
ROTA Conference – IR speech focused on mobilising collective action 

 

A couple of weeks back I was providing support to a local community group 

who were hosting a visit to Peckham from a party of young people who are 

identified as potential public and voluntary sector leaders  

…… potential Heads of Services, of Directors of Planning & Regeneration, 

of potential Chief Execs of some of our largest Housing Associations. 

 

The discussions they had with local community activists revealed how large 

a gap there is between public service thinking and real people … 

…. Between those that provide services and those who are actually living 

the bad experiences that others are paid to help address. 

 

At the end of that session one of the Senior Planning staff at Southwark 

Council (who will remain nameless for now) said that the only sensible way 

forward was that the Council had to start trusting its residents ……. Its 

communities ….. and the groups and networks they create to give them 

stronger voice and recognition. 

TRUST …… such a short word ……. For something that sits at the heart of 

everything that is failing. 

 

Local authorities don’t trust their residents, residents don’t trust the local 

authorities … 

.. nor their local councillors … 

… nor their MPs … 

. And increasingly it seems, not some of our largest charities either.  

 

TRUST takes years to build but moments to destroy … 

…… I’ve often heard words from councillors, and officers, and people 

across the voluntary sector …… “what’s this all about …. Don’t you trust 

us?” 

 

In those particular situations I’ve witnessed residents, and local business 

owners lost for words …… but the truth was quite simple …….. NO.   



It’s not because those with the decision-making power are acting in bad 

faith …… its because what they say and what they do end up being very 

different things … 

… and often because decisions are taken that are not based upon the full 

facts, and taking account of the experiences of local people or service 

users. They don’t listen to local people … 

…. But to be fair, maybe it’s because their staffing resources have been 

pared down to the bare minimum through 7 years of cuts, after cuts, after 

cuts.  

 

What they don’t seem to understand is that consultation isn’t just 

something you do as and when the law requires it … 

.. it should be on-going with local people. And engagement and 

empowerment are not dirty words but the opportunity for real progress, and 

which doesn’t require a new group of posts to be created …… just linking in 

with the networks that people already have. 

 

Within Southwark there are a great number of community groups and 

networks that operate at a very local level, and primarily exist to give voice 

and representation to local residents on a wide range of issues.  

But increasingly many have been concentrating on the lack of housing that 

addresses local needs and associated Planning & Regeneration Issues; as a 

consequence of developments that are planned …… 

…….or are already underway, that have pulled long-standing communities 

apart and scattered tenants across the borough …. and forced those that 

bought their homes out of the area altogether.  

Given the makeup of the population in Southwark, especially those in Social 

Housing; this particularly adversely effects our Black and Minority Ethnic 

communities as evidenced by the Aylesbury leaseholder issues. 

You’ll have seen many of the stories in the newspapers, on social networks, 

on a number of TV programmes about the Southwark experience ….. this is 

beautifully captured in Anna Minton’s recent book “Big Capital: Who Is 

London For?”. 

I say beautifully captured, only because a publication that gives a full 

account of how we’ve got to where we are (including some of the horrors 

caused by political decisions by all parties) has to be regarded as a thing of 

beauty. 

 



The expertise that has developed within the local communities in Southwark 

is quite astounding… 

… people who have become not just London, but National experts  

• on Social and Affordable Housing;  

• on environmental, heritage and sustainability issues;  

• on the increasing loss of industrial land across London and how this 

all further adds to the accusation of Social Cleansing … 

… an ugly phrase but one that even Jeremy Corbyn accused some Labour 

local authorities of being complicit in, when he gave his closing speech at 

the Labour party conference a few weeks back. But as I’ve already pointed 

out ….. for Southwark, Social Cleansing adversely affects our BME 

communities alongside others who are more disadvantaged. 

