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re we OK yet to be talking accelerated digital revolution during the
past 18 months. Even though, initially, this
about ‘post pandemic’?
Even though the vaccine was an in extremis response to an unfolding public health crisis, it is also clear there
rollout has made Covid-19
is much positive that has come out of the
less directly threatening
experience; much that can, potentially,
from a health and economic perspective,
be preserved and built upon in terms of
the uncertain picture as we look to the
improved operating models, service delivautumn means it is clear we – and local
government in particular – are not out of ery and customer experience.
Moreover, the fact we have all of us –
the woods yet.
councils and communities – had to get
Equally, the myriad urgent challenges
used to and embrace new forms of digital
facing local authorities – everything from
supporting the most vulnerable through working, engagement, collaboration and
delivery means much of
to schools’ recovery, social
the ‘fear factor’ around this
deprivation and hollowed
There is much
transition has disappeared.
out high streets (to name that can be
In fact, to an extent, citizens
but a few) – that have been preserved and built
now expect to be able to
amplified by the pandemic upon in terms of
engage and interact with
have not gone away.
improved operating
their councils in these ‘new
Yet, without wanting to models, service
normal’ ways.
be too Churchillian about delivery and
That is not to say there
it, the weakening (if not customer
are not still significant
yet severing) of the link experience
challenges around digital
between Covid cases, hospitalisations and deaths means we can transformation, not least digital inclusion, legacy systems, outdated (or out of
perhaps argue we are at the end of the
reach) digital infrastructure, and the lack
beginning of the pandemic at least. This
therefore makes it a good moment for of joined-up-ness between local government, healthcare and the voluntary sector.
local authorities to be taking stock and
Yet, just as how we live day to day has been
thinking: “What next?”
transformed by the pandemic, arguably so
As this special supplement shows,
too has Covid-19 changed the digital agenthis is a particularly pertinent quesda – most of all the digital ambition – for
tion to be asking in the context of digital transformation. Local government local government, perhaps permanently.
And that may be no bad thing. ●
has gone through a massive forced and
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The pandemic has brought
about extreme changes in the
way local authorities deliver
services. But is this change
sustainable in the long term?

Nadira Hussain on moving
away from ‘quick fix’ innovations
to supporting and enabling
genuine place-based regeneration
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more on the ‘transformation’, says
Simon Gray
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OVERVIEW

‘People have had to go
through a hell of a journey’

The pandemic has brought about
some extreme changes in the way
local authorities deliver services.
With their backs to the wall,
councils have thrown everything into
responding to the crisis. But is this
sustainable longer term?
LGCplus.com

Nic Paton
Commissioning editor

T

hey are figures that probably most, if not all, local
government executives and
officers will be able (grimly) to relate to. “A total of 4.6
million Microsoft Teams messages were
sent between March 2020 and July this
year, with 90,000 alone in the first 90 days
of the first lockdown last year,” says Rob

