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Introduction

A strong local economy is not something that is created by the private sector alone. There is 
a complex mix of components necessary for an area to succeed economically. For example: 
infrastructure, such as road and broadband, good public services, such as schools and health, a 
supportive business climate facilitated by the local council’s planning activities, and a good base 
of skilled workers.

These rarely happen by chance. They require communities, public services and businesses to 
come together to share ambition and action. Building a skilled workforce locally, for instance, 
depends on both public and private sector activities in education and training, creating 
employment opportunities, and through incentives that promote an area, often heavily 
influenced by public services.

A strong local economy is good for business and for citizens looking for work. But it also helps 
public services, through reduced social demand on benefits, on local authority housing and on 
the wider cost of unemployment.

Smart places encourage entrepreneurs, investors and start-ups 
to locate in their patch – creating a positive feedback loop.“ ”

 
In today’s world, smart places create economic growth opportunity by stimulating the 
technology sector and by supporting digital businesses. The UK technology sector is growing 
significantly faster than all other sectors, so not only do tech businesses offer value through the 
skills and solutions they develop, but they also offer significant economic growth potential.

Digital organisations in general also contribute directly to the potential of a smart place, 
bringing modern digital practice into the local economy. For example, new digital businesses 
can start up overnight from anywhere and compete globally, while their employees can work 
more flexibly, balancing home and professional demands with reduced commuting. Digital 
public services are more efficient, accessible, connected and able to exploit technology for 
collaboration and planning with confidence in ‘smart places’ programmes.

This is, of course, provided internet access exists: Ofcom reports that 70% of people in 2016 
in the UK use their phone to access the internet, yet according to Ipsos MORI’s quarterly 
TechTracker, 19% of UK adults still have no broadband access at home.

Technology innovation does not come primarily from major corporates whose headquarters are 
in big cities. It comes from small start-ups and innovators often outside cities where operating 
costs are high. Smart places encourage entrepreneurs, investors and start-ups to locate in their 
patch – creating a positive feedback loop.

This report considers what can be done to encourage business, growth and investment in a 
smart area, and in the digital and non-digital sectors. It explores the role of local councils in 
encouraging this, as well as the tech sector’s influence on wider digital acceleration. And, it 
examines the implications of how councils operate themselves, in functional activities such as 
procurement and by becoming more commercial.
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Smart Places Encourage Digital Practice

Digital operation is found in varying degrees in every sector, not just in so-called digital 
industries. With the increasing dependency on technology for all sectors to conduct business, 
the ability to operate with effective digital models, structures and processes, often gives 
businesses a unique competitive edge.

The UK has always been a world leader in innovation, entrepreneurial activity and invention, 
and is recognised as a digital leader. A report in 2016 by the Department for Business, 
Innovation & Skills1 on the UK digital economy included in its findings:

• The UK has the highest percentage of GDP attributed to the digital economy in Europe.

• Between 2003 and 2013, UK digital industries grew 2.5 times faster than economy as a whole.

• The UK has the highest percentage of individual internet usage of any G7 economy.

• The National Institute for Economic and Social Research (NIESR, 2013)2 counted almost 
270,000 digital companies in the UK, or 14.4% of all businesses and 11% of all jobs.

• The estimated turnover of digital tech industries in 2014 was £161bn, employing 1.56m 
people, of which 41% are in traditionally non-digital industries.

• The average advertised salary in digital jobs 36% higher than the national average.

Capgemini research entitled “The digital advantage”3 shows how true digital businesses 
outperform their peers in every sector – generating significantly more revenue, being 
significantly more productive and efficient, generating nearly 10% more revenue on average, 
having a stronger market valuation, and importantly, being on average 26% more profitable as a 
result. They note that ‘digerati’ (the digitally mature) are also more able to adapt and to change 
to market conditions – a critical factor in business survival.

The benefits of the technology sector to wider economic growth are shown in ONS data. All 
areas are competing for technology business and government funding and investment. ‘Smart 
places’ are able to differentiate in order to attract inward investment, jobs and research. They 
typically have a clear and joined-up picture of what a smart region looks like, which links trading 
opportunities with a vision for being a great place to live and to work.

