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Abstract

The scale of the cuts to local government finance, coupled with increasing demand for services,

has led to unprecedented ‘budget gaps’ in council budgets. Arguably, two competing narratives

of the trajectory of local government have emerged in which contrasting futures are imagined for

the sector – a positive story of adaptation and survival and more negative one of residualisation

and marginalisation. Drawing on case study evidence from three English local authorities, the

paper distinguishes and provides examples of three strategic approaches to managing austerity

– efficiency, retrenchment and investment. It demonstrates how and why the balance of these

strategies has shifted between the early and later phases of austerity and considers the extent

to which the evidence of the case studies provide support for either the survival or

marginalisation narrative. The paper concludes by arguing that a third narrative –

responsibilisation – captures more fully the trajectory of local government in England.
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1. This paper reports some of the findings from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation funded project

Serving Deprived Communities in a Recession.

2. A Scottish case study is also being conducted as part of the bigger project.

3. These were tackled in the context of a council-sponsored Fairness Commission which aimed to

be informed by wider considerations of fairness:

http://www.ncl.ac.uk/socialrenewal/engagement/fairnesscommission/documents/fairnessreport.pdf

4. http://www.milton-keynes.gov.uk/leisure-tourism-and-culture/sport-leisure-and-

community/background-info

5. A ‘roof tax’ or infrastructure tariff is levied on developers and is designed to cover towards

75% of the costs of the infrastructure necessary to support development, with the shortfall

theoretically made up by central government grants provided in support of growth, including the

new grant – the New Homes Bonus.
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