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OUR STORY IN BARKING
AND DAGENHAM
This publication is part of our emerging story of renewal and what we call the re-birth of civic socialism in
Britain today. We want to make more progress in proof-testing key points of this new approach. For now,
we want to tell the story of how we got here, the principles and thinking that underpin what we do, the
progress made to date and what happens next.
What we certainly won’t be doing is making any claim to a monopoly of wisdom. In adversity, and maybe
because of it, Councils up and down the country are doing incredible things. Preston have harnessed the
power of procurement to deliver social value and keep investment local. Wigan have co-produced a new
deal between the council and the community. Greater Manchester are pioneering service integration. And
there is much more.1
A wave of civic creativity is springing up across the country – shoots of renewal at a moment of political
crisis that tell a larger story about not just about local but eventually the national picture. The timing could
not be more acute.
Our country faces its biggest challenges since the Second World War. Brexit is a symptom of a nation
utterly divided. It reveals much more than the unravelling of a tepid 40-year relationship with Europe –
but a longer and deeper national decline which now divides generations, places and people.
How did we get here? What must we do to restore confidence in our politics and create cohesion
alongside sustainable prosperity for the many? What is the good society in the twenty-first century and
how do we all help create it? The answers, as we are finding out, are not to do more of the same and
expect a different outcome, not to tweak old forms of governance or micro manage our way through the
crisis as if the technocrats know best; and we certainly can’t cut our way to success. Instead it’s going to
take a system reboot from the 20th century ways of deciding and doing things to a new 21st century way.
And Barking and Dagenham (B&D) provides a unique insight into the nature of that transformation, which
we feel has implications for the rest of the country.

1

The Labour Party’s 100 Innovations provides a wide range of examples from Labour councils up and down the country. For
more information visit www.local.gov.uk/lga-labour publications

Councillor Darren Rodwell
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WHY OUR JOURNEY IN BARKING AND DAGENHAM SPEAKS TO A
BROADER SENSE OF NATIONAL RENEWAL

2

To understand what has happened to our national
politics, the loss of agency, trust and delivery
capacity all you have to do is come to B&D. Every
community is embarked on its own journey, and
ours started after the First World War. Thanks to
Addison’s 1919 Act, London County Council (the
forerunner of the Greater London Authority) built
the Becontree housing estate – the largest council
estate at the time – which were homes for
heroes. It took two world wars before a Labour
government was finally elected with a working
majority. Life was far from straightforward, but
our citizens had the security that a 20th Century
council could offer them.

But Ford wasn’t just a factory that built cars,
it was a factory that built social solidarity and
shaped the 20th century. People did the same job,
in the same place for almost all their life, and life
was predictable just like the production line itself.
From this they gained a strong and collective
sense of identity and purpose. They shared the
same culture because families lived within a few
streets of each other, watched the same TV,
and even had the same holidays when the plant
closed for two weeks every summer. And because
Henry Ford was smart enough to pay his workers
enough to buy the products that role off the
factory floor, they all drove the same cars too.

In 1931, the Ford factory opened its doors in
Dagenham. At its height it employed 58,000
people, mostly men but some exceptional women
too, and has since produced an incredible 11
million cars and 39 million engines.

But Ford provided more than solidarity and
security for the people who worked there - it
shaped the expectations of our very own local
government. This culture was well-meaning, but it
was also overly paternalistic. Henry Ford said you
could have any colour of car you wanted as long
as it was black while the local council told you
what colour your front door could be painted.
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By the 1970s clunky forms of command and
control typified by Ford were being superseded
by ‘just in time’ forms of production from
abroad. Then Thatcherism accelerated the
deindustrialisation of the UK in part to break up
the old solidarities of the working class and the
collective political strength that came with it.
As a consequence, in the 1980s places like Barking
and Dagenham went backwards. Some people
bought their council house, but many did not.
And what was good for the individual was not so
good for the community with the money being
raised from the sale of council houses being held
by the Treasury. In the intervening decades the
rise of consumerism, the advent of globalisation
and then mass migration from eastern Europe
strained further old collective bonds in B&D and
communities across the country.
B&D became not only one of the poorest parts of
the country but also one of the fastest changing,
in part because of its proximity to London (15
minutes from Fenchurch street) and the relative
affordability of its housing stock, both of which
attracted aspiring Londoners seeking new lives.
Since 2001 our population has grown from
164,000 to 211,000, while the proportion of
citizens identifying as White British has fallen from
9 out of 10 to less than 5 out of 10. One 1 in 3
people are under 19 years of age - as young and
diverse as anywhere in the UK. It’s a remarkable
change for a community where extended families
once lived within a street or two of each other
and identified as traditional east end.
By 2006, change was underway with a
vengeance in B&D. The loss of jobs, the rise of
precariousness, the influx of new citizens, the
cuts in benefits and local services combined with
an increasingly distant and disengaged local
politics that had not canvassed support for years,
all created the conditions for the rise of the BNP.
Within the space of a few years whole roads
changed hands as upwardly mobile British ethnic
minorities moved into the Borough from inner
city parts of London. The only difference was that
now the BNP were there ready and waiting to
exploit the fears that had grown up around the
changes taking place before our very eyes.
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The BNP called the changes Africans for Essex
and told everyone we were paying people to move
in. It was utterly untrue, and this was confirmed
by every London borough we contacted. But it
was too late – no one believed us.