Business friendly: Milton Keynes’ smart place mentality helps its local economy
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Modern, pro-active local government has a role in this – promoting an area as a place to live and 
work, creating the basis for businesses to start and to grow, and encouraging a digital agenda. 
This seeds the ground for regeneration and investment. Leading smart places in the UK have a 
number of characteristics in common, such as those demonstrated by Milton Keynes’ business-
friendly priorities for digital activities in the smart city:

• A focus on digital skills development training and retention 

• A strong digital infrastructure – fast broadband and wide connectivity

• Effective local hubs for sharing digital resources – e.g. data, systems, services 

• Support for innovation – with universities, start-ups and major tech businesses.

Digital undertakings can be located in the heart 
of communities, both urban and rural, and often 
need relatively little in terms of physical space.

“
”

 
Across the UK there are gaps between recognised and well-funded ‘technology clusters’ (see 
on) and the rest of the UK. Some of this is due to a national policy concentration on cities. 
Other factors are not just money or technology related. They include:

• The quality of public services – schools, health, broadband, crime prevention, etc.

• Standards of living – availability of jobs, ease of travel, cost and availability of housing.

• Government understanding of the tech sector’s needs and consequent support.

• Thriving and welcoming communities.

• Future career opportunities and good commuting routes and options.

• Leisure activities and the environment – parks, activities, scenery, climate, low pollution.

Many of these can be affected by local government planning, services and intervention. Whilst 
the list is not exhaustive, failure to address these aspects will make it harder to build a smart 
region or place. Digital entrepreneurs tend to seek much more than somewhere to run a 
business, while digital specialists, by their nature, often form a younger and highly mobile 
workforce, willing and able to move to places offering the best work-life balance.

Yet often local government does not make the connections between the opportunities of digital 
with public service planning and the economy. There is an argument that ‘digital business’ 
will happen by itself: the private sector and a free market will create and pay for the skills and 
technologies to compete and to meet demand for services in a global market.

This may be true in certain circumstances, but there are clear long-term benefits for the leaders 
in this race. Vanguards in the smart city movement have already shown that they are positioned 
where they are because the public and the private sectors have worked together to secure jobs, 
funding, grants and to promote a region or a city as a great place to work and to bring up a family.
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Encouraging digital businesses specifically in a smart place project brings other benefits when 
compared with investment in primary and secondary industries, which tends to be capital intensive, 
highly regulated, faced with strong international competition with relatively low rates of return:

• High-tech companies are typically ‘greener’ than older, established industries.

• Digital business is good for public services and communities, building digital skills that 
are in short supply and encouraging collaboration (jobs, procurement, partnership, 
contracting, supply management).

• Digital undertakings can be located in the heart of communities, both urban and rural, 
and often need relatively little in terms of physical space.

• Digital companies tend to be part of a wider digital culture whose participants pro-actively 
support each other – potentially adding significantly to the economic gross added value in 
an area.

• Because of current skills shortages, tech/digital skilled people are in high demand and can 
command higher salaries – successfully attracting them to your place makes for a higher 
economic contribution than other sectors.

• Digital businesses can become global players very quickly with limited investment requirements.

In promoting a smart places agenda for business to thrive and local economies to grow, 
councils should:

• Create a clear, consistent and shared view of purpose and what economic ‘success’ would 
look like, promoted by politicians and service leaders publicly.

• Coordinate commitment across sectors – large and small businesses, national and local 
government, research and academic sector, with business groups such as Business Link, 
Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) and Chambers of Commerce.

• Market and sell the smart place which they represent, to attract ideas, people, money  
and effort.

• Lobby for resources – coordinating effort from politicians, business and academic leaders, 
prepared to put their time and reputation into securing government grants, business 
investment and the redirection of public sector resources where mutual interests are 
shown to exist.

• Address the digital skills gap, creating apprenticeship programmes, training, coaching and 
mutual mentoring networks across sectors.

• Answer the question “What’s in it for me/my business?” – describing the benefits from 
local digital businesses working together on a smart places agenda – growth, reputation, 
publicity, exciting events and more.

• Consider the value that a tech cluster could bring to a region, especially outside a smart 
city, but learning from the UK’s leaders (see below).

• Initiate a smart places programme which is not over-ambitious, about what can be 
delivered in a ‘programme’ itself, and where influence and coordination can be brought to 
bear to get others to create the necessary momentum.

Key Messages: Councils have a significant role in encouraging digital enterprises 
into an area, and this is an important component of smart places. This includes 
policies that promote digital skills, infrastructure and sharing hubs – as well as 
promoting the area in general as a place to live and work. 
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The UK’s Tech Clusters

According to the Nesta Tech Nation 2016 report4, there are now more than 1.5 million ‘digital 
tech’ jobs in the UK, and the sector is said to be growing faster than the wider economy by 30%, 
in terms of turnover and productivity. The research also highlighted how many of the innovation-
focused enterprises had benefited from clustering together – a key lesson for smart places.

