. 
[SLIDE TWO]  If we could poll your electorate to ask them the name of their local councillor, what level of recognition would you expect?  10%?;  20%?;  30%?;  more?
Ipsos MORI tell me that polling produces 36% of electors who claim to know their local councillor but only 6% get their councillor’s name right.  So, as an average, expect 6% of your electors to know you.  [CLICK ON SLIDE TWO]
[SLIDE THREE]  What then distinguishes those councillors who are well known?  I suspect they will have done one or more of three things:

· [CLICK ON SLIDE THREE]  Most will have secured a reputation as a Mr or Mrs Fixit – sorting out planning applications, helping parents get their children into a preferred school; getting potholes mended or dealing with anti-social behaviour in their locality.  
· [CLICK ON SLIDE THREE]  Many will have mastered the mystery of effective communication with their constituents. Ten – even five - years ago this would have meant having a team of pavement plodders willing to deliver a newsletter regularly round your patch.  As the army of willing pavement plodders declines, many of us have moved to using the internet with [CLICK ON SLIDE THREE] Twitter, Facebook, personal web sites and councillor blogs.

· [CLICK ON SLIDE THREE]  Some will have developed skills as social entrepreneurs.  This is what we want to talk about today and it is a growing but by no means a universally-acquired skill.  
Like just about every council in the country, Oxfordshire is looking at significant reductions in our funding and, as a consequence, we are having to take £119 million out of our one billion pound annual spend over the next four years.  We have exempted two areas of spending – children’s safeguarding and our fire & rescue service.  Apart from these ring-fenced areas, we took the view that all other service areas had to take a share in the financial pain.  We also realised that protecting front-line services meant two things:

· Maximising savings in management and bureaucracy; and
· Looking at new ways of delivering front line services.

Our initial plans involved taking £31 million out of Adult Social Care and £2 million out of our library service.  Both represented a cut over the four years of some 25%.
Plans to cut social care raised barely a murmur of complaint.  
Plans to cut £2 million from our £8 million library budget was a different thing altogether.  We currently have 43 libraries dotted around the county.  [CLICK ON SLIDE FOUR]  Some of these are large and based in our main urban areas of population.  Others are located in the more rural parts of the county – the result of history rather than any planned process of developing a logical library service.   Some are quite close to one another and some have miniscule opening hours.  Provision is noticeably uneven across the county. 
Our initial plan was to cease funding 20 of our 43 libraries, concentrating on those serving larger population areas or those with poor public transport links. This was met with a huge wave of protest from all quarters of the county.  [CLICK ON SLIDE FIVE]   This is a public meeting at Kennington Library a small village on the edge of Oxford and a ten minute bus ride from Oxford Central Library.  These levels of protest were replicated all over the county.  In Oxford City the academic intelligentsia took up their cudgels and deluged the local press and the internet.  They recruited Philip Pullman, Colin Dexter, Peter Hitchens and Kirsty Young (all local residents) and the debate rolled on.  Oxford is unique for its socio-economic and cultural mix.  
We decided we had to listen to this volume of protest and offered a different model, dependent on a Big Society approach with a pledge to maintain all 43 libraries in the county.  We promised to underwrite the cost of the library building; access to the countywide book stock; use of the computer ordering and catalogue system and professional support and training.  However, for many of the smaller libraries will reduce paid staffing to one third of current levels over three years, encouraging the growth of local Friends Groups and the development of volunteers to staff the libraries as we reduce the paid hours.
County councillors are working with Friends Groups where they exist and developing them where they do not.  No two libraries are the same and elected members are having to act as social entrepreneurs to put together schemes that will work in their locality.

I give you four case studies to illustrate the variations we are finding:

· [SLIDE SIX]     This is Berinsfield library.  It is one of the most socially deprived areas in a rural location in otherwise prosperous South Oxfordshire.  We have a population not well able to articulate for itself but surrounded by wealthy villages that provide the main users of the library service.  Berinsfield has seven public service buildings and all attempts to rationalise their use and reduce their number had been resisted for years.  Working on an improved library building and raising a volunteer work force is beginning to break down barriers.

· [CLICK ON SLIDE SIX]  This is Adderbury Library in my own patch.   It was last under threat when John Prescott capped the council in 1998.  The village rallied round then; we formed an active Friends Group; we raised £70k to move the library to this building - a wholly refurbished Church House.  The Friends raise enough funds each year to pay for Saturday morning opening.  The challenge now is to increase the level of fund raising to cover the reducing Library manager hours and also to work with the local church to build a new business model for running the building.

· [CLICK ON SLIDE SIX]  This is Summertown Library.  This is a wealthy part of Oxford City, full of Oxford academics.  In the foreground is Colin Dexter lending his weight to the SAVE OUR SERVICES campaign.  The Friends Group is working on plans to acquire the library building by public subscription and I have little doubt they will succeed.  Somewhere in the background will be Cllr Jean Fooks, a Liberal- Democrat County Councillor. The Liberals are our principal Opposition in Oxfordshire and Cllr Fooks faced a clear dilemma in choosing between opposing cuts in services and supporting a Big Society approach.  She has cleverly worked out a strategy to do both at once! 

· [CLICK ON SLIDE SIX]  This is Blackbird Leys library, serving a large estate almost exclusively of social housing with a mainly white working class population and with high levels of deprivation.  Although Oxford City centre is only a bus ride away and there are other libraries dotted around this one, it is seen as particularly important to maintain a strong library service here to support improvement in educational attainment and to promote social cohesion.  Councillors are working together to develop a Friends Group and to work more closely with local schools.

What do we learn from these four mini case studies?  I would suggest three things:

· First, the councillor’s role is pivotal.  No longer is the councillor Mr or Mrs Fixit, solving small problems.  Now there is a role to work with communities to provide a mixture of leadership and advocacy.  Taking local people where they have not thought of going or, in some cases, may not wish to go.  At the same time, hearing citizens’ views on service provision.  Diplomatic skills at bridging differences are more important than campaigning skills here.  This work may require councillors to work across council boundaries and with different and possibly opposing groups.  They will need to understand how to create a social enterprise and to develop skills in local people.  They may well have to work with councillors of different political persuasions. 

· Secondly, the council also has a role here, to support their councillors as social entrepreneurs.  I can think of three specific forms of support:

· Helping elected members to identify hard-to-reach groups.  Clever mapping techniques can show not only constituents living in deprivation but also the relatively well-heeled whose life style and choices separate them from civic activity.  Both groups have much to offer if they can be engaged.  Some councillors will know how to find them; others may not.
· Providing data to support the councillor as a social entrepreneur will have nothing to do with council boundaries.  Councillors will need data about people and places and this will frequently involve more than one political ward or division or even council and more than one public service provider.

· Council financial systems frequently divide rather than join up communities.  We found our library service knew nothing about their property costs - they were held in a different directorate.  We needed to gather together travel data from another directorate.  Schools often worked closely with their local  library but guard their independence fiercely!  
Many officers are not good at crossing organisational or financial barriers.  They are going to have to learn!

· Thirdly and finally, the Cabinet Office is proposing to create 5,000 Community Organisers across the country.  Well I have some advice for the Cabinet Office.  Don’t bother!  You have over 20,000 democratically elected members of local authorities, many of whom are well qualified as community organisers or social entrepreneurs and who have that democratic mandate.  They can do the job.  Many of them are already doing the job.  You can save the £10 million you were going to spend on Community Organisers and tap into a ready-to-go workforce rather than one you would have to grow from nothing.
At which point, I will hand over to Cllr Abi Bell to continue the story from her point of view. 
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