Shortly after Tony Blair returned to Downing
Street to begin a third term in office, the BNP
secured 12 councillors in B&D, and narrowly
missed securing a 13th. And had they stood a
full slate of candidates, they would have taken
control of a London Borough.

We faced the difficult task of winning back the
community. It was a wakeup call for the local
Labour Party which had grown used to huge
majorities and little or no opposition.
It was our fault that the BNP got a foothold on
our watch, and it was all the more reason why
we felt an overwhelming desire to develop a
new model of community engagement, built on
regular and frequent contact with our citizens.

3

We dug deep, and we saw off the BNP in 2010.
But just as our world had changed so the world
around us had moved on. The Iraq War and then
the MPs expenses scandal which followed were
turning points in the decline in trust in politicians
but, in truth, the decay had set in decades before.
Nearly a decade on, all roads lead back to our
historic clash with the far-right. Even the outcome
of the hastily-organised European Elections in
May 2019. Despite voters in B&D backing the
Leave campaign by a huge majority of 2 to 1 in
the 2016 Referendum, Labour in B&D bucked the
national trend beating Nigel Farage into second
place. It was the largest reversal of fortunes of
the election across the whole country.2
However, the job was only half done when we
saw off the far right in 2010.
Two years before, events were set in motion
as Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy in the
United States. Their plight signalled a far more
significant change: a collapse in the global
financial markets.
The decade that followed has been shaped by
the economics of austerity. Just as we had to find
a way to beat the far-right, so we have had to
consider how we manage to sustain vital public
services, especially for our most vulnerable, at the
same time as giving hope in changing times for
our community.
The financial crash of 2008 cemented a global
loss of confidence in politicians. In truth, the
vote to leave the European Union in 2016
owed more to this anti-politics than to out of
touch bureaucrats in Brussels. Low income
communities, especially those most isolated,
have suffered the greatest loss. They are the ones
feeling left behind alienated by globalisation and
its discontents.

2
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For all its faults, class once formed the bedrock
of our communities - it brought us together and
gave us shared experiences. But that glue-like
culture is largely gone – and no one nationally
was defining either the present or what the
future holds. Little wonder many yearn for a lost
age somewhere after the War when Britain stood
on its own two feet.
Like almost every other local authority, we spent
the first few years of austerity salami slicing
our way through our finances just to keep our
head above water. When I became leader of the
council in 2014, we still faced huge financial
challenges – including the need to make £100m
of savings. I called it our graph of doom because
that is what it meant to those we employed and
to a local community dependant on our services.
We stared down the barrel of the gun and
considered what the bare minimum of statutory
services looked like, and decided it was not for
us. It was not the reason we had seen off the
BNP. We understood that while cutting services
might save the council, it would not enable us to
deliver on the promise we had made in 2010 – a
promise to offer a better future where families
are proud to call Barking and Dagenham home.
It was this desire, to reconnect but to do so in the
context of the 21st century which led us to our
own brand of civic socialism.
The welfare state we inherited was built to treat
social problems in a post-war industrial, age
when frothy coffee and the Beach Boys were all
the rage. And it did so via the same command
and control culture seen at Ford. The challenges
we face today, of insecure employment and
gentrification, rapid demographic change, the
digital revolution, climate change, social isolation,
chronic illness and increasingly poor mental
health, could not be further from those times.
Neither could new ways of communicating via
digital and social media.

The results of the European Elections in 2019 in Barking & Dagenham were: Labour 40.7%; Brexit Party 29%; Liberal Democrat
8.2%; Green 5.2%; Conservative 5.2%. The result of the Referendum held in 2016 in Barking & Dagenham was 38% Remain,
62% Leave.
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To meet these challenges of both means and ends
we knew we are forging a new path – opting
neither for old state solutions, nor outsourcing on
to the free market. Instead, we want to use our
position as a council and the resources we have,
to build new, alternative models of provision

that met the challenges of our time to forge new
relationships between the citizen and the state,
empowering the community through our different
models of service delivery and new expressions of
21st century community activism.

THE CITIZEN AT THE HEART OF EVERYTHING WE DO
Disillusionment in politics arises when politicians
stop listening, responding and doing what is
best by their local communities. But the days of
politicians telling people what’s good for them
and doing everything for them have gone, too.
That production line closed years ago.
We alone cannot make a good society for the
people of B&D, but we can support them in
making it happen by working with them. That’s
one reason why everything we do should be led by
the community. Local authorities are there to serve
and find ways of delivering on the community’s
priorities. And if the funding is not available,
they should acknowledge this and campaign for
support, not throw in the towel before exploring
alternatives. In our new east, nothing is too good
if it is for the benefit of the community.

3

It has been said, people have an inalienable
right to participation. 3 Driven by, but not
dependent on social media and other digital
technologies, people now have the opportunity
to listen, learn, connect and organise at speed
and scale as never before. Even if that wasn’t
true, which it is, we want our citizens to feel
like this – so that they are part of the solution
in creating more fulfilling lives for themselves,
their families and their community. Instead of the
imposed solidarities imposed by Ford, we want to
empower solidarities of choice, forged through
civic participation on issues people see as critical
to them.

New Power: Why outsiders are winning, institutions are failing, and how the rest of us can keep up in the age of mass
participation (2018) Henry Timms
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Factfile – our ambition triangle
At the heart of our thinking about the future
is the citizen and what I call the borough
ambition triangle. This informs everything
we do. Some people would call it bottom-up
politics. It is based on listening to rather than
talking down to people. It does mean that what
we do as a local council is take what people are
saying to us. We see our job as trying to find a
way of providing this by working in partnership
with other public, as well as voluntary and private
sector partners and getting them to invest in it.
An example of this is our Youth Zone in
Dagenham – the first of its kind in London.
Youth Services have been one of the biggest
casualties of a Tory government, but this has
not stopped us delivering London’s first Youth
Zone which is providing new activities and
opportunities for our young people we would not
be able to provide.