Huntington, assistant chief executive at St
Helens MBC on Merseyside. “Then there
were 611,000 Teams meetings between
March 2020 to July this year,” he continues, before adding ruefully: “And I feel like
I’ve been in every one.”
Of course, the huge technological and
digital transformation that local government has gone through as a result of the
pandemic has extended far beyond video
conferencing calls. Indeed, as Mr Huntington explains on page 11 of this special supplement, the pandemic is totally
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intensity is probably unsustainable.
changing how St Helens is delivering and
“Local authorities need to be shown
thinking about services for its citizens, and
what is out there and what is possible,
his council is very much not alone in this.
“In some ways the technology and which is where private sector partners
data community were the unsung heroes can help. But they can also learn from
of the pandemic – 95% of your workforce each other and do more around sharing
working remotely almost overnight in the best practice. It’s about recognising we
vast majority of cases; putting in place the can’t do it all, or all at once, and prioritising; what is going to meet our needs and
technology to support the new vulnerabilthose of our community?” he adds.
ity hubs to feed vulnerable people, in some
“You can’t sustain being in crisis mode
cases thousands, and literally doing that in
indefinitely,” agrees Sarah Bogunovic,
a weekend. It was genuinely extraordinary,”
says Eddie Copeland, director of the Lon- head of customer strategy and futures
don Office of Technology and Innovation at Surrey CC. “For me, something that
Surrey has done very well is taking the
(Loti).
time now to understand the impact of
Mr Copeland identifies a number of
potentially longer-term transformational the pandemic on our residents, on our
staff. Whether that is social, economic or
changes that we can begin to tease out from
around health and health equality.
the forced experiment of the pandemic.
“For example, we commissioned a com“Number one is on the use of data. We
noticed boroughs that had already invested munity impact assessment to get that rich,
in the capability to pull together data and granular detail around how the pandemic
had really impacted. Some of
information from multiple difthe findings were really interferent systems and get that one
People
esting, especially in terms of
view of a household or resident have delivered
found it much easier to react change in months who had difficulty accessing information and services
rapidly to identify newly vul- that previously
nerable people,” he says.
could have taken online. For example, 52%
of 16-25-year-olds said they
“For the first time, I’ve seen years… maintainwere feeling lonelier during
all councils recognising they ing change
lockdown, yet that tends to be
need real-time, granular data. at such pace and
the demographic you would
The penny has finally dropped intensity is
assume would be using techon the importance of day- probably
nology to keep connected and
to-day data rather than, say, unsustainable
to access services.
making decisions based on SIMON GRAY,
“It is about having that level
last year’s economic statistics AGILISYS
of detail and understanding
or schools’ admissions data. I
think that is a really helpful turning point and making sure, from that, that we are
doing things from a user and from a county
and silver lining of the whole pandemic,” Mr
perspective; that we are designing things
Copeland adds.
Yet, at the same time, it also has to be that really work for us as an area, as a county, as a locality, in a way that really resonates
recognised that much of the change of
the past 18 months has been in extremis, with the residents,” she adds.
“For me, the key thing is not to allow
driven by councils with their backs to the
wall throwing everything into responding ourselves to fall into that inevitable desire
to slowly move back to what it was like
to a crisis situation. There may now need
pre-pandemic. Because, actually, while no
to be an element of pulling back – of drawone of course would have wanted the paning breath and taking stock – to gauge
what positives can be preserved and built demic, it has brought masses of improvements and opportunities. I think we need
upon and, from there, how things can now
to make sure we keep them and maximbe put on a more sustainable footing.
ise them,” says Mark Gannon, director of
As Simon Gray, head of finance and
business change and information soluoperations at Agilisys, a technology and
tions at Sheffield City Council.
transformation partner for the public sec“Adoption of technology and the
tor, puts it: “People have had no option but
to make solutions work, so they have deliv- increase in the digital skills of our workforce has been accelerated beyond all
ered change in months that previously could
imagination. But the pandemic has also
have taken years. Yet, at the same time,
exacerbated the gaps in some of those digithere is a recognition that, to do this, people
tal skills. So, I think we have got to spend
have had to go through a hell of a journey
and maintaining change at such pace and quite a bit of time on the digital skills and
4 LGC Digital Innovation | September 2021

digital inclusion of our workforce and of
our communities to make sure that rapid
adoption of technology over the last 15-18
months can be maximised,” he adds.
In Sheffield, for example, £1.5m has
been invested on providing laptops for
pupils during the pandemic, he points out.
The council has also set up a ‘digital divide’
taskforce to look at how to get connectivity, devices and skills out to communities.
The elephant in the room here, however, is the parlous financial state of local
government combined with the underlying, systemic deprivation in many areas
that has now been amplified by the pandemic, Mr Gannon contends. Tackling this
is going to need, first, better collaboration
and communication between local authorities; second, better collaboration and communication between healthcare and local
government; and third (and perhaps most
of all), a recovery conversation facilitated
and led by national government.
“I think some kind of national conversation around ‘how do we do this collectively
as a set of public services?’ would be really,
really helpful. Fundamentally, too, we need
a renewed conversation – and this has got to
be a national/local conversation – about
the fact it doesn’t make sense to have
so many different systems doing
the same thing. We need to move
away from suppliers simply providing applications to providing integrations and workflows.
Adoption of new technology and the
increase in digital skills has accelerated
beyond all imagination, but it has
also exacerbated the gaps in some of those
digital skills. Pictured clockwise, from
left: Eddie Copeland, Mark Gannon and
Sarah Bogunovic

