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Vending machine or barn raising?

In the third in his series, Robin Hambleton looks at two different models for local government

What is the purpose of local govern-
menl?

[s it there lo provide stunningly
good public services?

Or does local governmenl stand for
move than this — for o notion of com-
munily and democratic sccountabil-
ity as well?

Al a recent conference on local
democracy, organised by the Cenire
for Local Demaocracy al the Univer-
sity of the West of England, Bristol,
Ihe splendid Gill Barnes, research
director ol the MNational League of
Cities (roughly the US equivalent of
the UK Local Government Associa-
lion), stmulaled a good deal of
debate by addressing these questions
in a thowght-provoking way.

He offered two contrasling views
| the first was local government as a
vending machine’. The second was
‘barn raising

In the first model you put your
money in the slot and expect a ser-
vice 1o e delivered. This is the classic
conswmer model, The interaclion
| with the vending machine is entirely
impersonal — there’s not even an
opportunity for 2 conversation about
the preduct being delivered. And it
iz, of course, entircly individualised,
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Isolated consumers interact with a
machine to oblain  products  Tor
themselves,

Mlarket enthusiasts will claim this

s the drearmn local government
should aspire to. They argue thal
people have no interest in interacting
wilth the lecal authority, no interestin
anybody else and no interest in the
social conseguences of their own
behaviour.

Sel against this conception is the
idea of local zovernment as bam
raising. As Mr Barnes explained,
back in the pioneer days, sclilers on
the prairie would help each other

build their barms. The community
would build one ban and then
move on 1o build the next and so on.
This led to larmidably fast construe-
tion bul, more than that, the process
was extremely powerful in building
a caring and considerale commu-
ity.

This is the cdassic citizenship
mocel. The process is collective -
Benefits ave enjoved by incdividuals
buat the shared decision making and
collaborative working builds solidar-
ity. Itis the opposite of impersonal as
people work together. The medel is
driven by enlightened sell-interest as

well as a desire to see outcomes thal
benefit the connmunity as a whale,
Back in 1903 1 enjoyed serving on
the team Ilhat wrote the nalional
guidance document Fitness for Pur
pose. Shaping neaw patterns of organisa-
tion arnd wanagement (published by
the Local Government Management
Board, now [DeA), The report was
bazed on the premise thal local gov-
ernment has a vital role to play in
achieving local political objectives
and  maintaining a vibrant local
democracy. We wanted 1o stress,
however, that local authorities face
major stralegic choices in how they

£ manage and organise their affairs

choices thal remain today.

While we did not use the same
colourful vecabulary adopted Ly Mr
Rarnes — perhaps we should have
dome — we did indicate thal one
major choice facing cvery elected
council concerns the degree to which
the authority should introduce mar-
ket mechanisms into ils operations.

Az one option — analogous to the
vending machine’ scenario - we
outlined & ‘commercial approach’,
Councils wlopting this route focus

their efforts on specifying and let- |

ting contracts. There are examples of

US local authorilies that have
adopled cxtreme versions of this
‘vutsourcing’ madel. For example,
Laleeview, California contracts out
virtually all ils services,

In Fitness for purpose we also out-
lined a ‘neighborhood approach’ in
which power is devalved to areas
within. the authority to encourage

e involvermnent of local communi- |

ties. This is not guite ‘harn raising’
buat it did envisage neighbourhood
decision-making in relation to bud-
gets and a high level of community
involvement. Interestingly, area-
based approaches of this kind are
now much more prevalent in UK
local government than they were len
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Vending machine, bam raising,
something in between — the choice
i YOUrs.
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