It does not only have to be a brand new
youth zone.
We would not have secured this new play facility
without a campaign led by local citizens and
supported by the voluntary sector. This project
was made possible thanks to funding totalling
£269,598. £140,000 of that money was provided
by The London Marathon Charitable Trust, while
the remainder came from Veolia (£59,999), Sport
England (£25,000), crowdfunding (£5,599) and
match funding from Barking and Dagenham
Council (£39,000). The London Marathon
Charitable Trust have also provided a further
£10,000 to help meet the cost of providing
organised sport and recreation sessions at the
new facility.

Our Youth Zone, funded from multiple
sources, reflects our huge aspiration for the
borough. It provides a safe place with activities
for up to 1,500 young people every week with
access to fantastic activities including sports,
dance, IT and even rock climbing.4
What is remarkable is that we are doing this at
a time when other councils are cutting back. In
the last 10 years, our budget has been cut in half.
But if we can work with citizens and encourage
businesses to come forward with funding, we
stand a chance of leaving a lasting legacy. That’s
why the Youth Zone is so important.

4
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RESIDENTS’
ASPIRATIONS

COUNCIL
FACILITATES

PARTNERS FROM
THE PUBLIC/PRIVATE/
VOLUNTARY SECTOR
INVEST IN THIS VISION

https://www.futureyouthzone.org
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What is Civic Socialism in the
twenty-first century?
By 2014, we knew we needed a new way of
doing things that could bring citizens along with
us and to take the lead wherever possible, tying
together the need to build and develop our
local economy for everyone, and to unite the
community around a shared vision.
Civic socialism is the result – it puts the citizen
first – and is our approach to inclusive urban
renewal and radical, civic transformation of our
public services. It is our approach to building
a new kind of council, fit for the twenty-first
century, and a new relationship between
citizens and the local state, that empowers
and understands the role of the community. It
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starts with the person but sees them acting in
cooperation with others. It is about unlocking
the incredible creativity energy of our people
and their infinity capacity to make, share and
care. As such our vision for B&D chimes with the
more community-based ways of working at the
beginning of the twenty-first century.
Civic socialism is about building a new kind of
council which can face the challenges of the
21st Century with a new relationship between
citizens and the local state, is best described as
the intersection of key pillars of public policy and
a set of underlying, communitarian values.

7

The new local economy addresses our work
to harness growth for the benefit of the whole
community and shape the borough to become
truly inclusive.
Empowering public services reflects our own
transformation into a council that works with
citizens rather than does onto them, a council
that can identify and tackle the root cause of
what’s gone wrong in someone’s life, rather than
bouncing them from service to service, and a
council that can adapt to work with the flexibility
of the private sector to deliver the vision of the
public sector.
Citizenship and participation reflects our new
relationship with citizens, grounded in a sense
of citizenship constituted of active participation,
rights and responsibilities – where citizens
increasingly see themselves as citizens with a
growing sense of collective responsibility toward
one another.

This is just the start of the story. Our civic
socialism derives from the intersection of this
policy with an underlying set of communitarian
values of a belief in the role of equalities,
democracy, ethics and culture.
In all this our ambition is for our borough, and to
deliver civic socialism we need to work with many
other councils, organisations, businesses and
agencies. Ultimately, we must play our part in the
national renewal of politics – we want that to be
a big part.
The essays which follow set out in greater detail
the meaning of civic socialism and how it works
in practice. The authors come from a range
of backgrounds and fields, local and national
politics, and the voluntary sector. What unites
them is their love for and work in Barking and
Dagenham, as well as their belief that civic
socialism has lessons to teach us all.
What might work in your community and what
would not, how civic socialism compares to the
work you are already doing and what lessons
you could share, in turn, with us. Let these essays
form the start of a compassionate, intelligent
conversation about our shared future.

Key Pillars of Policy

THE NEW
LOCAL
ECONOMY

EMPOWERING
PUBLIC
SERVICES

CITIZENSHIP
AND
PARTICIPATION

Our Underlying Values

Equalities • Democracy • Ethics • Culture
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The New Local Economy
Jon Cruddas MP, Member of Parliament for Dagenham & Rainham
We start with the assumption that the economy
only works if it benefits everyone. If there is
a lesson from the last 40 years and for Brexit
Britain, it is surely this.

All this means that we’re now building almost
as many Council owned houses at Council
equivalent rents than we are losing through the
right to buy, for the first time ever.

At the same time, every borough, every region
has something to offer and has its own story to
tell. Barking & Dagenham has a proud history of
manufacturing and housing and being a place
where families were made. Today its uniqueness
lies in its potential to grow and grow rapidly –
something in the order of adding the City of York
over the next 20 years.

It is important to remember that this is against
a background of years of under-investment in
housing for many, and receipts from the Right to
Buy being retained by the Treasury rather than
being ploughed back into building council homes.