And, actually, why can’t we have a national
library of integrations and workflows that
we can just borrow from, where you can
just pick things up?” questions Mr Gannon.
“I want customers to have choice and
control. But what I really want is for our
technical solutions, our digital solutions, to
be user-centric, to be intuitive, to feel personal to people,” emphasises Ms Bogunovic.
“I want them to be so good that, for
those people who can engage with us in
that way and who want to do so, it is just
automatically their first choice. What that
then does is allow us to free up other channels for those who really need additional
support, either because they don’t have the
digital skills or because of the enquiry type
or because they can’t even access broadband. For example, we have 18 postcodes
in the county – in Surrey – where 75%
of households have problems with their
broadband speed. So, I think we have to
challenge some of these assumptions.”
Reimagining that customer contact
‘journey’ is something being addressed in
work going on with Loti in Newham and
LGCplus.com

Hackney LBCs, points out Mr Copeland.
“Rather than a resident saying, ‘I need
help with this specific issue’ and then just
referring them on as quickly as possible,
we’ve been developing a link-worker model
whereby those call centre staff are trained
and given tools to connect with other services and sources of support,” he explains.
“They can say, ‘while you’re on the phone,
can I just check is financial exclusion also an
issue for you? Is there anyone with a disability in the house? Are you already registered
for free school meals, because your child
may be eligible for that?’. The idea is that, at
that first point of contact, council staff can
hold a resident’s hand and connect them to
not just internal council services, given that
they may operate in quite a siloed fashion,
but refer them on to local voluntary and
community sector organisations.”
Finally, Handforth Parish Council’s
stormy virtual meeting that went viral
may have cheered us all up back in the
dark days of the third lockdown in February (and made a social media star of
clerk Jackie Weaver). Yet, argues Loti’s

Mr Copeland, it also highlights one of
the more significant, yet less remarked
on, technological shifts we saw during
the pandemic in terms of local government – the mainstreaming of much more
accessible, virtual local democracy. This is
also something that, if it can, local government needs to be proactively working to
preserve and build upon, he argues.
“For all the hilarity we’ve seen on Twitter around some meetings being done
on Zoom, actually it is massive. I think
elected members, despite some initial
scepticism, have seen viewership of and
participation in those online forums go
up significantly,” Mr Copeland says.
“You get a different type of demographic, recognising not everyone can turn up to
the town hall. There is so much more we
could do there, using digital tools to give
citizens a voice in their local recovery.
There is real potential there, I feel, but it is
also the one where I worry the most that
momentum might be lost, that we are most
at risk to going back to business as usual,”
he adds. ●
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SERVICE DELIVERY

Supporting the place-based
regeneration revolution
It should not have taken a global pandemic to force local government to embrace smarter, flexible
and home-based working. But now it has, the next step is to move away from command-andcontrol ‘quick fix’ innovations to supporting and enabling genuine place-based regeneration
OPINION

Nadira Hussain
Director of
leadership
development
and research,
Socitm

P

ublic sector workers have
long appreciated the benefits to service delivery that
flexible working provides.
In the late 1970s, local
authorities and public sector organisations began to experiment with new ways
of working beyond the traditional office
set-up. However, the practice was never
universally adopted or extended.
That it took a global pandemic for
smarter, flexible and home-based working to be proven more efficient and effective is at best frustrating and at worst
negligent, given the many and growing
demands that local, place-based public
services face while squeezed by ever-tightening levels of funding and resources.
Parallels can be drawn from this
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example of recent history with today’s
challenges created by the Covid-19 pandemic. Solutions are found within the
place, where its people know what’s best,
whether that is a local authority or in the
community it serves.
Given the freedom, a place with all its
constituent parts can act quickly to do
things differently and more effectively
compared with a nationwide approach.
The necessity of applying this practically
gained wisdom to meet the challenges
that people, communities and places face
is nothing new.
Socitm’s 2,500-plus members do
not need to be told that place-based
recovery is the way forward. And, as
data and technologies permeate everything that we do, increasingly they are at

the forefront of co-designing and co-delivering place-based approaches to achieve
better outcomes with local communities.
Why has there been reticence to adopt
this approach if the benefits are well recognised and apparent for all to see? Localities are frustrated by centralised control
that imposes a range of bureaucratic
funding regimes. Typically, these seek
to impose an ideological ‘quick fix innovation’ approach that is inadequate and
inappropriately matched with the diverse
needs and realities of local communities.
As we have seen recently, top-down
command and control approaches have
time and again failed the Covid-19 ‘stress
test’. As a result, the true value of a local
authority-led, place-based approach has
come into sharper focus. Not only has the
LGCplus.com
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The pandemic has
forced councils to
change how they
work to address the
pressing challenges
being faced by their
communities

