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Introduction 
 
Having led Study Tours and visits, and met with civic leaders from progressive communities 
around the world, a single persistent question arises.   
 
Why, compared to their global competitors, are UK local governments lacking the vitality, 
imagination and empowerment that is so evident in the stimulation of economic growth 
elsewhere? 
 
This paper recognises that Municipal Enterprise is a broad concept that may be applied 
across a range of societal issues.  Renewed interest in Municipal Enterprise is a response to 
current calls for greater freedom and empowerment in Local Government long constrained by 
highly centralised national supervision. 
 
Calls for devolution always give rise to concerns about competence, governance, fairness, 
the proper role of the public sector and relationships with the private sector.   This paper 
argues that, in the search for economic growth and community development, it is shortsighted 
to ignore the energy and potential effectiveness of local bodies when responding to local 
challenges.   
 
In terms of risk-taking we call for a balanced approach – and, as with any venture, there will 
be both successes and failures.  The danger is that overdosing on austerity medicine and risk 
aversion may inadvertently turn out to exacerbate the original problem rather provide a cure. 
 
In this era of increasing digitalisation, plans to empower municipalities through new funding 
schemes are particularly welcomed in dealing with the challenges of building adequate future-
proofed digital infrastructures – the broadband access networks that are vital enablers of 
most future economic activity.  This paper explores the Why, How, Where and When of 
Municipal Enterprise adapted for the economic and community challenges of the digital era. 
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1.  Why do we need Municipal Enterprise? 
 
As the UK economy re-emerges from recessionary 
depths we are well aware that this recovery differs 
from previous cycles.   
 
Job creation appears to be booming but most of 
those jobs are low paid with 23% of working people 
stuck on the minimum wage with little prospect of 
greater earnings in the foreseeable future.i 
 
Renewed interest in Municipal Enterprise reflects: 
 

• The impacts & opportunities of digitalisation,  
• The constraints of over-centralised 

economic policy,  
• Myth-busting research revelations about the 

efficacy of public investment, and  
• A renewed understanding of the significance 

of local economic growth.     
 
To that list may now be added a host of emergent 
environmental and sustainability issues that impact 
on the everyday life of business and wider citizen 
communities. 
 
 
Digital Impacts 
 
This time around, economic recovery is fundamentally different because growth in both 
established and new ventures is driven by our new-found digital capabilities.   
 
The digitalised job-gobbling removal of everyday hassles has radically simplified and 
eliminated many professional middle-ranking jobs but these are not being sufficiently replaced 
by demands for talent from new venturesii.   
 
New job creation (across almost all sectors) is mostly focused on activities that are, as yet, 
beyond digitalisation, and the new ventures are administratively lighter with no need of the 
overhead costs of previous decades.  This creative disruption is evident in new and 
unexpected market entrants and the sudden obsolescence of market definitions on which 
much regulatory effort is focusediii.   
 
Across all sectors of economic and community life, these disruptions have led to much 
resistance by displaced incumbents but with great joy by agile fresh-thinking innovators and 
newly empowered customers now relieved of long-established hindrances to everyday life.  
 
 
Centralisation 
 
These massive digital challenges are compounded by enforced limitations on local economic 
growth.  In the worthy cause of public sector deficit reduction the side effects of austerity 
medication, seen from a local perspective, may seem counter-productive.  No small wonder 
then that the calls for regional and city/metro devolution have become ever more strident.   
 
But that underlying discontent is rooted in the UK’s extreme version of centralised control.  
Westminster and Whitehall are not just the butt of provincial angst but are, inadvertently, 
stoking the fires of future divisiveness and a more dis-United Kingdom as calls for local 
taxation powers threaten to increase business complexity and undermine the stability of 
private sector investment. 
  

Municipal Enterprise describes 
any commercial ventures that are 
wholly or in part funded through 
debt secured by local public sector 
administrations; where the public 
investors retain a degree of 
ownership and intend to benefit 
from a share of future profits.   
 
Such ventures are frequently, but 
not exclusively, created in 
partnership with private sector 
commercial entities.   
 
