A Manifesto for 2019

Towns of England, your time has come.

NOTE
The views expressed in this publication are solely those of the editors concerned, drawn from the work of Labour: COAST & COUNTRY
with a range of CLPs and members across England, and from the contributions of those participating in two policy discussions earlier in 2018.
This pamphlet was first published in September 2018. © Labour: COAST & COUNTRY 2018
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Labour: COAST & COUNTRY: for rural and coastal activists and their CLPs

Thousands of actual and potential Labour supporters across the country live in constituencies historically
represented by other parties. We think these Labour people are just as passionate and in need of a platform for
their views and those of their communities as any ‘traditional’, safe or target Labour area. Representing these
views will help secure both a Labour government and a better government.
If you agree, Labour: COAST & COUNTRY is the network for you.

Why join Labour: COAST & COUNTRY?
Living in rural or coastal areas is a distinctive experience with its own issues and opportunities. These are not often high on the national agenda and Labour
isn’t often the strongest voice on these issues. Our aim is to connect Labour supporters across communities of coast and country to bring critical mass to
these Labour voices. Let’s not forget that more people live in rural England areas than live in London. So join this growing network of Labour people on the
coast and in the country if you want these voices to be heard.
Labour: COAST & COUNTRY emerged from the work of a nationwide group of party members who recognised the need for a place to bring together nonurban members and to take the baton from others, such as Labour Rural Revival, the Southern Discomfort task force and Operation Toe-Hold.
We offer a platform for members to be supportive and share, interact, and air issues particular to their community or situation. Whether this is rural poverty,
housing or transport, agricultural wages or educational opportunity, flood defence or gang-masters, or indeed how best to canvass a village or be a parish
councillor, you can have your say and see what others have to offer. We are developing policy and practice collectively and garnering numbers behind our
input to the party. Above all, members no longer need feel isolated. There are many of us, fighting for Labour and Labour solutions on the coast and in the
country.

How to play your part
Every movement is only as good as the people in it. Our ambition is to have supporters across the whole of the UK and you don’t have to live on the coast
or in the country to value the contribution, and support the needs, of communities that do. If you support our aims and ambitions then your contribution and
donations are always welcome. If you would like to know more, to subscribe your CLP, donate or contribute, please contact us at:
www.labourcoastandcountry.org and https://www.facebook.com/LabourCoastCountry/ and follow us @LabourCC.
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Summary
May 2019 will see ‘England’s election’, where district, and some unitary, councils will once again face public judgement.
With an electorate larger than that of London, results in non-metropolitan England will be the next big test of Labour’s advance towards government.
Whatever the voter’s verdict on national issues, many communities have local and day-to-day issues that trouble them, issues that successive Conservativeled governments have ignored or compounded through austerity. All of our work with coastal and rural communities highlight the issues – people seeking
a better deal in work, for their kids’ education, for health services for their older relatives, to name just a few.
Given these issues are much the same as those Labour seeks to address in urban Britain, this should be Labour’s opportunity to take back the initiative from
a weak and divided government and make a case for those living in the towns and districts of England. Whatever the national issues, this offer for the May
local elections needs to be grounded in the experience of those who live in coastal and rural England. That means:


Providing solutions for connectivity, helping people get a decent mobile signal, broadband without buffering with every home offered a fibre
connection, and public transport that connects their town or village with the next, led by investment in bus services:
o





If there has to be a choice in connectivity investment, those communities without public transport should get fibre first.

Giving every community the opportunity to thrive, providing public services that work in and for their town or village, through:
o

Democratic neighbourhood planning delivering the housing that each community needs.

o

A role in guiding decisions about local service provision, from primary care services to neighbourhood policing.

Delivering a fair devolutionary settlement for the towns and villages of England, so they can play a greater part in fulfilling their own destiny, with
any future moves from the two-tier system to be based on district combinations, with strengthened town councils for greater accountability.