LGCplus.com

pandemic impacted directly on the health
and wellbeing of people and places, it has
also imposed unprecedented shocks on
the wider civil society and social-economic life of people and their communities as
a whole.
As a consequence, the pandemic has
forced local authorities to change the way
they work to address the pressing challenges being faced by their communities.
Whether it is developing effective local
test and trace systems, identifying and
supporting the vulnerable, or undertaking
data analysis to fill the gaps in knowledge
about specific localities and communities, local public service leaders have been
asked to rethink the ‘art of the possible’ in
relation to where and how they should
harness technologies and data to achieve
better outcomes for their residents, businesses and communities.
As Sarah Longlands, the new chief
executive of the Centre for Local Economic Strategies, has noted, in the face of
“huge centralism, huge uncertainty and
huge inertia” local authorities are taking
a “just get on with it” approach in providing pragmatic and effective community
leadership.
Exasperation with failures in the
national Covid-19 response has helped
drive local collaboration, as highlighted
in Socitm’s recent place-based recovery
prospectus and digital equalities policy
briefing*. Indeed, the effectiveness of
local collaboration has been visibly demonstrated by the outstanding success of
place-based inter-agency cooperation
underpinning the vaccination rollout,
with local authorities and the wider local
public and voluntary sectors working
together both at the frontline and coordinating the wider logistical operation
behind the scenes.
Socitm’s unique insights from working
with local leaders, policy-makers, partners and practitioners have enabled us
to capture the emerging picture. Drawn
from more than 200 local authority
recovery and regeneration strategies, this
shows how local authorities are developing the means by which they move from
a frontline response, via local post-Covid
recovery initiatives, towards communityfocused regeneration. Within the prospectus, we have identified four common
‘pillars’ – reset, reform, renew and resilient – that characterise place-based recovery and regeneration approaches across
the various tiers of local government.
However, for civil society to flourish

going forward, places need to increasUsing this rationale, the challenge
ingly focus on supporting wider comthen is to move the conversation and
munity regeneration through the lens of
practice to implementing what works:
ethical change. The requirement for ethiidentifying what needs to change and
cal design and use of emerging technolohow can we respond at pace, both nationgies and data has assumed even greater
ally and locally? In support of this, our
relevance in preparation for the societal
research activity is focused on capturing
and environmental challenges and implithe emerging lessons from ethical, digications that lie ahead.
tal place-making, based on the adoption
As our recent Regeneration through
of the doughnut economics model and
ethical change infographic also illustrates,
more than 200 local recovery, resilience
we are seeing an emerging regenerationand regeneration strategies and plans***.
focused ‘Velvet Revolution’ under way
This is complemented by our wider
across local authorities**. This approach
work with research partners such as
aligns with what Chris Naylor, chief execBradford University’s senior leaders’
utive of Barking & Dagenham LBC, has
apprenticeship programme, the Instidescribed as the place-based
tute of Government and Public
building regenerative capacity
We need to be Policy established by the Unithat is shifting from a needs- creating viable
versity of East London and St
led approach to public services local models to
George’s House, Windsor.
to one that works with people enable structural
Our key next step is to form
before they get into crisis; a and operational
a president’s commission that
prevention rather than cure place-based
will comprise the Socitm presphilosophy. It focuses on build- regeneration
idential team, partners and
ing trust through local public that will allow us leadership programme alumni
services design and delivery to identify what
working together to help steer
and through community par- works
our post-Covid recovery and
ticipation and engagement.
regeneration programme.
Local government is at a crossroads.
It is anticipated this programme will
The innovation and creativity that is
provide a valuable collection of resources
being released as a direct result of this
to connect people and places and benefit
regeneration-focused revolution needs to
from each other’s knowledge and experibe supported and nurtured in step with
ence. Our ultimate goal is to support the
what is very much our ethos at Socitm of
regeneration of healthy and well com‘simplify, standardise, share, and sustain’.
munities through the creation of resilient,
But more needs to be done, both centrally
sustainable, socially just and ecologically
and locally.
safe places in which people and commuThe significance of place-based
nities can thrive.
approaches is reflected in the Ministry
We aim to be instrumental in the
of Housing, Communities & Local Govmovement to shift local government
ernment’s work in support of local digital
from command-and-control ‘quick fix’
collaboration and its new £5m ‘partnerinnovations to supporting and enabling
ships for people and place’ programme. It
the emerging place-based regenerationis also alluded to in the prime minister’s
focused Velvet Revolution, which like its
wider levelling-up and ‘build back better’
earlier namesakes, is seeking to address
campaigns.
the wider needs of civil society.
However, we need to look beyond the
Fulfilling our ambition will enable our
government’s rhetoric and develop truly
public services both central and local to
collaborative place-based approaches that
be agile, operationally sustainable, and
local authorities and local anchor instito have the necessary leadership skills to
tutions, such as health authorities and
successfully navigate the challenges of the
universities together with community
post-Covid world. ●
and third sector bodies, can provide. We
Nadira Hussain is leadership developneed to be creating viable local models to
ment and research director at Socitm
enable structural and operational placebased regeneration that will allow us to
References
* ‘Socitm’s post-Covid recovery prospectus’,
identify what works; what can be readily
https://socitm.net/policy-corner/socitms-post-covidrecovery-prospectus
implemented and scaled-up without the
** ‘Regeneration through ethical change’,
need to go through time-wasting comSocitm https://socitm.net/featured/regeneration-throughethical-change
petitive bidding or ‘beauty contest’-style
*** ‘What on earth is the doughnut?’, Kate Raworth,
negotiations.
https://www.kateraworth.com/doughnut
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Comment
Sam Bramwell
Solutions director, business applications for public sector, Microsoft