They are often instigated by 
individual or regional groupings of 
Local Government (‘Municipal’) 
Authorities – particularly those with 
a broad interpretation of 
‘infrastructure’ and a strong 
community remit for enterprise 
growth and sustainable job 
creation within their local economy. 
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None of this is new – much of it was powerfully expressed by Lord Heseltine in his 2012 
report ‘No Stone Unturned’: 
 

With central government reserving for itself the power to make the vast majority of 
economic decisions – creating itself as a functional monopoly – local authorities have 
been relegated to service providers. To make matters worse, as Whitehall has taken 
more powers so its distrust of local decision makers has increased. At the first sign of 
trouble, further powers are wrested back to the centre. At the same time – and I 
would say as a result – the involvement of local business people in the governance of 
their communities has dwindled, and their energy and innovation has been lost. The 
local economic leadership that drove the UK to the forefront of the world economy 
has disappeared.  

 
Besides neutering local leadership, the monopoly of Whitehall is dysfunctional on two 
counts. First, too many decisions are taken in London without a real understanding of 
the particular, and differing, circumstances of the communities affected. And second, 
with responsibilities divided up between policy departments, no one in government is 
tasked to look holistically at the full range of issues facing a particular area. 

 
The primary response to that report was establishment of Local Enterprise Partnerships as a 
replacement for the former Regional Development Agencies but, in terms of local 
effectiveness they have (a) been constrained by central supervisory authority, (b) not 
benefitted from much local government input and (c) suffered from a lack of accountability. 
 
 
Rethinking Public vs. Private Sector Myths 
 
In her much-lauded work ‘The Entrepreneurial State’, Professor Mariana Mazzucato debunks 
the myth of the State as a static bureaucratic organisation only needed to fix market failures, 
leaving dynamic entrepreneurship and innovation to the private sector.  
 
Case studies ranging from the iPhone to clean 
technology reveal the reality, whereby the 
private sector only invests after the 
entrepreneurial State has made the bold, high-
risk investments.  Mariana forcefully calls for 
more symbiosis where the taxpayer not only 
socializes the risks but also shares in the 
rewards. 
 
That analysis, and her call for greater value capture from public investment, is not only 
applicable to nationwide investment in R&D but has become highly relevant in the urgent 
need to create growth within local economies.  The national economy is, after all, the 
aggregation of local economic activity and, devolutionists would argue, it is the primary 
responsibility of local authorities to nurture economic and societal well-being within their 
allotted jurisdictions. 

 
 
Local economic and societal well-being 
 
As evidenced by the recent Scottish Referendum and the year-long study by the RSA’s City 
Growth Commissioniv, the desire of Regions and Cities to seize their destiny is a reaction to 
the limitations and constraints of a controlling State.   
 
As Sir Michael noted, it is really only at a local level that priorities for development can be 
thoroughly understood.  Within Mariana’s work it becomes clear that the conventional abstract 
models of macro-economists are fairly useless when it comes to creative innovation – such is 
the dumbing down power of generalised, merely average, averagesv. 
 

 
“The important thing for 
government is not to do things 
which individuals are doing already 
. . . . . . . but to do those things 
which at present are not being 
done at all.” John Maynard Keynes, 
1926 
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Municipal Enterprise is hardly a new concept, but a lot of water has flowed since Bazalgette’s 
sewers solved the Great Stink of London.vi  Back in Victorian times the notion of local public-
sector-led infrastructure investment was well understood.  When the private sector was 
unable, local municipalities borrowed the money, invested it in priority projects and repaid the 
debt from the enterprise profits or from taxes on the beneficiaries. 
 
In our time that healthy public (yet also commercial) attitude to local action has been lost.  
Conventional wisdom in 2014 would doubt the competence of local government to be so 
thoroughly commercial, and central governments have been keen to stimulate growth by 
allowing grants, subsidies and tax-breaks provided, of course, that they keep control of the 
purse strings. 
  
In citizens’ minds, however, the links between local taxation and demonstrable local 
economic & societal well-being have become buried in an increasingly complex web of 
funding fudges, election promises and log-jamming planning delays. 
 
This picture is not universally true – even in the 
UK, where the exceptions provide interesting 
insights – but a healthier approach to Municipal 
Enterprise is more common and less 
contentious overseas.  This is most evident in 
places that are racing to transform their local 
economies to meet 21st century needs or 
combat major economic or demographic 
disruptions.vii   These are the places that are 
investing in and leveraging new digital access 
networks and the power of Open Data.  
 
 

 
 

The Tekniska Verken Group 
 
 

 
 
 
  

The chart below illustrates the full 
scope of Municipal Enterprise in 
the city of Linköping, Sweden, via 
the publically owned Tekniska 
Verken Group 
 
The efficiencies are credited with a 
lowering of local taxation, rapid 
enterprise growth, an attractive 
environment and strong retention 
of young talented employees.  
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2.  How can Municipal Enterprise be unleashed? 
 
