
Introduction
Smart Places:

Follow us @Socitm ‘Socitm’

www.socitm.net/insight

Guide

01

Changing the Nature of Local Government



2 Smart places: Changing the Nature of Local Government

www.socitm.net/insight

Contents

The Unprecedented Pressure 3

A Smart Places Opportunity 4

Beyond Smart Cities 5

The Case for Smart Places 7

The digital Citizen 10

Socitm Recommendations 14

References 16



Smart places: Changing the Nature of Local Government 3

www.socitm.net/insight

The Unprecedented Pressure

 
Local government is facing a level of change unprecedented since it began to take its present 
shape over 100 years ago (The Local Government Act, 1888):

• Austerity and budget cuts have reduced budgets by up to 60% in some councils — more 
than any other part of the public sector. 

• Growing demands from an ageing population, the impact of immigration on communities, 
and taking on responsibilities from central government and the NHS, such as public health.  

• Devolution and new powers are creating new opportunities for integration across public 
service boundaries at a local level, reflecting local needs and population profiles. 

• Changing expectations for services to be more joined-up, customer friendly and 
accessible, ‘always on’ and responsive to individual needs and preferences. 

• Changing democracy means more people having a voice, being informed and having a real 
influence over local and national policy (eg recent referendums). 

• Digital carries the potential to fundamentally change how services are designed and 
delivered, in partnerships and in shared service arrangements, with the user in control. 

Rather than buckling under this immense challenge, local government is being reborn by taking 
advantage of the opportunity to do things differently, to do different things and, in particular, 
to harness the potential of technology to transform. As we advocated in our August Insight 
briefing, Changing the Game, now is the time to ‘get serious about technology-informed redesign 
that will flow through to innovations in technology enabled delivery.’ 1

https://www.socitm.net/publications/briefing-92-changing-the-game-the-systemic-failure-of-transformation


4 Smart places: Changing the Nature of Local Government

www.socitm.net/insight

A Smart Places Opportunity

 
The opportunity is much more than making government transactions seamless and simple. 
It is more than simply becoming a digital council, with a digitally equipped workforce, self-
service and automated transactions; it’s more than redesigning access across traditional service 
boundaries to reflect the needs and preferences of service users. And it’s more than simply 
exploiting emerging technologies such as the Internet of Things (IoT) to do existing things faster, 
better and cheaper.

It is about creating regional smart places ecosystems as the basis for thriving digital services 
from public and private sectors, where digital businesses and digital citizens can all benefit and 
prosper. Central to this is exploiting data as an asset, applying digital-based algorithmic and 
statistical methods, for Big Data predictive analytics.
 

“The city is our lab!”
In Leeds, the Urban Sustainable Development Lab is tackling complex social 
issues by collaborating with citizens to co-produce solutions using cutting-
edge technology. So far, their focus has been on the themes of social isolation, 
community safety and public transport. 

“Any city can run a Sustainable Development Innovation Lab,” they state. “Our 
innovation pathway will get you from problem statement to prototype in 6 months. 
Each cycle results in outcomes that are accessible, affordable and ready to scale.”2

Smart places designed in this holistic fashion, using open, public data to the full, can increase 
the equality of opportunity for everyone, and help to manage scarce resources and public 
assets better. Smart places offer the prospects of enhanced quality of life and wellbeing in the 
community, protecting vulnerable people, the environment, and stimulating the local economy. 
All of this has significant national benefits as well, in terms of the wider UK economy and the 
pressure on stretched national public services. It also helps to sustain communities that need 
support, and encourages greater mobility of people and ease of travel, potentially reducing 
some of the strain on the South East in favour of other regions.

It requires an understanding of the connections that exist between topics, such as in health, 
education, transport and job creation – for the economy, for modern digital public services, 
and for sustainable and successful communities – and taking advantage of these in an area, 
designed for that area.

Local government has a central role to play in creating the environment for smart places to 
develop and thrive, and this needs to be recognised in national policy and planning, especially in 
government digital strategies, projects and investments. 

http://sustainabledevelopmentlab.com/
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Beyond Smart Cities

 
The Smart City

The concept of smart cities is not new. The term was created by IBM over a decade ago, and 
drew together the opportunities presented by new technologies in a city region, typically around 
a digitally-rich city infrastructure. The components typically include broadband, ubiquitous Wi-Fi, 
traffic management systems, city-based apps, smart cards and a range of online, always-on city 
services, designed to work together where possible.