Harnessing that potential and making sure
everyone gets the benefit is the challenge we face.
To do this, we need to encourage genuinely
inclusive growth and shape a new local economy
that, first and foremost, makes Barking and
Dagenham an affordable, desirable, safe and
empowering place to live for people of all
incomes and backgrounds.
To help us to achieve this the Labour council have
founded Be First, a brand new, council-owned
regeneration company to use the flexibility of the
private sector to speed up regeneration while
maintaining the ethos of the public sector to
ensure all growth is inclusive and on our terms.5
They have also created Reside, a new form of
council-owned affordable landlord that offers
private rented properties at rates dependent
upon the income of the renter; delivering social
housing infrastructure for the 21st century. 6

5
6
7
8
9

For this reason, we would welcome the freedoms
created by removing government restrictions
that stop councils building homes and
being part of the biggest council building
programme for at least 30 years, as well as
scrapping right-to-buy as set out by the Labour
Party’s manifesto of 2017.7
Until then, we must deal with right-to-buy eating
away at our council housing stock with the
loss of up to 200 council houses every year by
providing affordable alternatives. To do nothing
until then would be to let down the citizens we
serve whether as elected representatives or as
community leaders.
And they have developed Beam Energy, a
council-owned green energy company to ensure
our new developments have access to affordable,
sustainable energy. This has meant forming
partnerships with anchor institutions across the
borough, from new universities to film studios.8
These innovations seek to apply new ways of
working using new forms of local ownership.9

http://befirst.london
http://www.affordablelettings.london
https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/labour-manifesto-2017.pdf page 63
http://bdenergy.org.uk
https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Alternative-Models-of-Ownership.pdf
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The backdrop to our journey is typical of many.

That is why creating a new enterprise agenda by
expanding our business base and improving job
density by supporting SMEs and start-ups is at
the heart of the approach to our local economy.

De-industrialisation, a skills deficit passed from
generation to generation, underemployment
and insecure employment have left their mark
in Barking & Dagenham, as they have done on
many communities over the last half century.

Offering a new deal with decent jobs for
everyone who can work by connecting people
to job opportunities, finding ways of upskilling
through local colleges, and making sure that skills
provision is devolved down and links in with key
employers including local anchor institutions.

Following the financial crash, the cost of living
has outstripped wage growth. If we return to our
opening question: on these grounds alone, we
can no longer call our economy inclusive on this
basis.

And finally, going beyond our new civic
foundations by encouraging participation in our
inclusive growth agenda and new local economy
– we know this only works if people feel they
have a say and a stake in the future.

As a result of this, we estimate austerity has
meant a loss of £678 in public spending per
person per year in our borough. This is against
a backdrop of funding for local government
being roughly halved over the decade, with direct
central government support falling from £7.2bn
in 2016-17 to £2.3bn in 2019-20.

Central to this belief is that the best solutions are
never simply about what we do to people but
what people can do with the right support.

Today in Barking & Dagenham our vital stats
include 13,000 citizens are in work which is
poorly paid earning below the living wage10;
8,100 are unemployed; and, 10,500 are
economically inactive but want to work.

10

That is why Barking & Dagenham Council has
pioneered a range of unique council-owned
companies, in areas including sustainable energy,
school improvement, traded services, housing
and inclusive regeneration.

Using the Resolution Foundation definition

DIRECT CENTRAL GOVERNMENT SUPPORT FALL
£7.2billion
2017

2016

13k

CITIZENS
IN WORK

10

£2.3billion
2018

8.1k

UNEMPLOYED

2019

2020

13k

ECONOMICALLY
INACTIVE
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Despite the challenges we face we have more inhouse companies running local services where we
are the only shareholder than anywhere else in
London and possibly the country with the potential
to change the way public services are delivered.
In addition to Be First, Reside and Beam
Energy, we have created BDT Legal, BD Trading
Partnership Ltd and Barking and Dagenham
School Improvement Partnership. These
companies have been freed to deliver the vision
of the community with the ethos of the public
sector, the flexibility of the private sector and the
vision of civil society. As well as achieving £1m
in management savings in Barking & Dagenham,
these council-owned companies have also helped
us save more than 1,000 jobs Today Barking
& Dagenham is London’s growth opportunity,
with the potential to deliver over 50,000 new
homes and 20,000 skilled jobs over the next 20
years. But if growth is Barking & Dagenham’s
opportunity, what does this mean? If we did
nothing, developers and estate agents would be
looking to build and sell new housing

developments regardless of whether they profited
the local community.
We cannot avoid development. Like change it
will happen whatever we do. Yet we have no
intention of following the now well-trodden
path towards gentrification at the expense of
the local community. We want to make sure that
development is on our terms.
We remain one of the most deprived areas of
the country, and realistic about, amongst other
things, our high-levels of in-work poverty and
the poor health of many citizens. We must
confront these harsh realities. We believe there
are important lessons we can share with others
who seek their own path to inclusive growth. No
one size fits all, but the message coming loud
and clearly from Barking & Dagenham is that
there are alternatives to outsourcing and that
outsourcing should not be the only option local
authorities should consider when faced with
difficult financial decisions.
There are alternatives, local authorities
themselves only have to take back control.