The benefits of the technology sector are felt well beyond digital businesses. 41% of digital 
jobs are in what are thought of as traditionally non-digital industries, such as the public 
sector and financial services. Given the pressure on the public sector for increased efficiency 
and performance, this is perhaps not surprising, since the Nesta research also showed that 
employees within digital tech industries were estimated to be 90% more productive than 
workers in the economy overall.

The key strategic point here is that the technology sector is therefore not only important in its own 
right to the economy, but also as a new kind of stimulus to other sectors – bringing into a local area 
new skills, start-ups, investment and entrepreneurs. Consequently, councils should consider the 
technology sector specifically in regeneration planning and in encouraging inward investment.

Britain’s world leading tech sector gives us a competitive edge that is not just transforming 
our daily lives but also our economy.

David Cameron, Prime Minister, 20165

It is no surprise that the UK Northern Powerhouse project to boost economic growth in the 
north of England, particularly in the cities of Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, Sheffield and 
Newcastle, has a strong technology element. The UK tech sector focus has been heavily centred 
on London, but outside London there is now growth mostly around major cities: 75% of digital 
tech businesses are now outside of London.

Tech clusters are emerging with their own specialisms, especially with links to universities. The 
BBC undertook a report to look at technology talent in the UK digital clusters in September 
2016, which showed all regions of the UK have tech clusters.

Fig 1: Tech jobs proportional to population* - Top five labelled 
*In areas with at least 7,000 tech jobs 

Tech jobs per  
100 people
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  Cambridge (15)  
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Although these clusters are mainly city-based, there is significant opportunity to create jobs 
outside cities and for rural start-ups connected to city hubs. Some of the best-known tech 
cluster examples are as follows:

Belfast Northern Ireland’s thriving tech centre has been a success story in recent years, shifting 
from a traditional reputation for shipbuilding and aerospace. It has many digital start-
ups in ecommerce and SaaS (software as a service) companies. Local infrastructure, 
such as the science park and investor networks like HALO, as well government support 
from InvestNI have contributed to the success story.

Birmingham and 
the Midlands

Birmingham has grown a thriving tech community in recent years. While it may not 
yet match London or Cambridge, Birmingham has become a hub for tech start-ups 
and entrepreneurs. Working with the city’s universities, John Lewis has opened a 
tech hub to establish internship roles for young technologists. The not-for-profit 
TechBirmingham seeks to make the region a nationally-recognized technology hub.

Brighton The culture and location of Brighton has made it an attractive location for new 
businesses, with a range of digital media and marketing start-ups like Brandwatch, 
which raised £33m in 2015

Bristol and Bath The area has seen a massive growth, supported by local authorities and the two 
universities. The region is well-connected, with a highly-skilled workforce, and enjoys 
lower costs than London and the south east. The Open Programmable City project, 
creates an ultrafast and data-rich experimental testbed for SMEs and corporates to 
develop city-wide applications. Bristol has a growing reputation for robotics.

Cambridge Cambridge is one of the UK’s most dynamic technology centres, having produced 15 
billion-dollar companies. The connection with the university and local expertise in deep 
tech – including bioscience, artificial intelligence and internet security – have helped 
attract world-renowned companies like Microsoft, Apple, ARM and Spotify. But the city 
also produces some of Britain’s most exciting tech companies, such as Raspberry Pi, 
supported by ample funding and good infrastructure.

Cardiff and 
Swansea

With strong encouragement and investment by the Welsh government, south Wales 
has seen strongest growth in its tech sector. Local e-commerce businesses, including 
GoCompare and moneysupermarket.com, are laying the groundwork. Cardiff often 
ranks at the top of UK cities for a low cost of living, and access to a young, smart, 
educated workforce.

Dundee Dundee has long been known for a thriving games sector, with Grand Theft Auto 
creators Rockstar Games leading a successful cluster of developers in the city, fuelled 
by local talent from Abertay University.

Edinburgh Edinburgh is fast becoming a major hub for tech firms, with two new billion-dollar 
companies Skyscanner and gaming start-up FanDuel. Local investment through 
organisations, such as the Scottish co-investment fund and incubators such as 
CodeBase, has encouraged a pool of local digital talent. The city also has a growing 
reputation for artificial intelligence.