With the global growth in urban populations (50% of the world’s population now live in cities), 
a smart city model can create direct and measurable economic value, and can also help to 
address environmental, health, energy, planning, safety, education, waste management and 
other challenges that inevitably face a busy and densely populated metropolis.

Indeed, just like a modern home, modern cities increasingly depend on an integrated, 
interoperable digital infrastructure in order to function, and to deal with the demands that a 
growing population makes on increasingly scarce resources, infrastructure and public services. 

The City Myth

The Office for National Statistics tells us that 80% of the UK population live in cities.3 However, 
this is misleading, since nearly 60% actually live in towns and in rural areas. The ONS refers to 
urban populations, not cities as we know them, and certainly not the large cities that are most 
likely to attract smart city investment: less than 25% of the UK population live in major UK cities.

The original concept of smart cities has proved to be too narrow. While the focus has been 
on the largest urban environments – which are often already digitally advanced – the urban 
hinterland, small cities, towns and rural areas have been neglected in the digital revolution. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/articles/townsandcitiesanalysisenglandandwalesmarch2016/2016-03-18
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The agenda has moved beyond cities in isolation, and is now more about their place in a 
wider region. Many people choose to live and work in smaller cities and towns, or in rural 
communities – or have no choice. Often small businesses benefit from locating in less 
congested surroundings, integrating themselves into smaller local communities that offer easier 
and lower cost home-work travel, better parking, and a more stable workforce. 

The focus placed by big technology companies and governments on prosperous city regions 
over the last 15 years has been understandable, if only for commercial and economic reasons, 
but as a result many other areas have been left behind with poor mobile, broadband and Wi-Fi 
connectivity and often lack the smart applications that have been designed exclusively for urban 
areas.
 

Social versus Business Capital
 
Densely populated cities present a commercial opportunity, but arguably there has been too 
great a focus on a return on business capital and not enough on social capital benefits, such 
as education, regional sustainability, national and local resilience, privacy, safety, security, and 
improved quality of life for everyone. 

Less than 3% of the UK’s landmass is built-up environment. More than 97% is the bits in 
between our cities, which we all use often. Every day, 11 million commuters journey into a 
city for work, crossing local authority areas. 3 million of us now spend more than 2 hours 
commuting each day, and nearly 1 million people travel for over 3 hours in home-work travel. 
And over the last decade commuting time has increased, not reduced – despite the growth in 
home, mobile and flexible working.

High levels of commuting are symptomatic of a pre-digital age and an outdated style of working: 
work in the digital age is something you do, not somewhere you go. This could be your car, your 
home, a client office, or indeed pretty much anywhere. Smaller communities depend on a digital 
infrastructure – on being a smart place – just to survive.

Many commuter towns and villages have become almost abandoned during the daytime. Part 
of the blame must lay with the lack of digital infrastructure in these areas that would allow more 
home working or retirement, providing customers to keep local shops and amenities alive.

A smart places policy and practice agenda can help to reduce this lost productivity and 
community impact, as well as the negative social impact. Home and flexible working are part of 
this, and the areas outside our cities as much as the cities themselves now need to make the 
case for digital investment. That means a population equipped with the digital skills and access 
to digital content for it to work well. And cities too would benefit from a wider digital maturity 
on their boundaries.

Environment

Whether it is climate change, waste management, air quality, water supply, fracking or flooding, 
the environment in which cities function is not contained by city boundaries. These are 
complex issues which require smart solutions that extend across geographies and the diverse 
environments that make up the UK. Solutions need to be designed for regional application, with 
an understanding of the centres of population, national parks, geography, regional industry and 
movement of people.
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The Case for Smart Places

 
Cities and Communities
There needs to be a shift in thinking from smart cities to smart communities, embracing rural 
and cityscapes together in a single vision. 