Factfile – delivering socially inclusive housing
482 – 528 Rainham Road South, Dagenham
 We are increasing the number of affordable
homes available to local residents as well as
improving existing housing sites.
 The flats in Rainham Road are of poor quality
and make poor use of an attractive site.
 The site includes 24 homes, only 11 of which
are still owned by the Council.
 We are replacing these with 64 Council owned
homes.
 This means more than 50 additional new
Council owned homes.
 Furthermore, the new rented homes are all
council owned homes and not available for
resale.
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 Of the new Council homes, 20 will be rented
at a rent equivalent to current Council rents
below the existing housing benefit ceiling (ie
the Mayor of London’s new social rent level).
 And 15 will be let at a rent at least 20%
below the current market rent.
 The final 29 Council homes will be let on a
shared ownership basis.
 Tenants will go to the top of the list to be
rehoused in the borough on a new secure
tenancy at council rents. They will also have
the right to return to the new development (on
Reside terms) – and the chance to be actively
involved in the design of the new homes.
 And the leaseholders who live there will be
offered market terms for their home.

11

Empowering Public Services
Today, there has never been a greater need to
address growing levels of poverty in Britain.
The tragedy of Brexit is that it has served as
an excuse to ignore this. Summing up Britain’s
position in 2018, the UN’s envoy on extreme
poverty and human rights, said:

We grapple with the chronic illness of an ageing
population, with social isolation stoked by
technological change, and with skills deficits,
insecure employment and in-work poverty
catalysed by a transforming economy and
increasing automation.

In my meetings with the government, it
was clear to me that the impact of Brexit on
people in poverty is an afterthought, to be
dealt with through manipulations of fiscal
policy after the event, if at all.11

These challenges cannot be met by the same old
public services. We must reform our welfare state
with a new focus on the capacity of people to
find solutions if they are given the chance to do
so. This requires a new, empowering relationship
between the citizen and the state.

Failure to address head on the challenge of
our times risks leaving a devastating legacy for
generations to come. However, the problem runs
deeper than money.

That is at the heart of what we are doing in
Barking and Dagenham. We have re-designed the
organisation from first principles, to break down
historic service siloes, and provide a better focus

Our welfare state and network of public services
was built in the 20th Century. But we face
different challenges in the 21st Century.

11

on delivering real change for citizens.

www.ohchr.org/documents/issues/poverty/eom_gb_16nov2018.pdf ref page 3

“In my meetings with the government, it was clear to me that the impact
of Brexit on people in poverty is an afterthought, to be dealt with through
manipulations of fiscal policy after the event, if at all.”
Philip Alston, UN Envoy on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights
12
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COMMUNITY SOLUTIONS – A NEW FRONT DOOR TO OUR PUBLIC
SERVICES
In 2017 Barking & Dagenham launched
Community Solutions, a brand-new front door
for all people-facing services.
Children’s Centres, the Adult College, Libraries,
Housing Advice, Homelessness Prevention,
supporting people with No Recourse to Public
Funds or safeguarding concerns, Youth Provision,
targeted Early Intervention, Hostels, Community
Supermarkets, and many more previously
separate services all under one roof.
The council have moved some people around,
but what does that mean for a typical member
of the community? In a word, lots. If a citizen
walked into a library 12 months ago, they
would have had no trouble finding a book or
accessing a computer, but they would have been
unable to do much else. Now, if they walk into
a library with a concern regarding falling into
debt, managing their money, or issues with their
children’s development of behaviour, for example,
they would no longer be sent to half a dozen
different buildings to be spoken at by an endless
series of nameless officers.
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Instead, someone that would have previously
been called a librarian would be able, willing and
encouraged to have a conversation about their
concerns and what options they have available to
them.
Community Solutions not only unites services
within one structure and one discipline. It also
unites our public servants in a shared belief in
what needs to change to achieve outcomes for
citizens. We no longer ask How much of my
service can I do to you? Instead, we ask What
is stopping you achieving your goals? and
How can we help?
Altering our structures will not be enough to
achieve this fundamental change in how we
work. We must also support frontline officers
to recast their relationship with the people they
work with, to one of equal partners.
At the centre of this approach is maximising the
choice available to people and giving them the
power to make those choices. This requires a new
commitment to a different kind of civil society
– one in which we integrate our services with
support from the community.

13

Factfile – Community Solutions
Community Solutions is one-of-a-kind in the
UK, and the best example of what civic socialism
can mean for the future of our public services.
We are already starting to see the benefits of this
approach.
So far almost 2,000 people have been helped,
including over 50 evictions prevented along with
over 200 citizens with rent or council tax arrears
being provided with personal support plans.12
In 2018/19 we prevented 35 per cent more
households from becoming homeless, compared
to the same time in 2017/18, while the use of
temporary accommodation has dropped by 12
per cent in the same period.
Now a citizen will explore all their housing
options with a member of staff and be
signposted to any support relevant for them.
Housing advice also used to be delivered centrally
from one place with queues around the block.
Now, it is delivered from 10 different locations
across the borough.

12

Our new service has more than doubled
volunteering opportunities and helped
people into employment. And at a time when
government funding for the voluntary sector has
been slashed, the key objective for Community
Solutions is to build an individual’s capacity to
cope with challenges and moments of crisis. We
are helping people find solutions and shining a
beacon across local government by testing new
ways of service delivery.

The number of people being placed in temporary accommodation was down from 1,925 to 1,722 since October 2017 (a 12%
increase), and twice as many households have been prevented from becoming homeless compared to 2017/18

2000

35%

PEOPLE HAVE
BEEN HELPED

MORE PREVENTING
HOMELESSNESS

FREE

COMMUNITY
FOOD CLUB

DEBT ADVICE
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Using council buildings, like libraries and
children’s centres, to offer a range of support and
advice services at more locations is just one-way
Community Solutions is making a real difference.
Another example of this is the opening of a
Community Food Club at William Bellamy
Children’s Centre where citizens can get £20 of
food for £3.50 at the same time as free debt
advice and being be sign-posted to other services.