Most people can understand the reasoning behind strict controls of the nation’s indebtedness.  
Confidence in the current and future value of the currency is a prerequisite of international 
trade and investment.  There are however areas of investment that are recognised as long-
term imperatives but which may have little or no appeal to private sector investors driven by 
relatively short-term pressures.   
 
Public sector investment is therefore most easily regarded as legitimate in matters of 
infrastructure for ‘the common good’ – in transport, health, energy, education, public utilities, 
defence and public safety - though even here conventional policy often seeks to encourage 
private investment by allowing tax incentives, grants and subsidies.  In so doing, however, the 
State often forfeits the full benefit of that (indirect) investment. 
 
Countering the over-simplistic reduction of public finances to Taxation and redistributed 
Expenditure, Municipal Enterprise, accentuates a third factor.  That third factor is value 
creation.  The State pays (directly or indirectly) private enterprise to encourage investment 
and, Enterprising Municipalities would argue, the value created should be shared with citizens 
who, after all, funded the State in the first place. 
 
In most examples of successful Municipal Enterprise the shared profits of local public-private 
investments are used to offset local taxation and generate yet further funds for local 
investment in local well-being.  The great, but surely mistaken, objection to calls for greater 
devolution to major cities is rooted in the common assumption that greater tax-raising is the 
primary objective.  No wonder then that citizens, fearing (a) extra bureaucracy, (b) the 
‘unfairness’ of postcode lotteries in essential services and (c) increasing business complexity, 
are decidedly lukewarm at the prospect.viii    
 
Setting aside those Local Authorities who already practise to some degree Municipal 
Enterprise (often under the radar), the first step is some easement of the supervisory State 
powers that stifle local investment.  The City Growth Commission, however, is quite clear 
that, in their view, shouldering the risk is something in which few local authorities are, as yet, 
likely to be able to prove competence. 
 
Managing Shared Risk 
 
The case for greater devolution of powers to major city-regions (Metros) is well made – the 
City Growth Commission, led by economist Jim O’Neil, has impressively large numbers on its 
side.    
 

‘Cities drive growth but are held back.   
61% of UK growth is generated by city regions  

– in contrast to a global city reading 
–  of up to 80% of growth’ix  

 
Despite the Commission’s calculation that the UK’s top 15 Metros could potentially generate 
an additional £79bn growth, they also caution that, as yet, only three may be ready to 
manage the risks. 
 
This cautious view, however, is heavily influenced by the more-contentious arena of tax-
raising powers.  The need to build the foundations for future growth is far more-widely felt and 
does not require such drastic measures.  The single most effective long-term investment that 
has been proven elsewhere to unleash sustainable economic growth is in digital infrastructure 
– the networks that interconnect an ever-increasing proportion of domestic and international 
economic activities.   
 
“With regards to infrastructure and connectivity, we argue that metros should be responsible 
for approving and securing finance to develop schemes within their boundaries” – RSA City 
Growth Commissionx 
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The question, as ever, is who will pay for such investment when the private sector is 
reluctant?  The answer, well proven in many places, is some form of public-private 
partnership, but, in matters of infrastructure (upon which hangs a multitude of additional 
growth opportunities) it is the Municipality with primary responsibility for enabling local 
economic growth that should be the lead public sector partner.   But how can they raise the 
funds, if not directly from the central state-controlled coffers?   One of the answers lies in 
various forms of Prudential Borrowing. 
 
Local Borrowing Powers & Prudential Borrowing 
 
Prudential Borrowing is not new and has increased by over 180 per cent since it was 
introduced in 2004/05. Recent data is not available but the table below shows a breakdown of 
how much prudential borrowing has taken place over the three years to 2006/07 and how this 
increased as a proportion of total spend and how the number of authorities using prudential 
borrowing has also continued to rise. 
 

Year Prudential Borrowing 
£m 

Borrowing as % of 
total spend 

No. of Authorities 
using Prudential 

Borrowing 
2004/05 987 7.0 189 
2005/06 2375 14.5 214 
2006/07 2768 15.1 248 

Source: Local Government Association 
Year Prudential borrowing £m % as total spend No.  
The second table below shows how authorities by type have been using prudential borrowing 
since 2004/05. Whilst the district authority figure appears to be low by comparison, when the 
debt free authorities are removed from this figure then 46 per cent of with-debt districts were 
intending to use prudential borrowing in 2006/07. 
 

