
A London Councils Member briefing

CSR 2020: London Councils’ 
Representation to Government

Introduction

September 2020

The Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR) comes at a pivotal moment for the future of the 
country as it seeks to rebuild the economy and emerge stronger and more resilient from the 
global pandemic. It also comes at a time of huge financial risk for local government and 
its communities. Government is committed to “levelling up” inequalities of productivity, 
opportunity, wealth and income across the country: but those inequalities are as stark 
within regions as between them, between people as much as places. London Boroughs are 
determined to play their part in driving the social and economic recovery our country needs, 
but to do so they need both financial support and greater freedom to manoeuvre.

Key Messages

1. The scale of the financial challenge facing London local government is unprecedented. 
Boroughs need immediate funding to close the £1.4 billion gap caused by the pandemic; 
certainty over funding for next year; above-inflation increases over the three-year CSR 
period; and, in the longer-term, the finance system must be reformed to give councils a 
broader range of revenue raising powers.

2. Over the CSR period, investment in London’s green economy, housing, skills and 
infrastructure are needed to kick start the economic recovery of the country.

3. London’s social recovery from the pandemic can only happen if the acute service pressures 
in adult and children’s social care, public health, homelessness, and wider children’s 
services are addressed through sustained funding increases at the CSR.

The remainder of this briefing summarises the three main sections of the written 
representation, before a concluding commentary. 

Ahead of the Comprehensive Spending Review, due in the autumn, London Councils 
has submitted a detailed representation to government setting out the case for 
investing in London local government and highlighting the distinctive pressures 
on local government services in the capital considering the continuing Covid-19 
pandemic. This briefing summarises the main proposals from the representation. 



Funding Local Government 
Local government has been at the forefront of the response to Covid-19, demonstrating 
its vital role in the social and economic fabric of communities across the country; but the 
pandemic is putting councils’ immediate and long-term financial resilience to the test. The 
submission urges Government to put councils on a sustainable financial footing by:

Securing the immediate financial position by:
•	 fully compensating councils for the financial impact of the pandemic to date, 

including support for lost Council Tax and Business Rates. In London – even without a 
substantial second wave of the virus or local lockdowns, this will require an additional 
£1.4 billion; without certainty around this funding councils will have to make short 
term emergency spending cuts which will undermine longer-term recovery.

Creating as much certainty as possible for the coming three years by: 
•	 urgently announcing 2021/22 funding, grants and council tax principles; 
•	 ensuring councils are adequately resourced to fulfil their new and existing roles and 

in managing the on-going pandemic and associated social distancing in future years;
•	 helping London Boroughs close their £2 billion budget gap through annual above-

inflation increases that also take account of underlying demand pressures in key 
services, including Adult and Children’s Social Care (£430 million), Public Health 
(£130 million), Homelessness (£200 million), High Needs education funding (£100-
200 million) and supporting people with No Recourse to Public Funds (£50 million).

Ensuring long term financial sustainability by:
•	 engaging local government in debate to resolve key issues including service 

devolution, social care, business rates reform and new funding sources. We should 
aim to build a new settlement to underpin the long-term funding of local government, 
including new sources of revenue and greater fiscal devolution.

Driving economic recovery
The immediate focus for the government at the CSR must be to deliver the national economic 
recovery from the consequences of the pandemic. This cannot happen without a strong 
recovery in London which, before the crisis, contributed 28 per cent of UK GVA, and a fiscal 
surplus of £39 billion. The submission sets out an investment case for a combination of direct 
funding, access to project finance and greater operational flexibility to enable London to play 
its part. It calls on the government to:  

•	 Take immediate steps to shore up London’s economy:
o Supporting businesses with targetted measures.

	 Extending the business rates holiday for retail, leisure and hospitality 
businesses, due to end in March 2021.

	 Continued targeted support via the Coronavirus Job Retention 
Scheme specifically for hospitality, leisure, and creative businesses, 
as well as certain types of retail. We support these sectors’ calls for a 
focused tapering of the removal of the furlough scheme.

