
published in March 2006. Although it concentrates on those involved in

achieving government Public Service Agreement targets, its findings apply

to "delivery chains...involving central and local government, agencies, and

bodies from the private sector and the third (voluntary, community and

charitable) sector" (Audit Commission 2006: 1). This is a specific aspect

of the formal legal agreement relationship and so has relevance to the

present research. The report's aim is "to improve the way that public

money is distributed through the chain" (op cit: 3) and, again, the

recommendations are framed in terms of the link between funding and

strategic objectives. The point to take from these documents is that the

Audit Commission is responding to the government's agenda in a very

detailed way in the terms of the theoretical framework of this research.

Exercise of Power

The exercise of power is the second of the two main themes in this

research's theoretical framework. Chapter Eight contains the rationale for

employing this term ahead of "network analysis". Government documents

published in the last three years lend strong support for this decision. An

obvious example is the title of the latest White Paper; that is,

Communities in Control: Real People, Real Power (DCLG 2008b). The

clear indication is that the power, which is the subject of discussion in the

White Paper, is available to those who have relationships with local

authorities rather than to local authorities themselves; so again this has

direct relevance to community groups. It is important to draw a parallel

between the government's attempt to revive and refresh the political

relationship and the choice of the term "power" in its terminology.

Previous proponents of alternative terminology were writing at a time

when collaboration was the type of relationship that held most

commentators' interest.

Communities in Control contains details of the government's latest

thinking on the exercise of power and so this is where the main

implications for the present research are found. This Chapter has already

made reference to some of these implications. The drive towards

empowerment of people in the White Paper's first chapter is the most
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obvious one. At the start of the White Paper's chapter that makes the

"case for people and communities having more power" (DCLG 2008b: 12),

it is stated that the government's aim is "to pass power into the hands of

local communities so as to generate vibrant local democracy" (ibid). Here

again there is the finding that issues surrounding power are addressed

through the political relationship and the White Paper goes on to discuss

democracy in Britain, influencing and holding to account local politicians

and other local decision makers and measures designed to encourage

citizens to stand for election to local authorities.

In Chapter Four of this thesis it is held that from the perspective of

discourse local authorities are in a situation approaching parity with

community groups and other local actors in terms of the influence it is

able to exert. When it comes to the exercise of power, however, a local

authority's greater resources put it in a superior position. It is logical,

therefore, that if community groups are to be rendered into a position of

parity overall, changes have to be made within the terms of the debate

surrounding the exercise of power and this is how things are largely

anticipated to proceed. There can also be detected in the White Paper

measures intended to promote the drive towards parity of power through

the formal legal agreement and partnership working relationships. The

last cited passage above continues on to state that the government's aim

also is to "give real control over local decisions and services to a wider

pool of active citizens" (ibid). The ways in which this is to be achieved

incorporate both types of relationships. Firstly, regarding the formal legal

agreement relationship, as has been said, proposals are made to transfer

control of assets and services to local citizens, which will involve some

form of legally binding agreement setting out the scope of the

responsibilities involved and to whom these responsibilities will be

devolved. Secondly, in terms of partnership working, given that local

strategic partnerships are the most prevalent manifestation of this type of

relationship, the government's attention is focussed in this direction. The

requirement for strategic partnerships to produce a statement of

involvement of third sector organisations on its work on Local Area

Agreements has already been noted. To make the situation in local

312



strategic partnerships even clearer the White Paper states that "[t]hird

sector organisations are full and equal partners in Local Strategic

Partnerships" (op cit: 16). It may then be concluded that while the

greatest disparity between councils and community groups currently

exists in the exercise of power, measures are planned to address the

imbalance through the full range of relationships between councils and

community groups.

forma lisation

Recent government documents contain a number of other matters

that are relevant to the relationships that councils have with community

groups and, more particularly, those aspects of these relationships that

have been the focus of the present research. The research, in Chapter

Nine, has identified a trend towards the formalisation of informal

practices. The other matters in government documents that have

appeared in the period under consideration largely have a place within this

trend.

A first example is the formalisation of the process by which

influence is exerted from the bottom upwards on policy making. This has

been chosen for examination first because it is the most explicit instance

of formalisation. It is a central tenet of the Sustainable Communities Act

2007. The Guide (DCLG 2008) that accompanies this Act describes "a

simple process by which the ideas generated by local communities are fed

through their local authority to a body know as the "selector" (which we

envisage will be the LGA) to central government" (p. 4). Significantly, the

Guide goes on to state that "[o]ther than the reference to sustainability

there is no limit placed on the types of proposals that local authorities can

make" (p. 6). This idea is based on the premise that "local people know

best what needs to be done to promote the sustainability of their area"

(op cit: 3). While the last statement is questionable and it would have

been useful to have further explanation of and evidence for this assertion,

it is the case that a process by which bottom-up influences have an

impact on policy is known through research to exist (see Chapter Four).