We’ve seen a huge acceleration
in agility – the key is not to lose it
Microsoft wants to see councils becoming a hotbed
for technology skills development beyond the pandemic
From where we were last
year, before the pandemic hit,
we have seen an acceleration
in agility by local government.
The opportunity and the
need for technology to solve
some of the biggest
challenges local authorities
have faced over the past year
has resulted in a massive
shift.
For me, the key message
for local government – as we
look beyond the pandemic –
is not to lose that agility; to
think about ways in which
you can continue to adapt
and move forward; to identify
ways in which technology can
support all the processes
across local government.
The other part for me is
ensuring we leave no one
behind. The pandemic has
identified that there is a
digital divide. For those not
connected to technology,
maybe because they are
older or do not have access to
broadband or adequate
connectivity, the risk is that
we digitise everything
without thinking about how
we serve the needs of every
demographic.
Councils have to think:
“How do I ensure that
everyone can get the same
access to our services in the
way that they want to?”
It is about understanding

the citizen experience, using
insight to understand what
citizens need, where they get
their information from, how
they want to serve
themselves and how they
want to access information.
And then serving that all in a
timely manner and
connecting everything.
Post pandemic, local
government needs to start
focusing on how it creates a
seamless, intuitive,
connected citizen experience.
When we were talking
to organisations last year,
some of them were doing
Covid outbreak management
on Post-it notes and Excel
spreadsheets simply because
that was all they had. IT
budgets are often one of the
first things to get chopped
but, as we look beyond crisis
management to life beyond
Covid, we have to make sure
IT continues to be invested in
and that technology remains
a priority.
Finally, an important part

IT budgets are often
one of the first things
to get chopped
but, as we look beyond
crisis management to
life beyond Covid, we
have to make sure IT
continues to be invested
in
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of this technology and
transformation agenda, for
me, is around attracting skills.
We should want our local
authorities to become a place
where people want to go and
work and have a career; they
should be a prime destination
because they have and use
the best technology, have the
best training programmes,
have a valuable social and
community purpose and
so on.
Microsoft’s mission is to
empower every person and
organisation to achieve
more; at a national level here
in the UK we want to ensure
everyone can access digital
skills. Post pandemic, I would
love to see local councils
become a hotbed and
incubator for technology
skills development, especially
with the advent of low-code/
no-code platforms, and to
do this in
partnership
with their IT
vendors and
suppliers.
I very
much hope
that will be
part of the
postpandemic
technology
conversation
too. ●