12%

DROPPED USE OF
TEMPORARY
ACCOMMODATION

200

CITIZENS WITH RENT
OR COUNCIL
TAX ARREARS
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Citizenship and Participation
We want our citizens to lead fulfilling lives and
actively participate in the community, whether
through civic participation, real participation
in public services, or simply in the local
neighbourhood in an old fashioned get to know
your neighbour kind of way. And all of this is
underpinned by our own bill of inalienable rights

& responsibilities. This is especially important
given the growth and pace of change which has
taken place in Barking & Dagenham in recent
years and is due to continue, but this holds
lessons for other communities up and down the
country.

CIVIC PARTICIPATION
Participating in civic life brings a range of benefits
for individuals and communities, from reduced
loneliness to increased wellbeing. For us, we also
know that we cannot achieve our shared vision
for our community by acting alone - we can
only achieve it by working with our public sector
partners, the private sector and the people who
make up our community - our civil society.
On this basis, in response to austerity we have
worked in partnership with organisations like
the our local voluntary and community sector
to create a new form of local giving model to
harness the resources of civil society, whether
money, time, skills or assets through a borough
crowdfunding platform. It is the first of its kind
in London and it enables a direct democratic
method of fundraising and corporate match
funding, with a council match funding pot of
£120,000.
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In 2017 we also created a local lottery to help
good, local causes to raise funds and gain
attention, which had harnessed an additional
£24,000 for local groups as of October 2018.
Now we are in the process of establishing a
citizens’ panel to decide how to spend funding
generated through the Neighbourhood
Community Infrastructure Levy each year on
local community initiatives and priorities.
As well as harnessing resource for civil society,
the council acts as a facilitator of the already
outstanding initiatives that are springing up
across the community. The council’s job is to
facilitate this work and embed its successes as
much as possible.
We aim to be a connector and a partner, and
never a barrier to change.

15

Factfile – Community initiatives
Here are just a few examples of excellent local community initiatives:
 Creative Barking and Dagenham has been
funded by the Arts Council England to run a
locally rooted arts programme and manage a
network of voluntary Cultural Connectors to
facilitate more cultural participation.
 Company Drinks is a social enterprise based
in Barking Park that delivers community-led
projects around the East London history of
going hop picking; using a unique part of
our past culture to bring people together.
 Growing Communities have run Dagenham
Farm since 2012, growing over five tonnes
of organic vegetables a year and enabling
hundreds of citizens – including those with

mental health issues – to visit and participate
in the farm’s operations.
 Studio 3 Arts has recently celebrated thirty
years of bringing people together by cocreating community arts programmes to
celebrate our shared and diverse culture.
 Barking and Dagenham’s Somali Women’s
Association deliver a range of expert services
to the Black and Minority Ethnic community,
focusing on women’s health and wellbeing,
advice, autism, caring and creative English,
with the aim of improving integration and
cohesion.

Factfile – Citizens Alliance Network
At the heart of our civic engagement are Citizens
Alliance Network and initiatives which we
are developing. In plain English, this is about
developing a community network to have faceto-face and online conversations about the future
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of the borough. Its basis is the conversations we
had with citizens in the campaign we fought
against the BNP 10 years ago. This is in the
watch this space territory!
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Factfile – Participation in public services, our Borough
Manifesto
Our new kind of council will only be a success
if citizens and civil organisations are at the very
heart of the design and delivery of the services
they rely on or help to deliver. If we genuinely
want a new, more reciprocal relationship with
citizens, we must share our platform and design
our future, together.
That is why we set out in 2016 to create a
shared, co-produced and community-owned
vision for the future of the borough; what we call
the Borough Manifesto.
Our Manifesto was shaped by conversations with
over 3,000 citizens. We asked them what they
liked about the borough, what they disliked, and
how they hoped the borough would change over
the next twenty years. This vision now forms the
top layer of our strategy and guides everything
we and our partners do.
Since then we have experimented with new
forms of democratic engagement - from

hackathons on gender equality and social
cohesion to participatory financing, we are keen
to try as many different methods as possible
to co-produce our future with the rest of the
community. This is crucial in a borough where
27% of our Year 8, 9 & 10 pupils have been
socialised into thinking it is acceptable to give or
receive a smack from their partners.
The fundamental challenge we face is how our
citizens can participate in the new services and
bodies we have created in a way which sees them
develop and take control over their own lives. For
example, what proactive role can they place in
future in commissioning frontline services in care
and support, advice and housing?
We do not pretend to have all the answers,
but we have the collective will to experiment
to empower a stronger, louder voice for our
community in shaping our (as well as their)
future.

Factfile – Practical, neighbourhood-level participation
Over the past few years we have taken the first
steps in laying the foundations for a culture of
mass participation across our borough. We have
partnered with Participatory City to launch a
brand new, £7m project in the community called
Every One Every Day.

that makes it possible, to kickstart a new way
of connecting across the borough. Creating the
environment for positive and safe relationships
to be established within the community,
empowering people so they see their significance
to others.