Exeter Exeter is growing a reputation as a tech cluster, with crowdfunding platforms such as 
Crowdcube, crowdfunder.co.uk, the Exeter Science Park, and The Generator.

Glasgow By contrast with Dundee and Edinburgh, Glasgow is newer on the scene and has a 
small but growing tech community. Swipii, funded by Glasgow city council initiative DEG 
(Digital Enterprise Glasgow), is a tablet-based loyalty card system that has accumulated 
thousands of users in its first few months alone. 

Leeds Leeds is a developing tech centre. Google opened its first ever Digital Garage in the 
city in 2015, supporting more than 3,000 businesses. Government funding has been 
allocated to help encourage the tech sectors in Leeds and Sheffield.
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Liverpool Liverpool’s key sectors include gaming, IoT and connected devices, app and software 
development, and e-commerce and marketplace. The digital tech community in Liverpool 
is growing fast, supported by Liverpool Vision and Baltic Creative amongst others.

Manchester ‘Tech North’ government investment has had a positive impact for Manchester, with 
52,000 tech jobs based in the city, second only to London. It is home to some of the 
most successful UK technology companies such as ao.com and Boohoo.com, as well 
as a growing reputation for digital media businesses. In December 2015 Manchester 
won £10m to lead the UK Internet of Things smart city initiative, and in 2017, Virgin 
Atlantic will begin flights direct from Manchester to San Francisco – a big boost for local 
technology businesses.

Milton Keynes With support from its council, Milton Keynes has a strong and growing local economy. 
MK:Smart is a partnership between business, the council and the university. One of the 
partnership’s notable activities is the ‘MK Data Hub’, which acquires and manages data 
relevant to the city – energy and water consumption, transport data, data acquired 
through satellite technology, social and economic datasets, and crowdsourced data 
from social media or specialised apps.

Newcastle Newcastle and Durham generated the second highest advertised digital salary growth 
of any cluster in the UK at 26.6% in 2015. Dynamo North East, Campus North and Ignite 
100 are amongst the organisations providing support to the digital tech sector in the 
region. It has a growing reputation for gaming.

Oxford Oxford has a history of tech start-ups linked to the University, with particular 
strengths in computing and healthcare tech. One of its success stories, Deepmind, was 
acquired by Google for a reported £400m in 2014 and now leads the world in artificial 
intelligence research.

Reading and the 
Thames Valley

Remains a home for large-scale technology businesses, including Microsoft, Oracle, 
Semantic, and Veritas and many others. It is not an easy place for a start-up however 
simply due to the proximity to London.

Southampton Linked to the University, Southampton has a range of start-ups, especially in the 
development of the Internet of Things. It is one of the fastest growing outside London.

Worcester Not previously known as a tech centre, tech employment grew 71% from 2011-2014 
– thanks partly to a growing cyber security scene, influenced by its proximity to GCHQ.

Three are many more examples – perhaps too many to list here, but these give a flavour of the 
development of tech clusters throughout the UK and the contribution they are making to smart 
places across the different regions of the UK. They are examples to consider and to adapt locally.

Key Messages: Tech clusters are growing rapidly across the UK, not just in London. 
Their contribution to a smart places agenda is significant, and councils should 
consider how to encourage their local technology sector, learning from the best 
practice in UK cities and promoting links with local university research programmes.
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Optimising Smart Places for Business

Would that it were so simple! A wide range of factors come into play in creating the right 
environment and climate for digital business, and they can take time to nurture.

There is a key role for the public sector in helping to design the right environment for success 
and in recognising the value that the tech sector can bring to a ‘smart places’ agenda. So here is 
a suggested self-evaluation checklist to help planning, dependent on the area:

Example factors which create potential for a digital region:

Factor A council area potential Where are 
we (RAG)?

Geography – is the area a 
great place to live and bring 
up a family? Is the area 
interesting, diverse with 
plenty of opportunity? Is 
there affordable housing?

These factors help to encourage talent, investment business 
start-ups and relocation of tech businesses. It is important 
to retain talent from local universities, and recognise that 
average age in the sector is younger than more traditional 
businesses, so the price/rental cost of housing will be an 
pivotal factor.

Red
Amber 
Green 

Infrastructure – are there 
good options for travel and 
communications: airports, 
roads, rail, city access, 
broadband and mobile 
coverage?

How well-served is the area relative to others and to 
neighbours? Access to regional and national airports, a good 
road network, ferry crossings to Europe, and reliable rail 
connections are all plus points. The single biggest barrier 
for many areas outside major cities remains broadband and 
mobile coverage – how are you placed?

