Vacating the Space – is there a new paradigm for public services leadership? 
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I want to make a case for the recognition of a new paradigm in public service leadership. I am not going to argue for less public services but for a fundamental change in the locus of control.
There is a growing sense of urgency building up to respond to the dual crises of a credit crunch impact on public services budgets and the consequences of demographic change.

The increasingly politicised debate about how to pay for care in the future – the recent political consensus does appear to have recently broken down – seems to revolve around how much of individual family income or assets will need to be ‘donated’ to Government in advance of the receipt of ‘free care at the point of  delivery’.
This is a prescription of despair. It reflects the poverty of much of the current debate. It focuses on who pays for an existing pattern of services not for who controls them or what they should consist of.
At the same time – perhaps stimulated by the continuing consensus that has emerged around the ‘putting people first’ agenda - personalisation, engagement, local control and individual empowerment are ideas taking on ever greater currency. 
No matter how we will ultimately ‘pay’ for things in the future, is there an alternative way of thinking about how services will best be delivered?
I am not going to argue further here, the pros and cons of any of these trends, but I will reflect on their implications, while making a case for adopting a new paradigm for public services leadership. For this is what is required, to resolve the inconsistencies in the debates both about paying for care and the approach to care and support that will ultimately evolve.

In January of 2009, together with colleagues at the Stamford Forum, I argued that the old social contract had broken down irrevocably, and that a new settlement for public services could only be developed around combing personalisation with community empowerment. 

This would mean also promoting incentivisation so that communities would both take greater responsibility for the vulnerable people of all kinds that lived in their midst, and be rewarded for doing so.

And, yet, the debate – most obviously at the Guardian’s recent public sector summit – while endorsing the need for a new public services settlement, (a new paradigm?) is still focused on the need to embrace the impact of increased voluntarism – presumably alongside increased personal contributions – as the only way to tackle the credit crunch and demographic challenges.
I  accept the view that greater ‘localism’ - individual choice and diversity - do point in this direction, but other conclusions can also be arrived at.
If local authorities are genuinely to take on new leadership roles as framers and funders of services and their infrastructures, in a much more diverse and locally appropriate range of settings, the major implication is that they should – eventually over time – give up their roles as prime or major service deliverers. 

But this discussion has not even begun to take place properly. Why are we still failing to take forward the debate about local authorities transferring power and responsibility to local people and communities? Why is this still such a difficult issue? Even the financial tsunami heading towards us has not taken away the doubt over whether a new paradigm for delivery is required. We still do not accept that the current paradigm is broken.
Vacating the space means creating the conditions for people and communities to do what is right and appropriate for themselves at local levels – with the support of enlightened local authorities. It is not about volunteerism or a greater role for the ‘3rd sector’ but real devolution, built on the foundations of already existing, truly inspiring, community leadership.

It is not surprising that many politicians, managers and professionals are uncomfortable about giving up power and doing things differently. 
Of course some services will always need to be delivered for local people in local areas, deprived and disadvantaged or otherwise. But these ought to be carefully thought through and be complimentary to local needs. Some services will also always be better delivered by statutory agencies – particularly genuinely specialised inputs.
For the rest however, local authorities will need to discover the new way of working. (Remember Thomas Kuhn’s view, in the Structure of Scientific Revolutions,  that new paradigms emerge only when consensus occurs over the complete breakdown, failure or disproval of the existing setting or paradigm.)

The possible emerging elements of the new paradigm are :

· Sharing real leadership with people in communities

· Realigning real power over resources (not blocks of ‘extra funding’ like SRB or NDC pots – but proper mainstream resources)

· Offering real choice to local people

· Accepting a new equation of risk

There is much evidence now that people can do it for themselves. I will explore some of the many powerful examples of how communities already demonstrate real leadership and use it truly effectively. The new approach is not ‘all or nothing’ but a proper re-balancing of power and responsibility.  What, after all,  is wrong with the key role of local authorities in the future being mainly framing and funding?