Authority Type % using Prudential Borrowing 
in 2006 

Average Borrowing per 
Authority Type 

(£m) 
London borough 75 14.0 
Unity 82   6.8 
County 94 20.4 
Met. Districts 97 14.0 
Districts 29   1.5 
Source: Local Government Association 
 
The Greater London Authority made up the largest single user of prudential borrowing, 
planning to use £677m in 2006/07, primarily for Transport for London investment. 
 
At present Local Government can raise limited capital through the Public Works Loans Board 
(PWLB) but Prudential Borrowing is set to receive a boost in 2015 with the launch of the Local 
Government Association’s new Municipal Bonds Agency.xi  
 
Most (75%) of council long-term borrowing sits with the PWLB. This near monopoly over local 
authority lending currently leaves councils vulnerable to non-market driven changes in the 
rates at which they can borrow and can hamper long term capital planning.  The Agency's 
single purpose is to reduce councils' capital costs over the long term by: 
 

• Raising money on the capital markets through issuing bonds 
• Arranging lending or borrowing directly between local authorities 
• Sourcing funding from other third party sources such as banks, pension funds and 

insurance companies. 
 
The aim is to ensure that eligible councils will be able to raise funds at a lower interest rate 
than either the PWLB or through issuing their own bonds. This lower rate will be attained by: 
 

• Achieving an AAA/sovereign-like credit rating through a joint and several guarantee 
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and holding adequate risk capital of three to five per cent of the total volume of 
bonds. 

• Issuing bonds in benchmark sizes of £250 million to £300 million. 
• Sourcing capital at low interest rates from third parties 

 
Even more encouraging is the prospect of the Agency acting as an aggregator for the 
Enterprise Investment Bank - giving councils access they currently do not have to cheap EIB 
funds for modest sized projects. 
 
These new resource capabilities promise to unleash Municipal Enterprise to engage more 
fully with businesses and create new ventures for local economic growth and community 
development – with a potential agenda far wider than the constrained perspectives of 
Whitehall.   
 
But before we can anticipate innovations as far-sighted as those in, say, Sweden 
(Kommuninvest), Canada, or France (Agence France Locale), there is much groundwork 
needed to build the infrastructural foundations for future (and mostly digitally-dependent) 
growth. 
 
Many cities and communities hanker after becoming Smart.  By this they mean both efficiently 
administered and progressive in their economic and societal development.  The message 
from the Intelligent Community Forumxii is that, by focusing local leadership attention on six 
basic themes, communities and local economies can find ways forward that could never be 
comprehended by some distant national centre of power.  With just one exception these six 
themes are second-order enablers of technology. 
 
That one exception is the theme that enables all other growth activity.   Digital access 
networks – what some call broadband and others call Internet access – is as different from 
the old ideas of analogue telephony as chalk and cheese.  We are moving to a world of data-
driven decisions, across every economic sector - a world of possibilities that can be creatively 
disruptive.   
 
In the UK we have lived through two decades of futile arguments about market demand.   
The root cause of this debate is an unwillingness to shoulder the perceived risk of replacing 
outworn infrastructures in their entirety.  We can, incumbents argue, get by with marginal 
improvements and upgrades.  Patches, however, are for pirates.   
 
In the few places where extraordinary future-proofed Gigabit capacities are on offer, 
consumers (businesses and households) choose that service, not because they think they 
immediately need the capacity but are spared the pain of future upgrades when their needs 
grow.  Similarly, in future-proofed places, inward investment arrives assured of a healthy and 
confident future, and young talented people no longer leave in search of greener fields.     
 

“The key issue raised by cities is that current provision of broadband 
infrastructure does not match urban requirements for high speed, super-fast 

connectivity. Supply is delivered to the point that it is most profitable in the 
short run, rather than in the interests of long-term city growth. The end result 

being that infrastructure investment is inconsistent and often inadequate.”  
City Growth Commission 2014xiii 

 
In the greater scheme of infrastructure development the costs of communications are 
vanishingly small but powerfully productive. This is now recognised even by political parties 
not previously known for perceptive analysis of the digitalised economy.  “Broadband is the 
most efficient economic investment – it beats all other infrastructure investments by a mile", 
Harriet Harman MP, 30th October 2014. 
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Some would suggest that the Treasury’s pipeline exposes an astonishing complacency – a 
popular Whitehall illusion that the broadband box has been ticked and the problem (if ever 
there was one) has largely gone away. 
 