It is time to hand power to the many. It is time to place our trust in communities to tackle the problems they face, and trust they are best placed to work out
how to solve them. This means believing that people can shape the places in which they live, and create meaningful and lasting change, and giving them the
tools to do so - to decentralise, look local and reconnect policymaking with people and place, and to build a model of citizenship based on participation and
responsibility.
May 2019 is time for Labour to help unlock the potential of coastal and rural communities across England.
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Taking Back Control
Half a century ago it was inconceivable that England would be the only country in western Europe without representative government. Yet today this is the
case: while successive devolution settlements have conferred legislative powers on Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, England remains under the rule
of the central UK state.
Labour’s attitude to devolution over the last 20 years has been rather inconsistent. Scotland and Wales benefitted from the enthusiasm of the last Labour
government to hand power down to Holyrood and Cardiff Bay, partly on principled grounds and partly, one might argue, because Celtic nationalism was
regarded as inherently progressive and likely to deliver a bedrock of electoral support. The Good Friday Agreement, one of Labour’s great successes,
established a power-sharing government in Northern Ireland and the basis for national reconciliation after the Troubles.
Nevertheless, an enduring suspicion of English autonomy has prevented Labour from engaging seriously with devolution in the largest part of the UK. Since
plans for a north-east regional assembly were shelved following the 2004 referendum defeat the party has almost entirely ignored the question of England’s
constitution.
Following the 2014 victory for the unionist campaign in Scotland, the Conservative-led coalition attempted a quick-fix by implementing a system of ‘English
votes for English laws’ in the UK Parliament. While this represents a minor improvement (MPs can no longer vote on matters that have no bearing on their
constituents) it is seriously insufficient as a means to guarantee representation for a country of over 50 million people.
Alongside this, there is now an emerging devolution settlement for the metropolitan areas of England. The Greater London Authority is a unique entity,
with Mayor of London Sadiq Khan and a Labour-led London Assembly doing sterling work for the capital city. Labour mayors are also making great progress
heading the Greater Manchester, Merseyside and South Yorkshire combined authorities, as well as Bristol and Liverpool city councils. While Tory mayors
and combined authorities run the West of England, Cambridgeshire & Peterborough, Teesside and the West Midlands conurbation, there remains the
geographical majority of England for which the Conservative government apparently has no plans.
The millions of people living in England’s rural and coastal areas are now the most disenfranchised British citizens. They vote for one representative to send
to Westminster, and for one or more local authorities, which have had over 45 per cent of their central government funding cut since 2010. The coalition’s
abolition of the regional development agencies, and the likely withdrawal of the EU structural funds following Brexit, will remove some of the few elements
of geographically coordinated support. There are no coherent strategies for economically- or culturally-defined rural and coastal areas in the same way as
there are for London or Scotland.
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While it is often argued that there is little overt appetite for an English constitutional project, this disguises the great political opportunity for a party that
can speak for England and its many constituent parts. The lack of meaningful representative government in England is both a cause and a consequence of
the widening divide between metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas. A renewed focus on devolution for rural and coastal England would be a steppingstone to solving some of the major challenges facing our society.

Welsh Devolution
Since the creation of a devolved administration in 1998, Wales has become the most progressive and innovative country in the UK. Meanwhile, Labour has
remained the largest party in every Welsh election and the senior partner in every coalition government.
While England has been dragged rightwards over the last eight years under the UK’s successive Conservative-led governments, Wales under Labour has
engaged in some of the most radical policymaking in western Europe. The landmark Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015 provides a framework for
government decisions that considers the long-term effects on people and the planet, in the context of seven well-being goals intended to guide the work of
public bodies in Wales.
Recently the Welsh government has been reviewing the role and functions of the community council tier, the town and parish council equivalent of England
(Independent Review Panel, 2018). That highlights the importance of such a hyper-local tier, the need for universal coverage and strengthened powers for
such councils; as well as proper recognition of their role as equals with other councils of other tiers.
After eight years in which both Conservatives and Liberal Democrats have participated in the UK government, it is clear that neither have a plan to devolve
power to the communities of England, be that locally, regionally or nationally. Only Labour can offer a plan that offers both control and opportunity to these
communities and fairness across England, a fairness that is missing from the current ‘whomever comes forward’ devolution approach. To give the
communities of England a greater say in their futures, Labour should set out a way forward. In doing so we also need to be careful of central edict and of
missing out on opportunities for each and every community to step up.