Public services – are 
there good schools and 
healthcare, support for 
business development, 
effective planning, and 
political backing for digital 
businesses to thrive? 

Education opportunities are not only important for the 
development of skills and talent, they are also a major 
factor in encouraging businesses to locate to and to stay in 
an area – everyone wants the best for their children. The 
same applies to healthcare and policing, and the many 
other public services in an area that make it an attractive 
and pleasant place to live. 

Community – are our towns 
and villages great places to 
reside, with high standards of 
living and few intractable social 
problems? Are there plenty of 
things to do after work?

Councils have a role in shaping communities, partly through 
the services they deliver or oversee, but also in their wider 
influence. Thriving communities are diverse, offering 
jobs, shops, churches, theatres, pubs, walks, things to 
do, and places to visit. This is linked to affordable homes, 
and a reputation for being a great place. How well does 
the council and local tourism board promote the area, 
especially for younger people?

Economy and jobs – are 
there plenty of jobs and 
career opportunities? Is 
there a pool of well-trained 
and digitally-literate workers?

A strong local economy and an existing base of technology 
jobs and high-tech businesses, such as in a tech cluster, 
can act like a magnet. A council needs to understand the 
current position in their area, such as competitive pressures 
along neighbouring tech corridors and how to work 
with businesses to encourage growth. Links with tertiary 
education can support targeted digital skills and research.

Technology research 
and development – are 
there strong research 
programmes in our 
university sector?

The UK has world-class universities, many specialising in 
technology research. Analysis shows the importance of links 
between business, councils and universities in stimulating 
a region’s technology sector. How well is this working in 
practice? Can the council do more?

Councils’ CIOs can use this checklist to work with other local government leaders to identify 
policy priorities for sustainable smart places programmes.

Key Messages: Councils CIOs can use this checklist to work with other local government 
leaders to identify policy priorities for sustainable smart places programmes.
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Commercial Councils

In the past, the public sector provided public services. Those services were determined by 
need, limited by taxation revenue, rationed according to political priorities and defined by how 
government chose to structure itself. Service models in the recent past were often defined by 
the needs of performance measures, decision-making structures and political portfolios; despite 
rhetoric, they were not designed around the needs of users requiring a range of related services 
connected in one place.

Today, with unprecedented cuts, greater transparency in how public money is spent and 
escalating demand, all councils are having to challenge past practices and become more 
business-like. This means tightening control of resources and overheads, knowing what things 
really cost, increasing revenue collection, and getting better use of assets, such as buildings, 
people, information, systems, equipment, reserves and contracts.

Simply becoming more efficient through better business practice is not in itself going to be 
enough to close the projected funding gap facing the public sector. As a result, some councils 
are going still further and developing commercial activities – operating as a business, not just 
being more business-like.

Councils adopting some commercial practices gain an advantage in a smart places economic 
strategy – or at least in theory, through:

• Creating stronger empathy with the private sector in collaboration, tendering and joint projects.

• Generating new income and revenue to reduce the funding pressure and to create 
investment capacity in those public services on which economic growth depends.

• Encouraging business practice: prioritising investment, managing risk and modernising 
public services which better reflect local needs and resource limitations.

• Helping to stimulate markets locally, where there are gaps or immaturity, such as in 
broadband or other ‘smart’ services.

• Stimulating ‘smart’, practice that harnesses data, intelligence, and automation of 
processes, with a culture of innovation and change.

• Driving modern digital practices within councils and in their relationships with partners, 
suppliers and citizens.

Since local government is a major local employer, a major contractor of services, and has 
significant place-shaping influence, how it functions has an important bearing on a smart places 
programme. With greater financial freedoms to collect revenue, develop services and to trade, 
local government has a growing role in economic growth in a smart place.

For example, in 2013, the business rates retention scheme was introduced to allow councils 
to keep and use half of local business rates collected, as well as the growth on their share of 
those rates. This is a significant change in how councils are funded, and establishes a direct link 
between business rates, growth and the amount of money available to councils to spend on 
local people and services.

Councils are also adopting new models for supply chain management, such as setting up 
independent trading functions to simplify procurement, taking more risks in order to be more 
efficient, modernising internal service management as well as external service delivery. These 
depend on digital operations, but are commercial programmes in their own right and offer the 
potential for new local public/private sector to develop smart places solutions.
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For example, the Entrust partnership between Staffordshire County Council and Capita:

‘Entrust’ is the joint venture company between Staffordshire County Council and 
Capita, set up in 2013 to provide education support services overseeing £50m of 
investment. As part of the deal, the county council received a capital payment of 
nearly £32m to reinvest in a wide range of council projects and services including 
education, care for the elderly and looking after children in care. The arrangement 
was the largest single Capital local government contract at the time, and unique in 
growing a joint venture into a ground breaking commercial operation.