 
 
National Infrastructure Pipeline 

 
Source: HM Treasury 2013 
 
The Foundation for Information Society Policy (FISP) recommended in 2013 that regulatory 
expectations for broadband connectivity should be assessed with greater local granularity: 
that the notion of broadband performance should be expressed as locally-judged ‘service 
floors’ that would be expected (or required by local authorities and LEPs) to be improved at 
regular intervalsxiv. 
 
Without a route towards fit-for-purpose, future-proofed, local digital access networks, all of the 
other development themes fall away.  Revealed through a decade or more of studying global 
exemplars (i.e. communities that have aspired to and achieved the accolade of being 
‘Intelligent’) those other five emergent themes are: 
 
Open Data, most obviously evident in new mapping capabilities – exposing, to everyone, the 
social and commercial anatomy of the place.  When this combines both public and 
commercial data sources the scope for more 
intelligent decisions is hugely increased.  In an era 
where evidenced-based policies are gradually 
replacing outworn ideological myths, central and 
local governments are beginning to understand 
the thirst for easier and more-open access to 
public data - and now the corporate sector is also 
starting to appreciate the value of openness and 
collaboration.  In the UK, the Ordnance Survey 
has not been slow to promote tools for better 
mapping – and we gain much by easier and more-
accurate visualization of the state we are in. 

 

Leeds Data Mill was founded by 
the city council, with the aim of kick 
starting a new generation of data-
driven cities and businesses. 
  
Leeds Data Mill is believed to be 
the first website in the country that 
brings together Open Data 
information from multiple sectors 
across the city, uniting public, 
private, and third sector data 
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Expertise – increasing the local availability of skills and talents for employment is another 
critical factor in inward investment and boosting business prospects.  This is not just about 
training clever clogs with computers.  Digital connectivity has an impact on training and 
education across all sectors.  This is far more than the Higher Education of Universities.  
From a local perspective it is the work of colleges, content developers and online resources, 
that contribute most to the challenges of matching employment opportunities to available 
skills.   

 
Innovation – understanding and promoting the local capacity for innovation is not the 
preserve of a few R&D spin-outs or some government induced local enterprise 
partnership.  Local acceptance and encouragement of innovation – a willingness to embrace 
change – is a hallmark of any intelligent community.  Innovation is often a series of small 
steps and most of these will look like the removal of some minor everyday hassle or 
inconvenience.  Hassle reduction is possibly the greatest beneficial byproduct of the digital 
economy.  Politicians often talk of cutting red tape.  Most often they seem to be cutting it 
lengthways. 

 
Inclusion – Digital Inclusion programmes are 
best delivered by local people for local people - 
and the need is huge.  Across the UK are far too 
many communities where people (and 
enterprises) are disconnected, disengaged and 
disadvantaged.   Grand governmental plans for 
Digital by Default for public services may 
highlight these gaps, but the general theme 
applies equally well to all aspects of participation 
in the life and work of the community.  The 
massive role of employers in encouraging 
engagement should not be overlooked. 

 
Advocacy – the sixth and final essential strand is perhaps the least understood but is the 
most powerful force in promoting and marketing a local identity.  A thriving local economy 
attracts inward investment.  It retains its children.  It gains sporting success.  It provides a flag 
to wave in international markets.  It needs the same marketing professionalism that might be 
devoted to some major brand and should use the full range of digital media channels. 
 
But all of these investment themes are dependent on the quality, capacity and coverage of 
future-proofed digital infrastructures – and in the midst of myriad calls for local investment 
across a wide range of social endeavour; it is this fundamental priority that is now coming to 
the fore. 
 
This is no time for half measures or convenient get by and make do caution.  It is as basic as, 
say, roads, hospitals and schools – except, of course, that their designs are all incomplete 
without the enabling power of digital management, and it is to this digital infrastructure priority 
that Municipal Enterprise is well proven overseas and is now needed across the UK. 
 
 

   

 
Enfield Libraries and Museum 
Service - just one example of many 
local digital inclusion initiatives. 
 
By adding iPad loans to their range 
of services they have been able to 
introduce digital services to many 
elderly citizens who are 
housebound and dependent on 
social care services. 
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3. Where can Municipal Enterprise be most effective? 
 