There is a slight difference between the latter research and the proposal
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contained in the 2007 Act in that one relates to front-line officers and the

other includes members of the public, but it is the case that front-line

officers will not be precluded from making suggestions and, in a sense,

this proposal closely resembles the existing situation in that front-line

officers now are the conduit between the inhabitants of a council area and

the authority's policy making machinery and in the future they are likely

to be involved in the upward progression (or otherwise) of ideas. The new

aspect of this idea concerns the role of the Local Government Association

and it will be interesting for future research to establish what effect the

Association will have. Will it have a similar effect to the policy mess

identified, for example, by Rhodes (1997) when a mediating body has a

role between the government and councils? The Strong and Prosperous

Communities White Paper, which was published in 2006, also contains

references to upward influences on councils. It says that:

"after nearly ten years of investment and reform driven largely
from the top, the next stage of public service reform has to be
driven from below if improvements are to continue and local
needs and aspirations are to be met"

(OCLG 2006: 16)

and that "people themselves have their own ideas and contribution to

make to improving public services (op cit: 17). The intention to formalise

the process by which upward influences are incorporated into the policy

making process is clear.

The other major area of formalisation relates to the role of the

government and government offices. The importance of these ideas has

been discussed in the present research and in the White Paper

Communities in Control: Real People, Real Power the government accepts

its role is to "provide support, resources, legislation and the framework of

national policies" (OCLG 2008b: 13) to empower groups and individuals in

the community. Moreover, in The future of local government: Developing

a 10 year vision (OOPM 2004), it is stated that the government will

undertake "community capacity building" (p. 13). Then again, in the

same document reference is made to "[e]nhanced capacity in Government
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Offices, utilizing practitioner expertise" to promote performance

monitoring (op cit: 16) and the Strong and Prosperous Communities White

Paper (OCLG 2006) talks of how the government will "help share best

practice between authorities" (p. 12) (see also p. 129). All of these and,

in particular, policy transfer and evidence based policy making, are

examples of practices that have been analysed in the present research

and now are due to be put on a stronger footing.

Other informal happenings, which have been identified as a result

of the present research and, following their appearance in recent

government documents, are likely to be regarded more formally include

mechanisms through which the community generally can have access to

officers (OCLG 2008b: Ch. 5), involving citizens in assessing council

services (OCLG 2006: 32) and the extraction of key individuals at the local

level for incorporation into the regional arena (op cit: 86).

Further references can be detected in recent documents to matters

that have arisen in the course of the present research. The issue of the

quality of individuals, which previously has applied to councillors, now also

is being applied to officers (OOPM 2004). Cross border working is also

discussed (op cit: 8), though as this is part of the regionalisation agenda

and relates to cross council boundary working, that by councillors remains

for future government attention. Finally, the drive to compel local

authorities to adopt more fully modernised political management

arrangements (OCLG 2006: 20 and 56) may be viewed as a response to

Lowndes and Leach (2004) and Sullivan, Sweeting (2005) and John and

Gains (2005), who found that variations exist in the degree to which local

authorities have made use of the powers available to political leaders, a

finding that was replicated and expanded upon in the present research.
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Conclusion

This Chapter has examined the broad themes appearing in a

distinct body of documents published by the government as they relate to

the research findings contained in this thesis. From the perspective of the

thesis the fact that this examination has made it possible to confirm the

validity of the two main theoretical frameworks, discourse and the

exercise of power, for understanding the field under investigation, is an

important one. The other broad trend, of which it has been possible to

confirm and delineate the progress, is formalisation. The overriding

impression that many of these initiatives create is that they contribute

towards the regionalisation agenda though, for the purpose of the present

research, it has been important to interpret many of the government's

recent initiatives in terms of formalisation. The fact that not all of the

informal practices that this research has identified have been subject to

formalisation means that this is likely to continue in the future and this

research has identified some areas where this might take place.

The final word is reserved for the typology as this is the primary

contribution this research makes to existing knowledge. It has been

observed that recent government documents contain measures to

promote all of the typology's main categories of relationship (see Table

5.1). Equally, no new types of relationship are proposed, which lends

further validity to the typology. That all relationships are referred to

reflects the academic input into government documents, though this link

is not explicit. The fact that it has been necessary to stress the historical

dimension of the typology throughout this thesis suggests that the older

types of relationships needed to be updated and the intention to do this is,

indeed, conveyed in government documents. Nevertheless, the historical

perspective is an important part of understanding the concepts underlying

and the development of relationships. The political relationship, being the

oldest is the one that needs most updating. It is significant that it is the,
political relationship that has been found to be the device mostly intended
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to instigate the movement towards greater parity of power between local

authorities and community groups (and individuals). The fact that it has

been necessary to match the government's objective in this respect with

an appropriate type of relationship demonstrates the importance of clearly

understanding what are the relationships that councils have with

community groups (and the wider community), their conceptual

underpinnings, the dimensions on which they operate and how they work.

The detailed breakdown of the typology's main categories into their sub

categories furthers this understanding.
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