“Our deal with Capita, and the joint venture company that has resulted from it, will not 
only safeguard jobs and services, but will also contribute significantly to Staffordshire’s 
local economy.” 

County Councillor Ian Parry, Cabinet Member for Education, Finance and Transformation 6

Some councils are moving further still to introduce a ‘commissioning only’ model for services. 
This separates the client and service delivery functions further still, involving the appointment 
of a service provider from the public, private and voluntary sectors. Service performance 
monitoring and reporting, and improvement planning are replaced by options appraisals, 
business cases and procurement, and core retained skills are typically in areas such as 
procurement, contracts, commercial risk, supply chain and negotiation. Market interventions 
are prioritised to drive competition and to secure better long term public sector value.

As reported by Computer Weekly, Northamptonshire County Council has announced 
radical reforms that will mean that the majority of its front-line services eventually 
being commissioned from external organisations. Its directly-employed workforce will 
be potentially cut from many thousands to as few as 100 or 150 employees.7

The London Borough of Barnet was the first to hit the headlines with an ‘easyCouncil’ branding 
for its ‘no frills’ approach to complete council commissioning:

Case Study: In 2012 Barnet passed nearly 70% of its services to Capita in a 10-year 
contract to save £125m and worth over £1bn. Work moved to Northern Ireland, 
south-west and northern England with the loss of nearly 200 jobs locally.8

Needless to say, there are dissenters opposed to this more extreme model of public service 
delivery, from unions, staff, politicians and some members of the public. It is still too early to 
be sure of the likelihood of success – or otherwise – of full commissioning models for public 
services, but the trend towards less direct development and delivery of services from within the 
public sector is universal and cannot therefore be ignored in smart places programmes.

A mature example that seeks to balance commercial operation with a true public service ethos 
is the LGSS partnership:

PERHAPS PICTURE OF UNISON PROTEST (image in Word document suggests Barnet LB 
protest only really by the caption and tiny ‘bin outsourcing now’ placard in background. 
So if this image isn’t traceable, or useable, then a standard Unison protest image could 

work –  see the media/press centre on Unison’s website
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Case Study: The LGSS partnership has now been operating for more than six years. 
LGSS is a shared service jointly owned by Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire 
County Councils, and, from 2016, Milton Keynes Council. It is in partnership with a 
range of public service organisations including district and borough councils (e.g. 
Norwich City Council and Northampton Borough Council), NHS health bodies like 
Northamptonshire Healthcare Foundation Trust (NHFT), adult care services (e.g. 
Olympus Care Services), and Northampton Partnership Homes. It also provides 
services to hundreds of local academies and schools. LGSS operates on a not-for-
profit, joint risk/reward model, so all savings are shared between LGSS and its public 
sector customers, to be reinvested into public services. Today LGSS employs more 
than 1,800 staff, providing services to more than 300 public sector customers in the 
region, with plans to expand including support for better joint working with related 
health and care services locally.9

While many councils already have strong commercial skills and business practices – often by 
recruiting directors and specialists from the private sector – few are like LGSS and have the 
experience, the environment, processes and governance that would be equivalent to the best 
private sector commercial practice. For example, across the public sector most savings to date 
have come from reducing internal costs, not tackling the opportunity of reducing external costs, 
growing income, partnering and selling new services.

Implementing commercial practice needs new approaches to managing risk, investment 
choices, controlling pipelines of sold services, adapted performance and reward systems, and a 
tougher stance on business choices. The smart places economic challenge is to consider where 
commercial intervention by the public sector is needed or would be valuable, and where the 
private sector should be encouraged to take the lead.

Also, there is likely to be taxpayer’s money at stake, and councils spending significant resources 
on speculative entrepreneurial activity without the management controls and experience, may 
be challenged by both the press and politicians. The following typology sets out the relative 
importance of these different aspects for four distinct service types for councils developing 
commercial practice:

Completely new  
services developed,  
often with complex digital 
operating models.

Stopping services altogether, 
replacing or amending existing 
outsourced arrangements.

New service compnents that 
complement and augment 
existing services.

Existing services becoming 
‘sharper and leaner’ through 
being more business like.