I am not arguing for an end to universal services, but instead an emphasis at all levels of policy making on much more locally appropriate and locally owned services. 
Total Place, for example,  is trumpeted as the shining example of what can be done – what can be saved – when service providers re-align their inputs and share obvious costs. It may be effective but it is certainly not radical. 
The idea of sharing costs is an old one,  and ultimately it involves no shift of real power and responsibility to local people. It is a re-alignment of the deckchairs by the people who already hold the power. 
Total place is about modelling what could be done more productively under the old paradigm, not recognising and responding to the new one.
What other eddies and currents exist in this complex debate?

Rob Whiteman the new IDEA boss (currently in Barking and Dagenham) talks about “ professionals on tap and not on top”. This seems like fair comment to me.
Julie Mellor tells us that the most recent PWC/IPPR survey shows that while most people are willing to take greater responsibility for themselves, the state should still have responsibility for ‘others’ or ‘everybody else’. She argues for a new set of relationships between citizens, the state, service providers and communities. I will prove that people are already doing it for themselves and that managers and politicians need to ‘vacate the space’.

The large scale third sector , the new heavily contracted sector, now largely beholden to the state for their future existence, surely will take the brunt of the financial ‘re-alignment’ that will soon come. 
But can the large scale third sector respond to the challenge of change any more effectively than the current public sector? Are they too compromised already? Are they flexible enough?
The new paradigm for services will be adopted when the powerful in all settings accept that true community leadership flowers when statutory agencies and government together ‘vacate the space’. Let me give an example of what I mean:
What is fundamentally different between the UK and the US is the notion of filling the service vacuum. Codman Square is a ground breaking and innovative community led set of services supporting the interface area of catholic, white, poor south Boston and black, poor,  south Boston. 
In the 80’s few state or local services operated in this contested triangle of disorder and despair. Local people eventually filled the gap. They had the space to fill the gap. They filled a vacuum. They designed first a health centre, because that was what was most needed and got funding for it. They built it. It was filled with the kinds of local services that they needed –not a professionally led infrastructure of services. They went on to regenerate the local shopping area. They brought business back to their part of south Boston. They became a development company. There were no ‘rules’ to say they couldn’t. They have extended their range ever since. They are locally run and owned. They filled the space. They innovated.

In the UK, Codman Square could almost always never happen. In most places there are too many organisations fighting and kicking for space to operate in. What chance is there of innovative community solutions really developing when statutory agencies and the third sector have already used all the money for their inputs? 
 New innovative community leadership is too often throttled, it fights for air, unable to operate,  proscribed in the way the SRB’s and NDC’s by and large using only new money and not mainstream funding, failed to demonstrate a new paradigm of local empowerment.
Such a paradigm will only be adopted when the new public services settlement encourages people to take responsibility for each other and not just for themselves and where the notion of individual as recipient and state as provider is reshaped;
where greater choice of what should be made available locally is made by local people themselves; 
where the state is facilitator and enabler not prime provider; where as in France mutual ‘solidarite’ is the first line of community support and the state comes second; where as in Spain or Italy , communities look after their vulnerable members as a cultural imperative and the state supports them; 
where alternative leadership emerges to fill the vacuum but does not have to compete with government or statutory agencies and professionals, but complements them; 
where the government and statutory agencies recognise their responsibilities to local people and communities and accept that the best way of delivering to these is to make better use locally of their resources, to emphasise the development of social capital in localities, to allow greater localised variation and appropriateness  in services and to encourage increased personal choice and commitment.
In the new paradigm, Government and statutory agencies will become enabling, supporting , facilitating, promoting, advising and guiding agencies. They will not be primarily policy making, regulating, supervising, contracting and delivering agencies. These are old paradigm tools. 

In the Stamford Forum, we are exploring with four local authority partners what this new paradigm will  look like. We are trying to find out not what local people currently think (i.e. accepting more individual but not more collective responsibility), but what they might think with the right empowerment and real opportunities and with a particular focus on social care and vulnerable people. Can they really break away from the recipient culture?

I offer three exciting examples of what is possible and already happening.

First the rebirth of the housing co-operative movement. The Guardian recently publicised the huge strides that were being made in Minster/Sheppey in Kent where local people operating as a co-op took greater responsibility not just for their housing but their community as a whole.  
The danger is that we will bureaucratise the re-emerging co-op movement. It largely disappeared in the 80’s and 90’s as the mega centralised housing associations took over and economies of scale meant more than being locally owned. 
(Remember that back then restrictive legislation of what housing co-ops could do and supervision by the then Housing Corporation, limited their capacity to extend their vision into a much more all embracing model of community leadership. We must not let this happen again.) 