During the five years from 2017-2022, Every
One Every Day will work with 25,000 citizens to
launch 250 projects and help make possible 100
new, community-minded businesses. We want
to use this model and the financial investment

Could this local experiment be the start of
a national transformation? So asks George
Monbiot writing in the Guardian about our
initiative in developing new community ties in
Barking & Dagenham.13

13

www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jan/24/neighbourhood-project-barking-dagenham
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Factfile – Good Neighbour Guide, our very own bill of
rights & responsibilities
Everyone regardless of background is welcome in
Barking and Dagenham but being a member of
our community comes with a set of inalienable
rights and responsibilities.
These values stem from our working class,
East London history. They are articulated in
our Borough Manifesto and we have started
to set them out in greater detail in our Good
Neighbour Guide.14
We will build our values into every
communication with our citizens. This will
include, when people sign up to pay Council Tax,
when they register their child for school, when
the pay a parking fine, or when they encounter
a council service. Through our Private Landlord
licensing scheme, we will sign up landlords to our
Good Neighbour Guide and explore ways in
which they can make sure their tenants play their
part. And, for those who don’t want to play by
the rules we have created our Wall of Shame.15
14
15
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We want to create an environment where citizens
recognise it is unacceptable to dump their rubbish
and encourage others to help identify those who
do. We spend millions each year clearing up after
people who mindlessly dump their rubbish in our
streets and parks. Our enforcement teams work
tirelessly to do their bit in finding and prosecuting
those carrying out unlawful activities.
Ultimately, citizenship requires us to each
play our part. Citizenship grounded in rights,
responsibilities and an understanding of our
significance to others is at the core of what we
are doing in Barking & Dagenham.

www.lbbd.gov.uk/good-neighbour-guide
www.lbbd.gov.uk/enforcement-wall-of-shame
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Our underlying values
All communities have their own folklore,
traditions and local histories. They are the things
that help bind a local community together and
give them a sense of identity and place.
The values we hold are rooted in our shared
history and culture, and if you do not define your
history somebody else will.
We found this to out to our cost in 2006 when
the BNP secured 12 councillors off the back of
a misrepresentation of both the past and the
changes that were taking place in our borough.
We had forgotten our past and allowed others to
define it.

On the other hand, understanding where we
have come should inform where we are going.
We have been driven by a sense of mission
– to shape and deliver a better future for our
community. Our campaign was driven by the
traditional Labour values but grounded in the
grassroots of the local community.
Our struggles against the far right (in the 2000s)
and austerity (in the 2010s), have shaped our
belief in the view that it is possible to forge a
new, compassionate, moral politics.
Where does this leave us?

THE VALUES OF CIVIC SOCIALISM TODAY
Civic socialism today should address head on the
key issues of our times: how to promote inclusive
urban renewal alongside a root and branch
rethink of the way we provide public services, as
well as how we provide the funding they need.
It should be about building a new relationship
between citizens and the state that empowers
and recognises that the community should be at
the heart of everything we do.
At a local level, we need a renewed focus on
the economy, empowered public services and
participation grounded in a sense of citizenship,
rights and responsibilities.
Taken together this forms a key set of pillars
of public policy as well as a set of underlying,
communitarian values of equalities, democracy,
ethics and culture.
Underlying our approach are the values of
achieving equality through the services we
provide. It is an approach that shapes everything
we do and is informed by the ethics of
compassion and inclusion.
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Culture is ordinary and has a vital role to play
in both informing and improving how we live
together in our local communities and in giving
us a shared sense of identity.
Today, many people have lost confidence in the
democratic process and in our ability of politics
to deliver real change in people’s lives. That’s one
reason why one of the fundamental principles
which lies at the heart of our civic socialism is to
renew our democracy and give people a stake in
the future.
If the politics of Brexit is about taking back
control, the politics of civic socialism must
be to give back control by improving civic
engagement and democratic participation in the
widest sense, enabling citizens to challenge and
grapple with instruments of power.
Of those who hear the call to this mission, only
those are chosen who recognise that if we are to
meet the challenges of today, we have to renew
the practices of the past.
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Factfile – Cultural Cohesion
Culture is at the centre of everything we do these
days in Barking & Dagenham. We run an annual
Summer of Festivals programme to promote
social cohesion and we have co-produced a
community vision with over 3,000 local citizens
which has become the Borough Manifesto.
We have more than 130 cultures living side
by side with one another. They all help make

our community. For this reason, we also offer
community flag flying ceremonies to mark
international days of independence. This
celebrates their heritage and the role they play in
shaping the future of our borough.
All this is even more remarkable in a borough in
which 50,000 people move in and out of it every
two years.

Factfile – ‘Breezie’ Pilot Project
Protecting vulnerable people has to be at the core
of our approach to both equality and ethics, from
our young people to domestic violence survivors,
to the elderly – one size cannot fit all.
In 2017, we launched our pilot project ‘Breezie’, a
tablet device which makes the internet accessible
to older people by removing jargon, clutter and
confusing set-up processes. Each of these tablets
is built with personalised home screens, featuring
pre-installed apps that are picked according to
the interests and needs of the user, and has a 4G
sim card built in, so users do not need to have
internet installed in their home. All users were
shown how to use their devices properly through
an initial orientation and ongoing support.
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The key aim of the project was to reduce social
isolation, improving connectivity for older
residents living in the borough, but also to
provide aid to older people in accessing services
such as healthcare information.
After 3 months, 67% of users said they found it
easy to access healthcare information, with 72%
receiving as much social interaction as they would
like, up from 22%. Crucially, 83% of users said
they had an overall sense of wellbeing, compared
with 39% before Breezie.
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Creating sustainable communities through
local civic socialism
Rt Hon Dame Margaret Hodge, MP for Barking
Local authorities have faced a devastating
decade of Tory austerity that has created many
challenges. The cuts initiated by David Cameron
and George Osbourne have seen government
funding for council budgets fall by nearly 50%
since 2010. Public services have desperately
struggled to cope with increased demand while
the poorest have been hit the hardest.
It is in this context that local authorities have
had to survive. For the most progressive local
authorities, the circumstances in which they have
found themselves has led to creativity, innovation,
and fresh thinking. This in turn has inspired new
ways of working, new services, and new roles for
local councils.
Barking and Dagenham has been at the forefront
of this movement. This pamphlet sets out some
ideas that could help the thinking of other local
councils.
In the last few decades the borough has
undergone vast social and economic change. The
population has risen by 26% since 2001. The
proportion of citizens from BME backgrounds has
risen from 17% in 2001 to 50% to 2011. Houses
were sold under the Right to Buy scheme. The
council were not allowed to build new, decent
homes at a price local people could afford.
Traditional jobs, mostly at Fords or associated
companies, dwindled. Living standards stagnated
for far too many people.
The people of Barking and Dagenham enjoyed
generations when they lived as a tight knit
community. Parents, children, grandchildren, and
great grandchildren all lived close to each other.