Risk

Contractual impact

Innovation and creativity

Investm
ent/m

agnitude of change

Poteneially highest 

com
m

ercial value
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Determining the right governance and the legal basis for any commercial activity is also 
essential, such as setting up a Teckal company. When selling a service, or building a new 
trading enterprise, there is likely to be some loss of political control, and customers and partner 
organisations will expect to have a strong say over business direction and priorities than would 
otherwise have been the case. This has a bearing on how smart programmes across public and 
private sectors are designed, balancing public and private interests.

Simply becoming more efficient through better business 
practice is not in itself going to be enough to close 
the projected funding gap facing the public sector. “ ”

 
Of course, having a public service ethos does not mean accepting poor business practices 
or being inefficient, but some believe that delivering public services should be unhindered 
by commercial focus. With growing resource constraints across the public sector, a service 
rationing and challenge/removal of inefficient or unproductive activity, is inevitable. Tensions 
may also arise where one council is directly competing with another – some taxpayers may lose 
out as a result. Competition between councils for scarce skills, new income and grants can also 
adversely impact local SMEs, which may be key to smart places success in the future.

Yet trying to fill the growing public sector funding gap by, say, relying on increasing business rates 
and being more efficient, is neither business-friendly nor true commercial enterprise. It certainly 
will not contribute constructively to investment in a smart place economic plan. As a minimum, 
councils need to adopt digital practice throughout their operations with modern business 
practice. The degree to which they go further, and develop true commercial offerings – either 
directly or in partnerships – will depend on an understanding on the contribution to smart places 
opportunity, not just in order to maximise revenue potential or to fulfil a political ambition.

For a complex service organisation, such as a council, good digital practice will be a major 
contributor to developing strong, modern commercial or business practice. Digital councils also 
grow credibility and influence over others in wider regional digital planning, and will develop 
their own understanding of technology transformation opportunity. Councils need to see digital 
transformation as a preparatory step in any plans to develop commercial solutions likely to be 
sustainable and competitive.

Key Messages: Being ‘business-like’ (and knowing what this means in practice) 
is essential for councils, but being ‘like a business’ requires councils to consider 
more fundamental change to culture and policies, as much as the skills base. In 
developing commercial practice, councils need to ensure they do not inadvertently 
create future costs or compromise public service ethos. But they must also 
consider the effect of their commercial operations on a smart place economy.
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Procurement and Tendering

A good starting position for councils looking to introduce a smart places agenda, is to transform 
themselves, to become true digitally-oriented ‘businesses providing public services’. This is 
particularly important for functions that engage directly with business, such as procurement 
and purchasing.

Public sector tendering processes and policies are designed to protect public finances – to 
secure best value and to ensure necessary objectivity, probity and transparency. That is not the 
reputation they carry. Rather, public sector tendering is often seen by business as too slow, too 
expensive, failing to deliver best value and liable to unintentional or intentional bias (arguably 
more perceived than real). In other words, the public sector wastes money buying the wrong 
things in the wrong way for the wrong solutions.

Automated purchase-to-pay systems which eliminate paper and demand consistency 
in supply chain management, such as those introduced at Hampshire County Council, 
can result in faster and more consistent payment, better control, consolidated 
supplier lists and a single central management of the supplier portfolio.10

This has significant efficiency benefits through standardisation and automation, but also offers 
the opportunity to drive increased value from contracts. It exposes local practices that have 
grown up over years between council departments and local suppliers, such as special payment 
terms, and promotes rigour in ensuring purchase orders exist before invoicing. This gives 
clear benefits for any council wanting improved control and value from contracts for services, 
especially in a more commercial and commissioning-driven model of operation.

Local suppliers benefit too – both large and small suppliers selling to councils can more readily 
track orders and invoicing for themselves, becoming more digitally competent themselves.

Tendering processes in the public sector are part of a democratic system, and without them 
the risk of poor or even fraudulent practice would be much greater. The challenge is to adapt 
processes designed in a different era for a digital age – recognising the need to work more 
effectively with local businesses and SMEs. For example, councils should review policies for 
procurement set in their ‘Standing Orders on Contracts’ and ‘Financial Regulations’. Some of these 
seek to increase transparency, accountability and value, but arguably can actually do the reverse 
now, accidentally working to maintain the status quo rather than enabling new business practices.

Examples of things to avoid include:

• Seeking to pass costs and risks to prospective suppliers where these would be better 
retained by the client, and result in higher costs and hidden risks.