With that in mind Labour needs to:


Launch a Constitutional Convention to reform the governance of England.

Several figures in the Labour movement, including former Prime Minister Gordon Brown, have called for a Constitutional Convention to resolve the major
discrepancies in how Britain is governed. Labour should make such a Convention a priority for England when in government, leading the way while involving
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other political parties, businesses and civil society in the process. This would reset the constitutional reform agenda and overcome the current Conservative
government’s tendency to transactional, piecemeal and market-led change.
While a wide range of possible solutions should be considered, all should be guided by the need to support and strengthen the lowest tiers of government in
England, set in the context of improving governance across the country and ensuring that the people of coastal and rural England broadly enjoy the same
democratic rights as their urban neighbours. One aspect that should be explored is the need to strengthen the governance of the towns of England; which in
turn requires action from Labour councillors and candidates for every district council election in May.


Labour councillors in rural and coastal England should begin planning for a future of devolution.

While it will be up to the next UK Labour government to kick-start constitutional reform, this cannot succeed without the active involvement of Labour
locally. Labour councillors know their areas better than anyone and should be developing ideas for what they would do with greater autonomy and funding.
This is especially important given the overwhelming metropolitan focus of policymaking, where “rural-proofing” is often an afterthought in the process - if
it happens at all.
Labour councillors, whether or not they currently control a local authority, should begin investigating what their communities would want out of devolution.
By speaking to residents, civil society groups and businesses, they will be able to develop a localised programme that could be enacted with the help of the
next UK Labour government
England’s District Councils are the building block that reflects and responds to the needs and aspirations of their place and community – a role that can be
enhanced with greater powers and new tools for engagement. By empowering them we can give every community the opportunity to thrive, develop public
services that work in and for their community, underpinned by a democratic neighbourhood planning process that brings forward the housing each town or
village needs. And if the clamour for unitary councils requires national government action, we propose any future moves from two-tier to unitary authorities
should be based on combinations of districts, and strengthened town councils, rather than the creation of distant unitary counties.
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Serving the People
England’s hugely varied local landscape, reflecting its geographical and economic variety, is part of the argument for politics and innovation being local. So
while the issues that face costal and rural communities are often similar to urban areas, there is a different scale and density, and there are different methods
of resolution. That’s why, together, we must unleash the creativity and enterprising spirit of Labour councillors and activists.
A strengthened local governance, driven by Labour values, would help address the challenge of the Local Government Innovation Taskforce – how to build
trust, reduce alienation and reduce the disconnect with decisions made far away, where local power would support self-reliance, co-production and better
outcomes for the many. It could allow a more robust approach to a new devolution settlement, one that could encourage more strategic and in some cases
permanent collaboration.