People live, work, use services, and pass their leisure time in a complex web of local, regional 
and national places. They may be a city dweller for part of this, but only for part. The concept of 
smart places can link these different services and locations together, if policy and planning are 
joined up, bringing a range of benefits:

 
1. Travel and mobility within and between urban areas and across the UK
2. Environmental management, protection and access
3. Business growth and investment, stimulating a digital economy
4. Education, skills, digital apprenticeships and jobs for everyone, anywhere
5. Democracy rebirth, changing how politicians and public services engage with 

citizens
6. Social and community, improving resilience, safety, health and wellbeing
7. Digital local infrastructure and technology for businesses, public services and 

individuals 

Each of these topics will be covered in a set of future reports in this series.

Local Government is Unique in Helping Shape Smart Places 
Local government is arguably in a unique position to exploit the opportunity and so help to 
shape a digital UK:

• It has a democratic mandate.  

• It has increasing powers and influence to stimulate the local economy. 

• It is becoming the locus for integrated public services such as health and social care.  

• It is successfully championing open data, open systems and information sharing. 

• It has proved itself capable of successful organisational and digital change. 

• It is close to communities and local issues that matter to citizens, making it easier to see the 
opportunities for bottom-up initiatives, rather than imposing top-down programs.4

What is lacking is joined up policy and planning for digital regions led by local government. This 
is more than broadband coverage, smart cities and digital government. It doesn’t mean that 
councils have to do it all, but they need to create a compelling vision beyond smart cities and 
ensure improved consistency in digital connectivity and access. Policies need to be both national 
and local, notably across BEIS, DCMS, DCLG, NHS, local government, and the multiplicity of 
governmental and non-governmental agencies operating in any one place.

https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/smart-cities/5/steps/121636
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Local government has traditionally had a place-shaping role, helping to protect and enhance 
the strengths and positive characteristics of an area whilst reducing the impact of challenges, 
whether economic or social. It achieves this through collaborative leadership – partnering 
with neighbouring councils, agencies, national government, housing associations, charities, 
schools, planning authorities, national parks, universities, other public services in the area, and 
businesses. No other sector has the same possibilities for developing a smart region that builds 
on this tradition using technological opportunity.

 

Devolution Adds Further Weight
Devolution is also driving the need for smart places. With growing responsibility now in local 
government to join up local public services and take more direct control of public service 
delivery, a smart place strategy can differentiate and shape an area to reflect the needs of 
a local population. Differences of demography, political priority, economic strength and 
nature, existing technology businesses, and even geography can influence how a local digital 
infrastructure could be developed.

Devolution gives a green light for local public services to collaborate across all traditional silos – 
police, fire, health, local and central government, community services, education establishments 
and the third sector. That collaboration is about sharing and integrating services, assets and 
resources for the benefit of citizens, wherever they live and work.

 

The Digital Economy

The Digital Economy Bill, introduced in March 2016, creates the right for every household to 
access high speed broadband through a new Universal Broadband Service Obligation.5 The aim 
is to make the UK a digital economy world leader: ‘a place where technology transforms the 
economy, society and government’. This bold ambition demands a radical change, well beyond 
the previous focus on smart cities, focusing on whole communities and the places in which they 
exist.

Beyond the Economy
Take for example planning and building regulation. By the late 1990s the internet was 
anticipated to become a public utility, and the importance of broadband was known. Yet 
building regulations continue today to concentrate on the essential utilities of the Victorian 
age (gas, water, mains drainage, electricity). Smart buildings, energy efficient and able to take 
advantage of the digital age, tend to still be achieved by retrofitted technology rather than by 
design. Either we should build where broadband exists, or prioritise mobile and broadband 
coverage for all new buildings. Building regulations should ensure all new houses are designed 
for IT communications and Wi-Fi, with smart energy management, security and building 
management.

The same type of thinking needs to apply to integrated transport beyond city regions, for 
freight, business and leisure, for all social care, health provision, waste management – in fact, 
for the whole range of services that local government can influence or provide.
 

http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2016-17/digitaleconomy/documents.html
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Digital Business Anywhere
Digital businesses in the UK are among the most innovative in the world, and can compete with 
big international companies. By their nature, they tend to collaborate together and can often 
offer flexible employment with lower commuting overheads.
 