Leadership, risk management and Governance 
 
The foremost requirements for effective Municipal Enterprise are leadership and portfolio risk 
management.  Such is the current disregard in Whitehall and the media for the competence of 
local government (as noted earlier by Michael Heseltine), and despite the deeply embedded 
ideology of Private good/Public bad mythology debunked by Prof. Mazzucato, it is inevitable 
that management and governance standards will be ruthlessly examined. 
 
Fortunately the LGA and their Municipal Bonds Agency will be totally conformant to the 
Prudential Code, endorsed by the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy – 
and, of course, accountability through the ballot box is often a sharper, more-effective, tool 
than shareholder attitudes.  The lead has been set by a core of 38 investing councils with 
many more set to join their ranksxv. 
 
Visionary leadership is not necessarily found within the ranks of Local Government.  Many 
examples show that business or community leaders can rise to the challenge and more-easily 
garner support from across communities and political parties – and here there are countless 
opportunities for community activists, academics and philanthropic leaders prepared to 
understand the complex governance contexts in which they must purse progress. 
 
 
Not just for Major Cities 
 
The good news is that this enabling 
empowerment of people and places need 
not be grudgingly granted to a few 
selected major city/regions.   
 
Municipal Enterprise can be applied in any 
town, village or parish – it is merely a 
matter of scale, competent governance 
and leadership vision in response to local 
needs. 
 
This open ubiquity can avoid the complexities and divisiveness of differentiated tax rates and 
yet, over time, act to hold down existing local taxation.  According to YouGov research 
polling, what deeply concerns UK citizens is that fair standards are maintained for essential 
public services – but that still leaves much to be determined locally and allows elected 
councils to work with private enterprise to deliver local economic growth. 
 
 
 
  

Norbotten, the remote northernmost region 
of Sweden, with a population density lower 
than the Sahara desert, has special cross-
sector challenges.   
 
Broadband plays a massive role in delivery 
of health services and education as well as 
boosting inward investment and 
employment through the deployment of 
open access networks and dark fibre with 
the Public Services Network providing 
(profitably) the backhaul capacity. 
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4.  When is Municipal Enterprise needed? 
 
Experience around the world suggests that three situations call for determined local action: 
(a) responding to a crisis, (b) action to forestall a crisis and (c) responses to citizen 
expectations and demands. 
 
Responding to a crisis 
 
By far the most common invocation of 
local energy can be seen when the 
writing is clearly on the wall.   At the 
2013 ICF summit (a global gathering of 
mayors and civic leaders) this theme 
was captured in the headline, ‘Shaken 
and Stirred’xvi   
 
It is often, only when disaster strikes 
and is undeniable that the entire 
community is driven to demand that 
something must be done and face up to 
the reality that the jobs have gone, 
inward investment has dried up, the 
roads need mending and social issues 
have erupted.  By that time, of course, much faith in municipal (or any other) leadership may 
have evaporated – but into that vacuum can come entirely new leaders with fresh ideas.  
 
Anticipating a crisis 
 
Sometimes the trends, the early warning 
indicators that the current conditions are 
unsustainable, can be sufficiently 
understood and articulated that there is 
no need for a community to sit on its 
hands and await its predicted fate.  It is 
true that some events are less than 
predictable – for example, the sudden 
decision of a major global employer to 
shift production elsewhere.  These 
decisions however do not often happen 
in isolation – they are part of a trend that 
can be understood if leaders are 
listening. 
 
The community leadership needed to 
seize your destiny is more-challenging 
than in a full-blown crisis but the 
planning and collaboration to avoid 
disaster is often more sober and less 
driven by panic.  Measures taken in 
good time have a far greater chance of 
being effective and it should be borne in 
mind that many initiatives will take years 
of patient nurturing (stretching over 
several electoral cycles) before the 
results are evident. 
  
 
 
  

In 1969 Chattanooga’s wake up call was 
being named as having the worst air-pollution 
in USA.  That sparked a joint effort between 
the city, its citizens and enterprises – initially 
to deal with industrial grime – but the 
collaborative culture persists. 
 
More than a decade later employment and 
health are booming, inward investment is 
strong and young people are attracted to the 
USA’s first Gigabit City - with a fibre network 
deployed by the municipally owned Electric 
Power Board. 

Eindhoven, Holland, has long been known for 
technological innovation but realised that the 
economy would be unsustainable without 
attracting skilled employees to fuel 
enterprises. 
 