Shaping Your Community
At the heart of place is where we call home. Yet current government policy is failing to deliver the quality affordable and social housing that coastal and
rural communities need. It is a concern we have heard in conversations across the country, and was most recently highlighted in a Labour: COAST &
COUNTRY engagement with the Pershore branch of West Worcester CLP.
There is a widespread recognition that mass developments are often just dumped on a community - with little regard to integration with the existing place,
providing the necessary facilities that make a community, or the local public services needed to support a larger village. The introduction of neighbourhood
planning in England offered the opportunity to address these issues by giving local people the chance to have a real and meaningful say on how their place
will develop. Many have grasped the opportunity and, according to the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, as of March 2017 more
than 1,900 communities, have engaged in neighbourhood planning.
Yet even this community-led engagement can often be over-run by targets imposed centrally from Westminster. With a change of government, it doesn’t
have to be this like this. In power, Labour can avoid a top-down approach that is insensitive to communities’ interests. As the recent Labour Country report
(The Fabian Society, 2018) proposes, a renaissance of democracy at parish level could smooth the path to better development – given that communities are
better placed than the market to determine the design, quality, quantity and affordability of housing in their areas.
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People, Planning and Place
To achieve a renaissance in democracy, Labour must ensure all town and parish councils have the resources needed to support neighbourhood planning. In
the process, Labour would demonstrate that it values and respects the views people have about their place.
We should also enhance the neighbourhood planning process so that people have - and have to have - a say on the challenges that the country needs every
place to address, from energy supply to flood adaptation. We propose that this enhanced neighbourhood planning should be supported by the relevant district
or unitary authority, rather than creating an additional layer of planners. These enhanced responsibilities could also build on the widening local rollout of
district and town based community budgeting, engaging people and communities in how resources should be best used for their community.
In this spirit, and as recommended by Labour’s Social Housing Green Paper, we should collectively do more to raise awareness and help scale up the delivery
of community-led housing. Across England, Labour councils are already providing in-kind support, funding and advice to community land trusts and
community self-build projects. Where it is necessary and local need is clear, district and town councils should consider buying small, disused plots of land to
build affordable or social housing – supporting small-scale developments built by small and medium-sized builders.
With the right powers and resources, and using methods such as neighbourhood planning and local community budgeting, Labour could offer a route to reengage many of those considering voting against the status quo.

Involving, Engaging, and Serving the People
Since 2010 the Government has chronically underinvested in coastal and rural communities. This has led to the closure of over 400 libraries and more than
600 youth centres alongside pubs, schools and post offices. From parish to Parliament, we should be seeking to support the institutions that tie communities
together. The impact on opportunity and social mobility of reduced public service provision outside urban areas should never be underestimated.
To address that, it’s time for local district and town councils to be empowered to make or steer decisions made on the whole array of local public services,
from education to health and social care – and to be given greater control over the nature of local policing and transport services. That should, for example,
include a formal role for district and town councils in the work of the Clinical Commissioning Groups that determine how and what primary health care
provision is made to serve their communities. Equally importantly, they should have more influence over the availability of primary school places in their
communities.
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If public services are to truly serve the people, by being reflective and responsive to their needs and aspirations, community co-design is an important
component. As the Powerful People, Powerful Places (The Fabian Society, 2017) report set out, there are a number of potential local policy engagement
mechanisms:


Community reference groups.



Community procurement processes.




Champion programmes.



Online consultations.



Face-to-face workshops.



Village-by-village notice boards and street stalls.

Public meetings.

Labour: COAST & COUNTRY’s experience across England, and that of many Labour councillors, suggests that people get involved and take the challenges
facing their community seriously when given the opportunity. Each of these approaches has a role in ensuring services in towns and districts are able to
contribute, giving power to the people in practice.