CASE STUDY

Kingston upon

B

efore, during and now post-pandemic, Kingston upon Thames
RBC has been pioneering the
use of Internet of Things (IoT) technology, artificial intelligence, robotic process
automation and even augmented reality,
explains chief executive Ian Thomas.
“Kingston has primarily focused its
initial deployments of IoT trials around
understanding how people are returning
to work and for social and leisure activities.
This is because it appears widely accepted
the population is reluctant to use public
transport and, hence, there has been a
spike in car usage, with its associated traffic congestion and air quality implications,”
he says.
Sensor-based trials have focused on
obtaining baseline data on things
such as social distancing, traffic
use, air quality, use of cycle routes
and the riversides during this
year’s lockdown. This has then
been reviewed as resident and
business activity has picked
up.
“A v e r y i mp o r t a nt
element for the council to
understand is how often and
in what volume the public is
returning to high streets within
the borough and is there
a potential social

LGCplus.com

Comment
Matt Birtwistle & Michael Lonnon
Public sector lead and Industry marketing lead, HSO

Digital transformation should
not require too big a leap of faith
Don’t think that you have got to throw away what you have
already got in order to move forward in this ‘new normal’
Kingston has been pioneering
the use of technology, says
chief executive Ian Thomas
(pictured below)

Thames RBC
distancing problem growing that needs
to be addressed?” Mr Thomas says.
In addition, sensors have been
deployed to assist in flood prevention
monitoring (including monitoring of
gullies and culverts) and monitoring void
properties.
Pre-pandemic, the council trialled a socalled ‘bot squad’, or autonomous robots,
to streamline social care work. Three bots,
‘Clive’ (Clever Little Intelligent Versatile
and Economical), ‘Posh’ and ‘Ginty’ were
used to process hospital discharge notices
more efficiently in conjunction with Kingston Hospital and perform complex data
migration to aid assessment of need.
“This stopped the morning delays, as
the backlog from overnight was entered
and freed up staff to meet other demands.
The bot served its purpose, solving a problem quickly. In the longer term, we’ve
changed the way we work with the NHS,
with combined discharge teams, and have
retired the bot, as it is no longer required,”
says Mr Thomas.
More widely, the council is looking at
innovations such as robotics, virtual reality, artificial intelligence and app-based
smart technologies to support people in
their daily living, especially those who
need care at home. “This is an exciting
journey and one we can’t wait to take
with our staff and residents,” adds Mr
Thomas. ●
LGCplus.com

Today’s advanced technology
should make delivering citizen services easy. It should
take away the manual process of logging information
and managing actions; and it
should not cost the earth.
That is what this LGC
supplement is all about:
dispelling some of the myths
and fears around
technological transformation.
To show the pay-off that
validates the decision to
embrace change and the
value of adopting new, more
agile ways of working to
deliver the best possible
service.
We want to see a postpandemic future of
connected data and
communities, automated
services, and where citizens
can access and call upon
services faster.
At the same time, like
everyone working within
local government, we
recognise technology does not
have all the answers. The
community recovery
challenges facing local
government as we come out of
the pandemic are vast. And
this is before we even consider
pre-existing challenges such
as our ageing population and
the tight budgetary climate
local authorities are working
within.

Legacy systems are
expensive to run and need a
glut of processes and people
to keep them moving. On the
flip side, newer technology is
lighter to manage, easier to
maintain, connected and
flexible.
‘Transformation’ need not
mean ripping out and starting
from scratch; often existing
systems can remain in place.
Through tools such as the
Microsoft Power Platform,
applications can be rapidly
developed to solve
challenges and deliver quick
payback, thereby extending
the value of existing
investments.
Cloud-based applications,
in particular, can be a great
way to repurpose and refresh
legacy systems and, in turn,
embed new ways of working.
It is based on a monthly
subscription model with a
host – in our case Microsoft –
managing the entire
infrastructure with the
authority consuming the
services. What is exciting

We want to see a
post-pandemic future
of connected data
and communities,
automated services,
and where citizens can
access and call upon
services faster

about this new technology is
that you are able, very simply,
to connect your old legacy
systems to your new ways of
working.
Data is another key to
unlocking this change. It is
vital to understand how your
data is moving within your
organisation, which are the
sources of that data, what
systems are using it, and then
what is it we can do to make
data flow? Again, that does
not mean having to change
any of your legacy systems; it
is about improving
management of your data,
figuring out how best to
utilise the insight it offers, and
then connecting it through
the new technologies that
now exist.
The pandemic has
reshaped how we all work,
even how we think about the
world. It has certainly
reshaped local government,
and the final destination –
the shape of future operating
models – is still not yet clear.
For us, our message is
simple. Digital transformation
is about embracing this new
world but also recognising
you can do it without having
to spend an absolute fortune
or starting over from scratch.
Yes, digital transformation is
always a leap, but it need not
always be a leap of faith. ●
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Comment
Simon Gray
Head of ﬁnance and operations (F&O), Agilisys