They don’t need to be based in city areas, but can choose locations where internet access, 
parking, rent, potential employees and suitable business facilities are lowest cost, creating new 
jobs and wealth outside of big cities.

City areas today are likely to offer easy access to free Wi-Fi, internet cafes, superfast broadband 
and strong mobile coverage. But outside cities, a common lack of internet access can be a 
serious problem, since many people who work in cities live outside them. They need the same 
access to digital services at home or on the move that they get at work – for example, for 
shopping, children’s homework, completing tax returns, sending emails, and being part of social 
media networks to keep in touch with family and friends.

 An even more compelling argument for 
local government taking a lead lies in the 
interconnection between public service 
pressures and wider business and community 
activity. Some of these connections are 
easy to see, such as the benefit of a digitally 
equipped population able to use digital 
public services and play a part in the digital 
economy. Some are subtler, such as the 
impact of improving digital access and so 
increasing equality of education, opportunities 
and jobs, which in turn reduces public service 
demands.

Smart places attract inward investment, often 
from small digital start-up companies that 
create jobs quickly, expand the economy and 
have a low environmental impact.

Smart Places

Digital
economy

Digital
inclusion

Digital
public services
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The UK Advantage

The UK economy has the highest proportion of gross domestic product (GDP) from its digital 
economy of all EU countries, with a value approaching £200 billion. The UK also has the highest 
percentage of internet users of any G7 economy, despite the fact that 5.8m UK citizens have still 
never used the internet and more than 12m are estimated to lack even basic digital skills.
 
A digital citizen is someone who is able to play a full part in society and the digital economy – 
who uses the internet regularly, and has the equipment and skills to keep pace with technology 
changes. A digital citizen will use the internet for shopping, social interaction, travel planning, 
government transactions and in the pursuit of hobbies and interests. They are likely to have a 
smartphone or at least a computer linked to the internet at home. Importantly, they know how 
to exploit the benefits of the internet and to avoid its pitfalls and risks. Oxford Internet Surveys 
conducted a 2013 study into the behaviours of different internet users, which confirms and 
elaborates on this divide.6 

Many aspects of modern life are now wholly and only on the internet – government 
transactions, information resources, internet shopping, booking systems – and this is increasing. 
Just in terms of e-commerce, the average UK family saves over £600 per annum from shopping 
online, and these figures don’t take account of many other benefits, such as time saved, 
increased choice, lower cost of services and higher employability. 

Digital Blockers
 
A digital citizen may not be fully comfortable with modern IT, but will be willing and able to use 
it when necessary.
 

The Digital Citizen

 

Digital natives, by contrast, are the younger 
generation that has grown up with mobile 
phones and the internet and tends to find 
modern technology intuitive, making the 
greatest use of social media, blogs, and a 
wide range of smartphone and web tools. But 
digital natives are still the minority and they 
are not the backbone of the digital economy. 
 

Rafael Monterde, general manager of 
Valencia City Council, demonstrates 
how power is being given ‘back to 
the people’ through Valencia’s urban 
planning app – designed around 
citizen’s needs, not around legacy 
systems, staff and the organisation.7 

STOPSTOP

Digital Barrier

• Lack of digital skills
• Unaffordable IT
• Poor mobile coverage
• Poorly designed web services
• No superfast broadband
• Fear of IT, the internet and its risks

To be a digital citizen, you just need to be able to take advantage of the internet and its 
resources – having the skills, the tools, and the access. If you have no broadband or a poor 
connection, can’t afford a home PC or smartphone, or experience poor mobile phone signal, it’s 
hard to be a digital citizen.
 

http://oxis.oii.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/43/2014/11/OxIS-2013.pdf
http://www.majorcities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Report-of-the-MCE-Conference.pdf
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Non-digital citizens may also not be confident in using the web, or they may have fears of loss of 
privacy, identity theft, fraud or stumbling across the less savoury parts of the internet. Their lack 
of digital access exacerbates any existing problems of social and economic isolation.
 
