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2020 is well underway so it is salutary to reflect on how
much has changed and how much or how little we have
achieved. I want to focus on those aspects about which
I got most excited and energised, not to say assertive,
at the time and where I think that we most need to make
more progress. These are transparency, engagement,
and devolution. These are all areas in which I have tried
to continue to make progress, with mixed success.
Much of what follows rests on my proposition that if we
treat citizens like children, that will tend to make them
behave as such. In the last ten years, pressure groups and
petition organisers have sprung up on all kinds of topics,
mostly asking for ‘more’. More expensive drugs, more
railways, more childcare. None of these calls consider
how ‘more’ is to be paid for or who should provide it.
Why should they, when there is no responsibility for
raising finance or for understanding the link between
how something is paid for and the taxes you pay. That
is all done by ‘them’ not ‘us’. In the ten years since our
report was published, government spending has continued
to rise, even while austerity has been trumpeted and some
local authority services decimated. We have n0t balanced
service requirements and costs very well at all.
It is not surprising that a distrust of experts has increased
under these circumstances. Michael Gove was derided
by experts for suggesting that they should not be believed.
He was (naturally) taken out of context, but in a world
where expert decisions swing about and seem to get things
wrong it is not very surprising.

Transparency

In the original 2020 Commission it was my view that
every citizen should have a financial statement showing
their use of public services in any given year. That requires
investment in systems and would need to be developed
over time so that people would get knowledge of where
their money goes and what things cost. If we want
to maintain free delivery at the point of use, then citizens
will have no clue of the value of what they have received
from the health service. The massive amount that is spent
on it is meaningless since for most people a billion is as far
out of their experience as a gazillion.
We provide statements of local spending alongside council
tax bills, which gives some detail and although it is still
not well related to an individual’s scale of reference,
at least these are millions not billions. It is a great
disappointment to me that this idea was originally taken
up by George Osborne, but did not survive very long. One
pushback that I heard at the time and which still makes
me cross is that citizens would not support paying taxes
if they knew more about where the money went. This
is the kind of arrogance and distrust that I find deeply
disturbing and indeed misplaced. A successful polity will
need to incorporate many points of view and be inclusive
so that it can know many things.
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Trust in citizens must be the bedrock of democracy.
It was a key part of our discussions at the Commission.
There is still a way to go.
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In my work over the last few years with the National
Infrastructure Commission, where I am a Commissioner,
we have tried hard to be transparent and have found
that citizens welcome transparency and are not
as individualistic as those who fear telling people where
the money goes appear to believe.
Thinking about transparency also leads to more clarity
about accountability. I admit that this is difficult in a
world where chucking blame around is endemic. But
equally a lack of accountability also leads to no one
knowing who should or can make a decision and therefore
hold themselves, let alone others to account. The recent
work by the DfT and the IPA has focused on accountability
and clarity as a key need in their review of major projects
and what needs to change to prevent overruns and
poor delivery.
Engagement

This is the necessary concomitant of transparency. And
it requires an acceptance that experts’ points of view are
not the only relevant ones. I had a moment of epiphany
many years ago when I realised that my attempts to make
the world a better place could not mean that I knew better
what people wanted than they did. I was brought up in the
1960s when a belief in central planning and that experts
could model the world and optimise the outcomes still
existed. While we have all moved on from that totalitarian
belief system, some of its tenets persist. In particular,
government decision making is plagued by the preparation
of The Plan, the elevation of optimisation above
practicality or deliverability, and what feels like lip service
to engagement.
There are many periods of ‘consultation’ but too often
they amount to telling rather than listening, and the idea
that changing The Plan from the one so carefully devised
and constructed by the experts is too hard to contemplate.
This often results in scope creep as the project proceeds.
The Plan for Phase 1 of HS2 has been significantly adapted
during the Bill stages to make it acceptable (or less
unacceptable) to those affected by it. This now means
that travellers between London and Birmingham will
have a view from the window for only 8 minutes of their
journey. Speed was privileged over capacity requirements
or considerations of connectivity and access as a result
of an early focus which subsequently prevented wider
considerations until it was too late.
We will be living with the consequences of this for
a hundred years, as the Oakervee review shows. Deeper
engagement with passengers and local people at the
outset would have taken longer but might have produced
a scheme to provide much needed extra capacity which
better balanced citizens’ needs.
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We need to build consensus
rather than expecting central
government to arrive with a big
stick and tell us what to do
During the National Infrastructure Commission’s work,
we began to develop some experiments in deliberative
democracy. The National Infrastructure Commission
has carried some of this forward. Of course, citizens who
are misinformed may have a distorted point of view, and
correcting misinformation is not always easy. However,
some forms of perceived misinformation are simply
different perspectives and points of view. We need to build
consensus rather than expecting central government
to arrive with a big stick and tell us what to do.
This applies still more to welfare services. Colleagues
on the 2020 Commission were very aware of how top
down services could mean that resources are not directed
to where they are most needed, and families could find
themselves entangled in many agencies and disempowered
as a result. A focus in government on identifying ‘need’
incentivises people, organisations and authorities to be
‘needy’. This militates against discovering independence
and ways of supporting oneself or one’s locality. It also
incentivises agencies to spend more and more time and
resources in identifying need in order to garner budgets.
This is not surprising, but neither does it help.
This attitude is still deeply embedded, including in the
local planning process and is proving very hard to shift.
Devolution

A central theme in the work of the Commission was
devolution. This is a necessity if a focus on transparency
and engagement is to work. In this, we hit the zeitgeist.
Ten years ago, city deals were in their infancy, and the
only metro mayor was in London. Combined authorities
had been permitted by an Act of 2009 and the first
one, in Greater Manchester, was created in 2011. The
roots of these are essentially a bottom up phenomenon
as indeed was the creation of the Greater London
Authority, for which I acted as Chief Economist from
2002 to 2012.
Almost from the abolition of the metropolitan councils
in 1986, there was pressure to create alternatives.
London had several commissions lobbying for a central
authority to deal with transport, waste and planning, while
Manchester quickly created AGMA as a voluntary group
to coordinate activity.

But the activities of local authorities are still massively
constrained. The Mayor of London has extraordinarily
little independent finance, and most funding is earmarked
for particular purposes overseen by central government.
This is pretty much unique among major cities across the
world. Although we have created bottom up arrangements
to deliver and to plan, getting them status, finance and the
kind of authority which would make them responsible for
their decisions is much harder. And of course whenever
anything goes wrong, central authority finds evidence for
the failure of devolution, rather than accepting that in any
system not everything works to plan.
A good example of how those constraints have played
out is in the housing market. In spite of the Barker
review in 2004, it has taken more than ten years for this
to become a housing ‘crisis’. The limitations on housing
provision by local authorities, and the bureaucratic
national industry around predicting housing ‘need’ has
contributed.
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The answer is to keep saying the
same things in as many ways as
possible and to make sustaining
the status quo harder than
changing it
The next ten years

There are no quick fixes. Systems that have grown up over
decades are hard to shift. They are supported by their
practitioners, and by fear of doing things differently. The
answer is to keep saying the same things in as many ways
as possible and to make sustaining the status quo harder
than changing it.
I have spent nearly twenty years trying to change the
way we do transport project appraisals. In that time,
much has changed but much remains the same. So the
answer is simply to keep going. Keep pushing for more
transparency, for more engagement and for more
devolution. I shall.
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