Focus less on the
‘technology’
and more on the
‘transformation’
As technology advances at an
incredible pace, transformation,
rather than specific systems,
should be councils' focus
The Covid-19 pandemic has been
challenging for everyone working
in, and alongside, local authorities.
We have seen the overnight
transition to home working, the
reimagining and reshaping of
service delivery, the managing of
urgent and complex community
needs, and all against a tight
budgetary backdrop. Given the
adversities, local government can
be proud of what it has achieved in
terms of digital transformation
since March 2020.
We have seen local authorities
recognise and embrace the need
to transform; there has been a
profound cultural shift. The
pandemic has brought home to
many local authority leaders the
immense dedication and
commitment of their people, the
value of being flexible and agile,

and that technological
transformation need not be scary
or slow to achieve.
The lesson I would therefore
argue of the past 18 months is one
that may sound odd for someone
in my position to say. It is that,
when you are thinking about
technological transformation,
focus less on the ‘technological’
and more on the ‘transformation’.
It is about taking a fresh look at
services. However, rather than
starting with: “What’s the
technology we need here?”
instead ask: “What’s the change
we need here? What is it we need
to do differently? What is it we
want to be doing differently?”
Numerous local authorities
may be looking at their legacy
systems, many of them now
creaking, and be thinking: “Where
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can I start?” This is where private
laptops. And no longer do you
sector partners can help.
need to have 20 spreadsheets
We recognise technology moves
open; we have online collaborative
at an incredible pace.
tools where people can
We are not going to tell
The real
look at the data and, from
you we can build you a
game-changer there, make decisions.
solution and guarantee is the way
Technological
that in 10 years’ time it is data use has
transformation is no
still going to be the
advanced
longer about a magic
answer.
computer with a big red
What we can do is talk to you
button saying ‘press me’. It is about
about, and help you to see, the
using data and insight to inform
change you need; show you that,
decision making. It is about
actually, buying a new platform or
delivering services with greater
embedding a new system does not
agility and flexibility. It is about
have to be the big, scary
enabling your people to perform
investment that it once used to be,
their roles more efficiently. And
especially now with Cloud-based
understanding the steps you need
solutions.
to be taking to get to where you,
The real game-changer is the
and your community, need to be.
way data use has advanced. No
After all, if it is not working for
longer should spreadsheets reside
your people, it is not working full
as data silos on individuals’
stop. ●
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CASE STUDY

Sunderland City Council

F

or the past three years, Sunderland City Council has been on a
technology-led smart city ‘journey’ that meant, when the pandemic hit,
it was well-placed to respond, argues chief
executive Patrick Melia.
“Because we already had a plan we
knew where we were trying to go and
when investment pots have become available we have been able to bid into them.
That has enabled us to make significant
changes and improvements for our residents,” he says.
Initiatives include a 5G-ready Wi-Fi
network for the city centre, which was rolled
out in December 2019, so just before the
pandemic. This has benefited local schools,
enabling virtual teaching and more reliable
digital streaming. Ultrafast connectivity
has benefited social housing tower block
tenants, while traffic-mapping and sensors
have been improving traffic flow and traffic
management within the city.
Importantly, this digital focus has
included the expansion of Alexa-style
assistive technologies to enable residents,

especially older residents, to stay living in
their homes rather than having to go into
the care system.
“Over 1,500 homes across the city now
have assistive technology. You can do push
notices to alert someone to take their medicine, or there are sensors in the home so
the family will get an alert that the family
member has put a kettle on, so they are up
in the morning or whatever it is,” Mr Melia
explains.
“It provides reassurance for the families and a wraparound safety mechanism
that provides alerts if you think something
has gone wrong in the home, but also gives
independence for the individual,” he adds.
The pandemic has also led social care
teams to re-imagine how they deliver services. “The shift to remote working has
really enabled our social care staff and
occupational therapists to change their
working practices. It has actually led to
the digitalisation of quite a bit of our social
care services,” says Mr Melia.
The council intends to move into a new
city hall later this year, a building that has