Poor internet access also encourages movement of younger people in particular into cities, 
unnecessarily denuding rural and smaller urban communities of workforce resources, 
increasing the costs of living in those areas and the congestion on the roads.
Businesses suffer too, since workers cannot work flexibly at home and often those living in 
areas with limited internet access do not readily acquire and maintain the basic digital skills 
needed in the workplace. In fact, according to a recent parliamentary report, 93% of companies 
say that a digital skills gap is affecting operations and recruitment, costing the UK an estimated 
£63 billion a year in lost additional GDP.8 In London 27% of all job growth comes from the digital 
sector, but the rest of the UK is not faring as well.

The Role of Local Government

Socially and economically, the arguments are compelling for local government and local 
politicians to lead in seeking to create a digital region across the place they serve. This must 
address the barriers to digital access, skills, awareness, affordability and value delivered, which 
exist for individuals and for communities. Local authorities are often left with the residual cost 
from a digital divide between people and the places in which they live and work: 

• Those without digital access and skills are often more demanding on public services. 

• It is costlier to deliver services to those without digital access or skills. 

• Lack of good internet access disadvantages communities, businesses and government. 

• Costs of digital access workarounds are higher for the communities that can least afford it. 

• Digital exclusion exacerbates feelings of inequality, isolation and loneliness, which are 
known to be significant factors in crime, health and social issues. 

• Poor digital skills throttle economic growth and social wellbeing.
 
Making a smart places connection between the local economy, local public services and social 
wellbeing has a powerful and positive effect: 

• Older people can be supported in their home for longer before social care support or 
residential care is needed. 

• Internet access opens up education and employment opportunities for all. 

• Rural and urban isolation can be reduced by the creation of social networks locally, as well 
as connections to family and friends who may have moved away. 

• A good digital infrastructure encourages digital businesses, and this in turn creates jobs and 
apprenticeships as well as sustaining local economies. 

• Areas of low economic performance or high unemployment can be regenerated with digital 
businesses if the right support is provided. 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmbis/87/8707.htm
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Local government cannot do this alone. In fact, its role is largely about collaboration and 
forming the necessary partnerships and inventive that create positive change. For example, 
working with local universities and research institutions to develop smart region models and to 
develop data science skills in an area for business. 

 
Leeds City Council set up the Data Mill North website in 2014 as a collaborative 
website to collect open data from multiple sources, across multiple sectors, to 
join this data up in the fight against silo working. Bradford City Council are now on 
board and using the platform, and other councils are showing interest.9 

Or working with a range of public services to develop a ‘digital skills for all’ programme. 
 

The London Borough of Croydon has partnered with Go-ON UK, alongside a large 
number of charities and private sector organisations, to give everyone in the 
borough of Croydon basic digital skills. The aim of the year-long programme is to 
highlight and promote the opportunities available online, and develop digital skills 
among the population.10 

Or encouraging business to maximise the coverage and access to mobile and broadband 
outside the main city conurbations.
 

The Connecting Cambridgeshire programme has already rolled out superfast 
broadband to over 93% of premises across the entire county, not just in the city. 
Mark Heath, broadband champion, had this to say about superfast broadband’s 
impact on Cambridgeshire’s villages and rural areas:

“In many ways, older residents are now leading the way with superfast broadband. 
Some members are regularly using Skype video telephony to keep in touch with 
grandchildren.

“We have many families with working parents who travel significant distances to 
work. Superfast broadband is transforming their lives. One mother had to travel 
to London every day and, by the time she arrived home, her young children were 
already asleep. Now, with fibre broadband, she is able to work from home for 
several days a week. The smile on her face instantly tells you the difference it has 
made to her life.

“When you start to add up all the individual stories, you realise the incredible 
impact superfast broadband can have on a community.”11 

Local government also needs to anticipate a shift in the basis of local democracy. Social media 
is changing the way citizens engage with local government, devolution is creating higher 
expectations for local government, and citizens now expect a stronger voice – for themselves, 
for their families, for their communities and for their country. The Brexit vote was a wakeup call 
for many, and it’s fair to assume that the time is approaching when digital models will demand a 
review of political representation, consultation and roles.