 

Until all parties are prepared to develop trusting relationships, and 

appreciate (and respect) the different roles that people have in shaping an 

area ……. We’ll make little progress … 

.... unless we keep fighting battles with the help of committed lawyers, and 

experienced professionals in planning and other fields, who are prepared to 

give their time for nothing … 

.. legal aid reforms having closed this avenue of accessing professional 

skills needed. 

 

So, at Community Southwark we’ve been taking a two-pronged approach to 

help both….  

• …..strengthen the ability of communities to represent themselves, to 

challenge effectively, and to take the most effective path for Social 

Action that is likely to achieve the changes that THEY want …..  

• ….. and to work with both the Council and other commissioners to 

build a very different kind of relationship with local people and their 

organisations. 

 

This has been undertaken on the back of a Commission set up to look at the 

potential for Early Action as a path to more effective (and less costly …. In 

both social and financial terms) outcomes for people; which highlighted …  

….. the key role that communities play in intervening when issues/problems 

develop, and to help preventing them in the first place through  

• regular discussions,  

• close relationships with neighbours, and  



• the many social networks people are involved with every day.  

None of these featured in the consultation paths used by the Council and 

Health commissioners at that point. 

 

From this has emerged a tripartite strategy between the Council, the Clinical 

Commissioning Group, and the Voluntary and Community Sector …… 

based upon  

• co-production,  

• on better commissioning of services,  

• on inclusiveness of all local people and especially service users; 

So, in theory at least …. “making sure that no-one is left behind”. 

 

Progress is being made on actioning the strategy, with the exception of 

Planning & Regeneration!!  

We all understand that Strategic Planning is a long-haul process….. 

developments taking place now could be on the basis of an area plan from 

10 or more years ago.  

It all seems very abstract to local residents, often struggling with what 

happens today or tomorrow….. and can’t see what happens many years 

down the line. This is perhaps even more true for those recently arrived 

communities who will understand very little about the heritage of the places 

in which they now live….. let alone helping them to try to understand the 

hugely technical nature of Planning documents. 

And yet….. experience of communities across the whole of the UK is that it 

is vital that all local residents are engaged with it during the formative 

stages … 

.... so it’s of no surprise that the tripartite strategy aspires to enabling all 

people to shape place-based solutions in their area.  

Change is slow, but it will come ……because the die is cast and 

expectations are now raised. People want to see action now to replace the 

promising words, and maybe the seeds of TRUST can take root? 

 

Until that happens our local communities continue to fight their corner on 

increasingly technical and complex issues; expanding their knowledge and 

expertise. Those local active networks in neighbourhoods across 

Southwark (more than 70 groups ranging through Neighbourhood Forums, 

Amenity Societies, Residents Associations, and other informal networks 



and associations) come together regularly as the Southwark Planning 

Network ... 

• to share information and intelligence 

• learn from each other 

• examine case studies of approaches that worked (or didn’t) 

• strengthening collective voice 

• collaborating where issues are in common 

…. all entirely from citizens working together voluntarily. 

 

The current lack of real consultation, or using methods and language that 

properly enables residents to engage, brings us much wider concerns.  

Those communities whose voices are rarely heard …  but who need to be 

….. are even further from being included than their white counterparts 

which calls into question whether local councils in their Planning Authority 

role, are actually fulfilling their Public Sector Equalities Duty.  

This is why the communities’ own networks are so vital to this process… 

.. focusing on their neighbourhoods and localities and the people who live 

there … 

..  and not on a tick-box approach about consulting particular groups on a 

tokenistic basis. 

 

Ultimately Planning and Regeneration is about people, and not about bricks 

and mortar … 

.. but the Planning system, as it is, doesn’t seem to recognise that.  

 

It’s almost as if people are the enemy that gets in the way of the most 

profitable development, rather than being the people who have the greatest 

stake in what happens all around them ….. and the legacy it creates for their 

children’s future. 

 

Is it any wonder that our residents and their communities 

regularly question whether our Planning System is fit for 

purpose.  