Over 1,500
homes across
the city now
have assistive
technology…
It provides
reassurance
for the families
but also gives
independence
for the
individual
PATRICK MELIA,
SUNDERLAND
CITY COUNCIL

now been reshaped both by the pandemic
and the local authority’s technology focus.
“It is a much more collaborative, networking space rather than a traditional office.
There will nine or 10 different typographies,
including single desks that can be booked,
presentation zones, collaborative working
zones, traditional meeting rooms and interactive meeting rooms,” says Mr Melia.
“Our staff are not coming back to a
traditional office, they are coming back
to something very different, very modern,
very forward thinking. For us, that will
make a really big difference to the services
we provide for residents,” he adds. ●

CASE STUDY

St Helens MBC

T

he pandemic has prompted St
Helens MBC on Merseyside
to move to a localities-based
approach to delivering services, a transition that is being very much driven by data
and technology, argues assistant chief
executive Rob Huntington.
“Organisationally, we’re no longer sitting in St Helens town centre expecting
all our customers to come and visit us;
what we need to do, therefore, is go out to
our residents. So, we’re now focusing on
the delivery of a very targeted localities
model, which is a complete rethink of how
we have up to now organised ourselves as
an operating model,” he explains.
“It is a locality model based on need
and on what the data is telling us about
that need. There will, of course, still be a
universal offer for quite a lot of the services but it will enable us to better target
support at those areas that, we feel, need
it the most, whilst at the same time engaging with our communities and residents
very differently.
LGCplus.com

“We’re at the point where we’ve agreed
the localities geographically; we’ve also
agreed we shall look at how we might
support localities to thrive, by determining measures of social progress using
a more focused approach to business
intelligence and use of data,” Mr Huntington says, adding that the intention is to roll
out the change over the next 18 months to
two years.
The experience of the pandemic
has forced local authorities to address
complex and challenging questions of
significant structural change. For example, what does an authority’s built estate
need to look like or be used for in the
future? Or its libraries? Or its wider
community assets? However, the issue is
often less the technology itself and more
a lack of access to the digital infrastructure that underpins it, highlights Mr
Huntington.
“The majority of our citizens probably
do have smart phones or access to some
sort of digital equipment and have basic

Organisationally, we’re
no longer sitting
in St Helens
town centre
expecting all
our customers
to come and
visit us
ROB HUNTINGTON,
ST HELENS MBC

digital skills but connectivity is the
issue, and this is often impacted by
such challenges as worklessness and
deprivation.
“We have ambitions to be a smart and
digital borough, but have borough-wide
connectivity issues. It becomes a bit of a
perfect storm, where you have the ambition but no funding to deliver against it.
That’s where national government can
step in to support and put in place that
national infrastructure,” he adds. ●
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Becoming a digital borough
needn’t be expensive, or difficult
“The use of technology has now changed forever; we have seen ﬁve years of
change in just a few months.” – Kingston Council
It’s tough for you

You have the power

Improve community lives

The world has changed. But one thing
has not - your budget. Yet, as a local
authority, you must continue to meet
the rising service needs of a growing
population without a hitch. Relying on
existing - often outdated and unﬁt for
purpose - technology, to do so.

If you have Microsoft 365 you already
have the tools to meet different needs
by creating new apps. Microsoft has
also made it easy to connect Microsoft
365, Dynamics 365, Power Apps, and
Teams to existing systems, extending
the value of existing investments.

Microsoft technology provides a link
between you, the services you deliver,
and your communities. It also gives
you the ﬂexibility to create new
connected applications:

And it’s tough for them

Easy to use tools

For your communities, times are
harder. The cost of living is rising and
there are fewer jobs spread between
more people. As a result, there is
greater dependency on the services
you provide. And so, there is increased
pressure on you to deliver more,
faster, but with less.

Staff already familiar with Microsoft
technology have a short learning
curve.

Something has to give. Or does it?

Rapid payback
With a short learning curve, staff
quickly connect and increase
efficiency.
Quick to connect
Cloud-based tools are quick to
activate, with a predictable
subscription cost.

“Over 1,500 homes across the city now
have assistive technology. You can do
push notices to alert someone to take
their medicine, or there are sensors in
the home so the family will get an
alert that the family member has put a
kettle on, so they are up in the
morning or whatever it is,” –
Sunderland City Council
Becoming a digital borough enables
your staff to perform their roles more
efficiently to better address
community needs.
Learn how your authority can beneﬁt
from the latest Microsoft technology.
Visit: hso.com/LGC