https://datamillnorth.org/
https://www.croydon.gov.uk/community/go-on-croydon-/go-on-croydon
http://www.connectingcambridgeshire.co.uk/casestudy/superfast/
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For many voters, Brexit was a protest vote. They felt disconnected from decision makers and 
monolithic, remote organisations. Citizens felt disengaged from national and internal politics, 
where policies did not seem relevant to their issues and politicians appeared inauthentic. Place-
based digital strategies can re-connect communities. As Martin Reeves, CEO at Coventry City 
Council, asked at a recent roundtable debate on the Digital Economy Bill: 

“What is our role in redesigning the way we interact and communicate with people 
meaningfully and create more certainty, and more understanding of how people relate 
to each other? Can we play a real role in uniting Britain?”12

By using a smart places digital model across a whole region, and harnessing the data that 
emanates from it, local government can improve planning, service delivery and democratic 
priorities in the interests of citizens as a whole. 

http://www.computerweekly.com/opinion/Where-are-the-digital-leaders-in-local-government
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There is little doubt that smart cities will continue to represent a significant opportunity for 
Socitm members in urban areas, whether cities or towns. It can connect infrastructure and 
business with public service and citizens in ways that were previously impossible, improving 
economic and social wellbeing and transforming public services.

Generalising the principles of smart cities to whole regions opens up even greater scope for 
technology to transform lives and for technology leaders to play a strategic and leadership 
role in the places where they work. Socitm has put the smart places opportunity high in its 
policy and research priorities, and the transition of role from Head of IT/CIO to a wider ‘Chief 
Digital Officer’ brief across communities is at the heart of the agenda for Geoff Connell, Socitm 
President, as well as many of Socitm’s members.
 

“My role is more focused on delivering better outcomes for Leeds City as a whole, 
versus just about how we enable the Council to deliver better services,” said Dylan 
Roberts, CDO for Leeds. “The approach we are taking in Leeds to digital leadership 
is a focus which looks to co-produce solutions to citizens’ and communities’ needs 
with citizens and communities themselves, using technologies and companies 
outside of the Council to help them deliver better lives for themselves.”13 

This Insight research project on smart places should be relevant, therefore, for all CIOs and 
Heads of IT.  No longer can a local authority have a stand-alone IT strategy that ignores digital 
transformation and the wider impact of digital change in the places in which they operate. 
Service plans can no longer be confined to single or even multiple organisations with a 
producer-led mentality; they need to start with people in the places and communities in which 
they live and work, and focus on the outcomes deemed important by citizens, businesses and 
politicians.

Socitm is well-placed to provide insight and support to its members, subscribers and wider 
networks, and the other organisations with which it collaborates – whether already embarked 
on the smart places journey or yet to start. 

Socitm’s policy role uses research such as this to influence national policies directly and 
indirectly related to the digital agenda (eg economic regeneration, transport, public health, etc).
This smart places work will be developed to explore a range of individual topics, described at a 
high level in this report. This will in turn generate new perspectives for Socitm’s policy work and 
influence government, suppliers and other stakeholders in the promotion of digital inclusion, 
digital public services and the UK’s digital economy.

Socitm Recommendations

 

http://theinformationdaily.com/content/post/video-dylan-roberts-chief-digital-officer-city-of-leeds-in-conversation-with-joe-tibbetts
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Each report will contain a set of specific recommendations. Overall, there are three that local 
authorities are encouraged to consider: 

• Local authority digital strategies and IT strategies must address a range of external 
factors not previously prioritised. These include connectivity standards and links to wider 
audiences.  

• All local public service plans need to consider technology. Even today, technology is 
sometimes an afterthought, retrofitted to plans in the false belief that it is just a support 
tool. Plans now need to take into account how technology can redefine service in the 
context of a wider portfolio of digital components for citizens and business. 

• Corporate and organisational strategies must be redefined to reflect a changing role for 
local public services, and local government in particular. Specifically, co-production of 
the design and delivery of services, partnerships and collaboration should be prioritised, 
alongside a smart places agenda benefitting citizens and business, not just for efficient and 
modern service delivery.

 
A smart places vision which goes beyond the UK’s cities will not only exploit technology 
opportunity in an area but, more importantly, will begin to address the fragmentation of digital 
services and inequality of digital access which currently holds back cities and rural areas alike.
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