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On Monday 13 December 2010, the ConDems published the Localism Bill along 
with the local government funding settlement. What follows is abstracted from 
an excellent briefing paper prepared by CIPFA www.cipfanetworks.net/pin/
news/view.asp?content_ref=12332

In addition to the legislation, the Coalition 
also published a Guide to the Localism 
Bill, which places the Bill in the strategic 
context of moving “from Big Government 
to Big Society”. 

Lifting the burden of bureaucracy - 
amongst other things, it promises to 
abolish: 

• regional strategies and targets, and 
instead allow communities to approve 
development projects by a simple 
majority; 

• the Standards Board for England, the 
requirement for authorities to have 
Standards Committees and the national 
code of conduct; 

Empowering communities – the Bill will 
give local authorities and community 
groups a number of new specific rights. 
They include: 

• giving English councils a “general power 
of competence”, which will allow them 
to do anything which is not specifically 
prohibited by law; 

• changing the current allocation of 
responsibilities in planning and building 
development, such as by: 

- removing the ability of the Planning 
Inspectorate to re-write local plans 
(although inspectors will still need 
to agree that authorities’ plans are 
‘sound’); 

- introducing a “community right to buy” 
that will allow communities to bid for 
the ownership and management of 
community assets that face closure; 

- introducing a “community right to 
build” smaller developments without 

the need to apply for planning 
permission, as long as 50% of the 
community support the development 
in a local referendum; 

- introducing a new right for 
communities to be consulted before 
developers submit large planning 
applications; 

Increasing community control of public 
finances - Although the Bill may appear to 
give local authorities additional freedoms, 
it also contains several provisions that 
bypass councils and will instead increase 
the power that residents will have over 
local public spending. In many cases 
these will actually act as additional 
constraints on the authority, such as: 

• requiring local authorities to hold a 
referendum on any proposed Council 
Tax increase above a certain threshold. 
This replaces the Secretary of State’s 
power to cap, but ministers will still 
be able to decide on the threshold 
above which any proposed increases 
are ‘excessive’ and therefore must be 
subjected to an expensive local vote 
that would probably reject the rise; 

• allowing councils to grant a discount 
in business rates – but not to increase 
them above the level set nationally; 

Diversifying the supply of public services 
- The Government aims to “break open” 
public sector monopolies, in keeping 
with recent policy announcements on 
‘free schools’, employee mutuals and GP 
commissioning in the NHS. Proposals in 
the Bill that embody this principle could 
have major implications for the future 
delivery of public services. They include 
introducing: 
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• a community “right to challenge” a local 
authority, which would allow voluntary 
and community organisations, social 
enterprises and council employee 
groups (or ‘mutuals’) to express an 
interest in running any service for which 
the authority is currently responsible. 
This is expected to break down the 
traditional way of commissioning 
and delivering public services, as 
local authorities will be required to 
consider the proposals, modify (where 
appropriate) and then ‘accept’ or ‘reject’ 
them; 

• a “community right to buy” that will allow 
community organisations to bid for the 
ownership or leasehold of assets that 
they value, from which they can deliver 
existing or new services. 

Strengthening accountability to local 
people - the Bill proposes to: 

• give local residents the power to 
instigate, via a petition, local referenda 
on any local issue; 

• hold referenda on introducing 
elected mayors in 12 English cities – 
Birmingham, Bradford, Bristol, Coventry, 
Leeds, Leicester, Liverpool, Manchester, 
Newcastle upon Tyne, Nottingham, 
Sheffield and Wakefield; 

• work to increase choice in public 
services so that service users can “vote 
with their feet” and choose a different 
provider if they are dissatisfied with the 
current service. 

The Bill also includes a number of other 
significant proposals, including major 
reforms of social housing such as: 

• allowing social landlords to introduce 
fixed-term tenancies (of a minimum of 
two years), in addition to lifetime ones 
and:  

• allowing councils to find homes in 
the private rented sector for families 
who are eligible for social housing, 
instead of being obliged to provide 
accommodation for them; 

• removing tenants who are not in 
housing need from the scope of the 
allocation rules; 

• allowing councils to decide who should 
qualify to go on their housing waiting 
list (although the rules for eligibility will 
be set centrally); 

• making it easier for social tenants to 
relocate though a new internet-based 
National Homeswap Scheme; 

• replacing the Housing Revenue 
Account subsidy system with a locally-
run system that allows councils to keep 
rental income and use it to maintain 
their homes. 

• abolishing the Tenant Services Authority, 
transferring its remaining functions to 
the Homes and Communities Agency 
and encouraging tenants to scrutinise 
the services offered by their landlords. 

The Bill proposes to give the Secretary of 
State a general power to order councils to 
contribute to the UK’s obligation to pay a 
fine, if an act or omission of the council 
can be shown to have contributed to the 
fine being imposed. 

The Localism Bill can be found at http://
services.parliament.uk/bills/2010-11/
localism.html and the funding settlement 
(along with a ‘plain English’ guide to 
understanding the central grant system) 
is available via http://www.communities.
gov.uk/news/corporate/1795445. 