New East, new thinking - Essays in civic socialism in Britain today

Much of this has now changed. It is the job of
the council to both respond to the challenges of
today and to take advantage of all opportunities.
The council must recreate a strong, sustainable,
cohesive, and prosperous community in the
Borough.
We have learned that building sustainable
communities is not just about bricks and mortar
or going back to the old way of doing things.
True innovation is about putting local citizens at
the heart of everything. It is about outcomes not
inputs, services that are user-led not producer-led.
For instance, in the 2000s the Labour
government funded a network of children’s
centres in the Borough. They were welcoming
places for families with young children, with
services located in a single location rather than
scattered around the Borough. So, whether you
needed support for your children, wanted to
meet a visiting health professional, sought advice
about benefits or wanted to access training to
get back to work, the children’s centres acted as
one-stop shops for all of a family’s needs. Their
funding has been dramatically cut since 2010.
But Barking and Dagenham council have seized
the idea of building services around the needs of
citizens. Their model is innovative and important
and shows that even with less money, there are
many new ways of improving local services.
Placing the citizen at the heart of services;
focussing on the outcomes people receive rather
than the inputs; trying to democratise public
services rather than the Town Hall deciding what
is good for people. This approach to reforming
public services is what civic socialism is all about.
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In 2006, when the BNP began to gain a foothold
in the Borough, we worked hard to listen to
the concerns of people who voted BNP in
protest against us. They felt we were not paying
attention to them or representing them.
We reconnected by listening to the concerns of
the community which meant tackling the local,
everyday issues that affected people’s lives.
Issues like the state of the roads and the local
environment. In other words, we addressed
what mattered to people - the very fabric of
where they lived – not what we thought should
matter. In doing so, we have started the process
of rebuilding confidence in local politics and the
Labour Party.
The world is changing rapidly, and the council
is determined to respond to these changes. In
their role in the community, they give voice and
leadership to the citizens of the Borough as they
grapple with present and future problems.
Globalisation is just one example of the
challenges and opportunities we face. Barking
and Dagenham wants to benefit from the
opportunities globalisation brings – whether it is
Americans investing in film studios or the Chinese
tunnelling the A13 through parts of Barking.
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Yet globalisation continues to bring demographic
changes to our community. Everybody finds
such changes difficult and working with the
community we must strive to make these
changes work for every citizen of Barking and
Dagenham. Our diversity is a strength and is
something to be celebrated.
The growing gap between the haves and have
nots. The threats to us, to our children, and our
grandchildren from climate change. The growing
automation of jobs and the development of
artificial intelligence. These are more examples of
challenges to which the council must respond.
Over the coming years we must continue to
reconnect with people and ensure that our
policies reflect their concerns and priorities. We
must continue to reform our public services so
that they respond to what people want and need.
We must continuously renew our policies to
reflect the changing circumstances and new
challenges our communities face. We must
invest in our economy, our people and our
infrastructure to build success for Barking and
Dagenham. We must make sure our Borough
becomes the best Borough in London and the
best local authority in the country.
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Concluding remarks
New East new thinking is a staging post in our journey. Someone wisely once said that questions are
invariably never wrong, its answers that are. In that spirit of inquiry and openness we come to a
conclusion not with a summary declaration of why we think we are right, but a humble request for help
and collaboration in answering the difficult questions that lay ahead, so:
 How can we move beyond the politics of short
termism to investment long term resources in
civic renewal?
 How is the capacity and creativity of our
people unlocked and sustained - even when
the local states money and presence is no
longer there?
 How do we ensure growth is environmentally
sustainable and socially just?
 How do councils who share different parts of
a vision of 21st century politics work together
more effectively?

 How can the development of national policy
help allow this civic socialism to flourish?
 How does the local state transform itself to be
the servant of the community?
 How does civic society step up and play its
role, out of the silos and away from the focus
on just resilience and symptoms, to the deeper
causes that hold people back?
 And how therefore do we flip not just a
borough but a national system to a 21st
century civic socialism?

I hope you have found this useful and informative in setting out our model of transformation for Barking
& Dagenham. I am especially grateful to all our contributors who come from a combination of political
and community backgrounds.
If you have any questions or would like more information, please email: neweastnewthinking@gmail.com
Councillor Darren Rodwell
Leader, London Borough of Barking & Dagenham
June 2019
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