	 Supporting customer return through reinstating the successful Eat 
Out to Help Out scheme at some point in the future. The hospitality 
sector has suggested that such a stimulus in January, typically a 
quiet month, would be a very effective way of supporting businesses.

o Allocating UKSPF and allowing devolved areas collectively to determine how 
best to spend it. 
	 This involves not just using Gross Value Added (GVA) for allocation 

and using a fair measure of need.
	 London needs to receive at least as much as it currently does from 

the European Social Fund. 
o Extending the ‘Reopening High Streets Safely Fund’ to enable enhanced 
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public realm management for councils, police, security staff, marshals and 
trading standards.

•	 Equip boroughs to drive the green recovery by:
o Investing £350 million immediately to support the £950 million already 

committed by boroughs to 375 retrofitting projects in 2020/21 that will 
create more than 2,000 skilled green jobs. There will also be specific asks for:
	 developing a more clearly defined local government role in 

supporting local low carbon economic development, through 
alignment of policy, funding and support;

	 ensuring that London receives £100 million from the £640 million 
Nature for Climate fund and £25 million Nature Recovery Network 
funding to support the improvement of London’s green spaces and 
the green belt. This represents a fair and proportionate share of the 
available national funding.

o Building on this for the future through a £1 billion multi-year programme, a 
targeted PWLB rate and new financing mechanisms to retrofit all buildings 
– homes, commercial and industrial. This will help meet climate change 
commitments and future proof London’s built environment. 

o Creating a national £1.5 billion Clean Air Fund to enable cities to implement 
Clean Air Zones. This will enable cities to tackle emissions, including through 
vehicle scrappage and retrofit schemes, in the context of the national 
commitment to compliance with WHO standards on PM2.5 from 2022. 

•	 Boost housing delivery in London by allowing councils:
o Local flexibility to increase rents by up to CPI + 1 per cent, or more where they 

can demonstrate a positive correlation between additional house building 
and housing benefit reductions.

o Complete flexibility over the use of Right to Buy receipts. 
o Access to funding for whole-building, holistic fire safety costs resulting from 

the systemic failings in building and fire safety regulation. 

•	 Support longer term job creation and productivity by: 
o Devolving skills and employment, as set out in the Skills for Londoners Call for 

Action. This also involves taking a local first approach to the Government’s 
Plan for Jobs, and looking to support for unemployed Londoners for example 
through expansion of the Work and Health Programme. 

o Devolving the Apprenticeship levy and setting up a London Apprenticeship 
Service. This involves incentivising employers to take this up and adjusting 
various preforms of process such as allowing it to be used for pre-
employment training and allowing pooling, joint purchasing and transferred 
apprenticeships. 

•	 Investing in London’s strategic infrastructure and roads by: 
o Funding the National Infrastructure Assessment, which would go a long way 

to promoting an increase in public transport and getting London back to 
work.

o Devolving VED to help fund much-needed investment in London’s highways.

Supporting social recovery
There is no getting away from the scale of the challenge posed by the social impact of Covid-19. 
By 3 September, more than 40,000 people in London had contracted the disease and 8 of the 
10 local authorities in England with the highest rates of excess deaths were in London. There 

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/call_for_action_final_13.09.19_.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/call_for_action_final_13.09.19_.pdf


is much that government can do to support us to rebuild our communities and local services, 
including:

•	 Supporting health and social care by:
o Urgently providing a long-term sustainable plan for the funding of social 

care now, rather than by a deadline at the end of this parliament. 
o Providing funding to alleviate both the additional Covid-19 costs and the 

underlying £130 million shortfall from demographic pressures
o Investing an additional £130 million in Public Health Grant – restoring it 

to 2015/16 levels in real terms - and targeting it where it is most needed. 
o Providing medium-term funding allocations in adult social care and public 

health that mirror increases in the NHS budget.
o Delivering further health and care devolution in London over the CSR 

period, building on the unprecedented collaborative working seen during 
the pandemic. 