Secondly, in the Greater Shankill and West Belfast – republican and loyalist Belfast work together. Local people have filled the gap or vacuum caused by the lack of local politically led services for nearly 30 years and, taking advantage of the possible emergence afresh of a new kind of politics, post conflict, are designing and managing a range of comprehensive community based integrated children’s services that are locally owned but where professionals are partners at local level. They are filling the vacuum.

Thirdly, in Leeds for the last 16 years the visionary local authority has not just developed but continued to pay for (and protect the funding for doing so) 38 neighbourhood networks supporting services for older people in communities. This is not just small scale funding but a consistent commitment to £2m plus of support per annum and a recognition that further funding would be made available to local people as they develop their ideas. In one particular network, ‘Helping Hands’ in Armley, the range of community supports and leadership, mutual support and co-production is breathtaking.
Local businesses are in real partnership with local people for mutual benefit, and schools and youth services are contributing to services supports for old people and getting real benefits in return. 

The possibilities in Armley  and elsewhere in Leeds are huge, but the odd thing is that its not new. We have all known about it for years. Ministers have come to Armley, seen, been impressed, taken the message out and……. And what?

These are just three examples. A true paradigm is only ever adopted. We cannot ‘invent’ it. Each of these examples provides ample evidence that community leader ship can thrive in the UK, given local authority enlightened or at the very least benign, guidance.  
The reality is that right across the country there are countless examples of local community focused leadership in a wide variety of different kinds of services. Just think what could be achieved if local authority (and government) support was proactive and enabling?

Good leadership is developmental, facilitating, enabling, supportive and guiding. We have known this for years. But why do today’s services not reflect these leadership styles? Is there a reservoir of untapped leadership in communities just waiting to be liberated? 
The key challenge will be to free up resources and allow local people to have responsibility for making decisions about how mainstream resources are deployed. Can local authorities and others let this happen?

We have most if not all of the components that are required to recognise and establish this new paradigm. We have a financial crisis, a demographic crisis – so we have due cause. We have the ‘putting people first’ and community empowerment agendas that find expression and support even  if it is perhaps uses different language in different political settings. 
Together with the current disillusionment of the public with politicians of all creeds, perhaps these are the only routes that politicians can now safely travel down. Individualisation, personalisation, incentivisation, local control, local leadership – the ideas are all there. We must vacate the space to allow them to flower.
It is not that there is a lack of community leadership. As Armley Helping Hands shows, together with my other examples, it exists everywhere. It exists in disadvantaged communities but it needs to be catalysed there. And it is not just individual charismatic leadership alone. Of course this accounts for much of the initial impetus in these places, but each has now developed beyond this – new leaders are being developed from within, all the time. 
No, the real mystery is that despite everything, thinkers, academics, politicians, professionals and others do not seem to recognise its existence. There is very little inspiring public service leadership by and large.  It is not in mainstream public services. It could have been but it isn’t.
20 years ago I was lucky to be able to work with the then next generation of inspiring leaders in the NHS while running the GMTS I and GMTS III programmes at the Kings’ Fund. 20 years later very few of these people –  a golden generation if ever there was one – are still in the NHS. 
When asked, almost invariably they describe the restrictions, the repetitive cycles of restructuring, the interference, the lack of real vision coming from top leaders, but more than anything else they describe lack of ‘follow through’ – seeing ideas to their conclusion and being allowed to take risks. These are the reasons they no longer work in the NHS. Its such a shame.

Public services are not facilitative, not enabling. They are regulated, planned and prescribed. Public sector managers have very little freedom. 
The new local authority, must inspire and support emerging community leadership. It must take responsibility for the identification, nurturing and development of community leadership.  This will be a real challenge for senior managers and politicians as well as NHS managers and board members.
They will need new approaches too. Letting go of the old paradigm command and control environment will be too much for some. For others who realise that collaborative partnerships need to be forged at ground level rather in rarefied planning groups or within single professional settings, there are exciting possibilities even in challenging times.  
Whatever happens they must – above all –  step back and have the vision to vacate the space.
To paraphrase a recent speaker: “We are all leaders now!”
Ritchard Brazil
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