Brainsport is a collaborative enterprise linking 
universities, local government and 
businesses to attract talent from around the 
world and within Holland. 
 
Key growth-enabling questions for the 
planners concern the environment and 
community well-being - exemplified by the 
remarkable Hovenring cyclist’s roundabout. 
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When citizens demand something better 
 
Whether driven by a feeling of neglect or more-inspired by visionary insights, the reaction of 
municipalities to citizen and enterprise demands should not suggest that they hold a 
monopoly on wisdom.  Open-mindedness is hugely valuable capacity and is linked to well-
exercised local consultancy facilities to test wider community opinion and support. 
 
Where municipalities are judged to have failed local needs there may be responses at a 
future election – responses that rise over and above conventional political party loyalties.  
Many ordinary citizens would regard some local public service capabilities as existing in world 
way beyond politics – and this is why independent (non-partisan) local mayors have great 
potential role in guiding community development.  Debate continues over the status of open-
access digital connectivity.  Has this become a Utility comparable to water, drainage and 
roads?  It is for citizens to decide, and as examples show, some communities are more 
determined than others to safeguard their future. 
 
Local enthusiasm is not always enough; inevitably there will be ill-advised failures as well as 
great successes.  The media scorn poured on failures, demands that campaigners are 
sufficiently robust to weather critical reactions to fresh thinking from the legions of cannot-be-
done naysayers – such is the undue regard given to precedent. 
 

“Consistency is the last refuge of the unimaginative”,  
Oscar Wilde.   

 
 
B4RN – Broadband for the Rural North – is an excellent example of community-led action in 
Lancashire.  The scattered local population, mainly from farming communities, has banded 
together to dig in their own fibre and respond to conventional views that either demand was 
lacking or that their properties were too difficult to reach.xvii   
 
The B4RN network now covers Arkholme, Abbeystead, Aughton, Capemwray, Dolphinholme, 
Gressingham, Newton, Docker, Littledale, Quernmore, Roebumdale, Wray, Wennington, 
Tatham, and is now approaching Melling, Whittingdon and Wrayton – relatively remote places 
that central planners and major city advocates may never have heard of, but places where 
future-proofed broadband is transforming the local economy and boosting community 
development.  
 
  



	   13	  

Summary 
 
At the heart of this paper we argue for radical action on digital infrastructures to ensure the 
future sustainability of the UK economy but we have positioned this plea in the context of 
pressures for: 
 

• Decentralization of central government supervision of municipalities,  
 

“The first essential is to rescue local government  
from its status as a humiliated Cinderella  

and to furnish it with constitutionally entrenched 
 protections against incursions by the central state.”  

David Marquand - ‘Paths to Progress’ – RSA Journal issue 2, 2014 
 

 
• Calls for devolution of powers to regions and cities,  

 
“A new global picture of growth is taking shape.  
This is not about a transfer of economic power  

from North to South, or West to East.  
It is about the rise of cities, the concentration of productivity,  
innovation and creativity that will drive our economic future.” 

RSA City Growth Commission, 2014 
 

• New insights into the long-term effectiveness of public sector investment and the 
need for greater value capture from those investments. 
 

“A clearer risk-reward relationship  
will not only increase government revenue  

but also allow tax-payers to see a clearer reward  
from their investments and hence help increase  

the political support needed for making  
investments that lead to long-term growth.” 

Mariana Mazzucato, The Entrepreneurial State  
 
We have been prompted in this cause by our experience of overseas Study Tours and 
engagement with civic leaders from around the world.  We acknowledge that, across the 
world, the scope for achieving progress is both accelerated and complicated by the advent of 
networked technologies. 
 
But more than the wonders of technology we all now have an additional creative resource – 
the huge scope for sharing ideas, for transferring knowledge, for adapting tested and proven 
ideas to suit our local circumstances. 
 
In a recent discussion at Prospect magazine with Peter Kellner (President, YouGov), he 
observed the vast gulf between political notions of devolution and the unwillingness of 
ordinary citizens to embrace these ideas on account of the implied unfairness, risks and 
costs.  He concluded that (post Scottish Referendum) we are all in a bit of muddle and 
perhaps the best course of action for the UK was to experiment open-mindedly with a wide 
variety of ideas.    
 
It is time to develop fresh perspectives and fill in otherwise imagination-free blank sheets - 
hence this extended essay, or, as our French friends would say, essayer, to try. 
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