•	 Investing in children’s services, including:
o £300 million to meet the annual shortfall in children’s social care.
o Increased rates of Home Office grant for UASC and former UASC Care Leavers.
o Sufficient High Needs funding for authorities with deficits to deliver realistic 

recovery plans. In particular this focuses on issues caused by SEND funding 
shortfalls and the problem this then causes to the viability of the Dedicated 
Schools Grant. 

o Further support for schools to stay open safely, and a commitment not to 
reduce funding where school rolls fall temporarily as a result of Covid-19.

•	 Tackling London’s Homelessness crisis by:
o Providing immediate funding to address the in-year funding gap of £30 

million caused by Covid-19.
o Delivering long-term funding settlements to help end street homelessness. 
o Enabling boroughs to provide sufficient homes at social rent levels to prevent 

homelessness by:
	 pegging all Local Housing Allowance rates to the 30th percentile or 

market rents for future years and abolishes the caps on maximum LHA;
	 increasing Local Housing Allowance rates for Temporary 

Accommodation to the 30th percentile where that is higher than the 
90 per cent of the January 2011 rate.

	moving to multi-year funding agreement for Discretionary Housing 
Payments that allows the rollover of unspent funding and redesign of 
the allocation methodology to account for both demand and need.

•	 Supporting some of London’s most vulnerable people by:
o Suspending the NRPF condition for at least 12 months to enable households 

with No Recourse to Public Funds to access a wider range of benefits during 
the pandemic.

o Providing direct funding for people with NRPF after the pandemic – on which 
boroughs spend around £50 million per annum.

Commentary 
The outlook for local government finance was already challenging before Covid-19. The 
enormous budgetary pressures the pandemic has introduced is now testing the financial 
resilience of the sector and will continue to do so for the next few years without significant 
investment at the forthcoming CSR. 



Links:
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This member briefing has been circulated to: 
Portfolio holders and those members who requested policy briefings in the following 
categories: Local Government Finance
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London Councils’ representation to government primarily focuses on the need to address the 
immediate financial challenges caused by the pandemic, and for certainty over funding for 
2021/22. It also makes the case for sustained increases to local government funding over 
the three year CSR period, in particular to address the shortfalls Adult and Children’s Social 
Care (£430 million), Public Health (£130 million), Homelessness (£200 million), High Needs 
education funding (£100-200 million) and supporting people with No Recourse to Public 
Funds (£50 million) that have grown following a decade in which resources were cut by over a 
quarter while London’s population grew by almost a million people. 

More fundamentally, it sets out the case for longer term reform urging the government to 
seize the opportunity presented by the confluence of the CSR, the Devolution and Recovery 
White Paper, and wider reforms to adult social care and local government finance to put local 
government on a sustainable long-term path, including greater access to a broader range of 
revenue raising powers.

The submission calls for local authorities to be placed front and centre in the economic and social 
recovery that the nation requires. Local authorities are rooted in place and have demonstrated 
a proven ability to respond quickly and effectively to emerging need. They must be given 
greater flexibilities and levers to build on the positive outcomes resulting from the pandemic: 
strengthening community participation; supporting cross-borough collaboration; and leading 
service reform and innovation, in particular to focus on cost effective prevention activities to 
help secure better and more cost-effective outcomes for Londoners. 

With the rapid escalation in cases across the country and the growing necessity for more 
restrictions to be re-introduced, the need for clarity and stability from this CSR is more pressing 
than ever. However, the recent cancellation of the Budget, previously planned for the autumn, is 
an indication of the scale of the economic uncertainty facing the country. As the government’s 
economic room for manouevre continues to narrow, it is possible that the three-year review 
may be downgraded to a one-year Spending Round. Were this to be the case, the most urgent 
priorities – covering the costs of managing the pandemic and establishing certainty of adequate 
funding in 2021/22 as soon as possible, will remain essential.

London Councils will undertake lobbying in the lead up to the CSR and will brief members on 
the major announcements impacting on London local government following the CSR. 

Author: Ewan Boyd, NGDP Policy Officer, Finance & Improvement  (T: 020 7934 9546)
Click here to send a comment or query to the author
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