A Coast and Country Strategy
At the next General Election, Labour should bring forward a Coast and Country Strategy for England and its towns.
This Strategy should seek to build on Labour’s 2017 Manifesto pledge to resource and support every region of Britain to deliver prosperity – including the
introduction of a robust rural-proofing process for all laws, policies and programmes. It must recognise the importance of non-urban areas in rebuilding a
successful future for the country. As acknowledged in the 2017 General Election Manifesto rural councils deliver public services differently, and this needs
to be reflected in future funding allocation mechanisms.
To give power to the people, the Strategy should include a commitment to devolving new powers to district and town councils within two years of Labour
coming to power nationally, most notably in relation to planning, the local high street, the availability of primary care and primary education, and access, be
that public transport delivery or digital connectivity - to re-engage communities in the local economic and public services decisions that affect them.
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No Town is an Island
Get devolution in England right and communities across the country will address their challenges, making the most of their situation, their opportunities
and their local assets - not least through neighbourhood planning, housing that meets local needs and services that work for them.
Yet, as Brexit has reminded us, no community is an island.
In today’s world we are connected as much by virtual means as by physical ones, with both offering ways to connect to friends and family, to work and
opportunities for the future, to leisure activities and experiences. To contribute, and make the most of the opportunities available in today’s England means
being connected, physically by street, road, and rail, virtually by mobile signal (3G or 4G) and broadband (by wire or fibre).
While we await the autonomous vehicle revolution, for people in coastal and rural areas the car is the essential item that helps people connect in person. This
is even more the case with intermittent mobile signal in many places, broadband that can be limited (less than 2Mbps for a fifth of the rural population)
(Carnegie UK, 2012) and no public service transport worth the name for vast swathes of the country. While not necessarily cheap (or good for the local
environment) those cars do at least give people the ability to get to work, or study; to go out, to get the shopping, to see friends and family; all of which is
often further afield than in urban areas.
Under 18, or retired and perhaps a little frail, or having never learned to drive and now unable to find a lift – all of these people are left with limited
opportunities to connect, to access and benefit from services and markets. While that deprives them of opportunity and stimulation it can also add to the cost
of delivering public services, as more needs to be done to get to people, or get them to services they need.
The decline of the rural post office, the retreat of bank branches and other services that underpin daily living make the issues of connectivity and access worse
for a growing number of coastal and rural communities. How can we exhort people to work, play their part in the local economy, to be a good citizen, when
our approach to connectivity and access is so partial and incomplete?
While physical connectivity is challenging without a car, or scarce bus and public transport services, some are finding solace and connection through the
virtual world, with social media offering opportunities to connect, to shop, to engage friends and family. Indeed, this is becoming the connectivity method of
choice for younger people who have only ever known the world as digitally interlinked.
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Connectivity in County Cork
The Ludgate Hub, is a shared workspace – it offers digital connectivity of 1GB to those who use it, be that for work, video conferencing, education or leisure
activities. Yet contrary to first impressions this is not a workspace on Ludgate Hill in the City of London, nor Ludgate Street, Manchester, or Ludgate Hill,
Birmingham. Snow Hill, it is an office space in the small town of Skibbereen, County Cork, in the Republic of Ireland.
While Skibbereen is a small town of less than 3,000 people it still manages digital connectivity at speeds of 1,000 Mbps, when more than a third of rural
England is struggling to achieve 10 Mbps. It is fortunate to be the home of Ireland’s first digital champion, David Puttnam, an advocate of digital connectivity.
As he has said: “It is important to level the playing field, just because you’re from somewhere like west Cork should not mean that you are driven overseas
to find work ... that seems to me wrong.”
Ludgate Hill is home to Ireland’s 1 Gig Society, with digital connectivity that allows people to live, work and thrive in their rural area as some might expect
to the service sector hubs of the UK’s major cities. In fact, these speeds of connectivity mean people no long need to head to the city for work.

Labour’s offer to the many who live in communities on the coast and of the country must be to connect them, and to connect them first. High-speed broadband
would help these communities to thrive, while decent bus services supports opportunities to connect to opportunities for education, skills and training, for
leisure, for friends and family. Supporting our towns and districts also means there are fewer pressures on our cities, encourages greater economic activity
in each and every place as well as managing demand for long-distance travel, reducing the stresses of commuting and congestion.
While regional transport authorities will be better placed to oversee a renaissance in local bus services for the public good, national government can set the
framework for broadband roll out. In addition to recent announcements, Labour should pledge a fibre connection for every home.
A Labour government should incentivise this fibre roll out to make up for a lack of public transport connectivity across our towns and districts, through a
formula for government support that is the inverse of public transport connectivity. Under this formula, coastal and rural areas with poor public transport
connectivity would be prioritised for fibre roll out, ensuring that every area enjoys a good level of at least one form of connectivity.
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Towns of England, your time has come:

A Manifesto for 2019
May 2019 will see the ‘England’s election’, with district council elections across the country
and none elsewhere in the UK.
Labour needs to take this opportunity to respond to England’s communities, of coast and country,
who for far too long have been let down by Conservative-led governments.
The people of coastal and rural Britain want to take back control so their day-to-day concerns
are addressed in ways that suit them and their community.
This Manifesto is our prompt to show that Labour ‘gets it’ and can answer
the fundamental doorstep question:

“What will Labour do to make my life and community better?”
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