• Trying to measure, control and minimise every risk, by over-specifying detail and 
requirements, often in areas unrelated to the specific tender.

• Being inflexible across procurement in different sectors – such as trying to impose 
standard liabilities on smaller technology suppliers that are not appropriate.

• Notably for IT procurement, attempting to specify exactly how the IT will be used and 
therefore measured in tender responses, yet knowing that it is not possible given the fast 
pace of technology development.

• Tendering in isolation – one council, one team, one function – rather than looking for 
opportunities for ‘open by default’ tendering that allows later growth, change and sharing.
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Some of the largest companies consulted for this report say that they are considering, but just 
not responding in future to complex and long tenders. Whether this is bluff or not is irrelevant – if 
suppliers do not want to work with the sector, they will either seek to indemnify the risks and costs 
by passing them back to the commissioner – the council, and ultimately therefore the taxpayer.

In November 2016, techUK published its annual SME survey11. This 
found that most SMEs did not think that public sector buyers have a 
good understanding of how SMEs can meet their needs. The survey 
highlighted that many SMEs are struggling to access the public sector 
market with the top barriers to entry being procurement processes 
and terms and conditions. Despite this, SMEs are key to future 
innovation and to the digital economy.

“Across the UK technology enterprises of all shapes and sizes are playing a vital role in the 
economy, nationally and locally. But they also have a key part to play in helping to develop 
‘smart places’ – areas, both urban and rural, that are well-positioned to exploit the power of 
digital methods for commercial and public value” – Julian David, CEO TechUK.

At the same time, the private sector needs to better understand the priorities and the issues 
facing local government. Very often responses to tenders do not fully grasp the context of local 
public services – both pressures and opportunities. Tenders often appear to be ignorant of the 
problems which local public services are seeking to resolve. Building a relationship with the 
technology industry outside a tendering project takes time and effort, but can create a better 
environment for procurement.

G-Cloud was introduced in 2012 to make procurement in the public sector easier – for 
government and for suppliers. It consists of a series of framework agreements with suppliers, 
from which public sector organisations can buy services without needing to run a full tender or 
competition procurement process. It has a particular value to smaller suppliers (SMEs), which 
often find it hard to sell to big government bodies such as Whitehall departments and local 
government on a tender-by-tender competition basis.

Its potential relevance to smart places lies in its potential to bring together, in a more cohesive 
way, local suppliers matched to local public service needs, in a single ‘digital Marketplace’ 
(previously called ‘CloudStore’). It provides public sector organisations with a legally-compliant 
framework, through which they can buy commodity ‘pay-as-you-go’ services, at a lower cost 
than traditionally-sourced IT.

G-Cloud take-up by councils is mixed. It is a valuable route to the marketplace, but has been 
largely designed for Whitehall. Councils should also work with techUK, the Crown Commercial 
Service (CCS) and the Government Digital Service (GDS), through representative groups such 
as the Local CIO Council (LCIOC) and the Local Government Association LGA), to address these 
issues, whether perceived or real.

Key Messages: Procurement practices in smart places must be business-friendly 
and avoid reinforcing the status quo where this doesn’t add smart value overall. 
This requires a reassessment of processes and policies without compromising 
transparency, probity and democratic controls. Closer working with local 
businesses by sharing plans and ambitions outside a tendering exercise can be 
helpful in building understanding and relationships that contribute to growing 
a smarter place culture.
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Creating Conditions for Business and Investment

Creating smart places with strong digital infrastructure, services and businesses, requires 
support from local government, but largely in fostering a truly collaborative environment where 
businesses can take seed and grow.

Leading technology regions deliberately focus on areas such as digital skills, smart capital 
investment, infrastructure, international development and leadership. They create mechanisms 
for government, entrepreneurs, and universities to work together.

Intervention from local government, including councils, should come in a variety of forms, including:

• Developing policies that promote growth built on the opportunity of tech sector and 
digital – skills, connectivity, collaboration.

• Promoting the area as a place to locate a business and a family – recognising that this is a 
key factor in attracting talent, business and investment.

• Work with universities and Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), in helping businesses 
expand and innovate.

This can be particularly challenging in rural areas. Five Rural Growth Networks (RGN) pilots have 
been set up across the UK to tackle the barriers to rural economic growth: in Cumbria, the south 
west, the north east, Swindon, Wiltshire and Warwickshire.

Warwickshire Rural Growth Network (RGN) pilot offers advice and support to rural 
businesses in any sector and people looking to start their own business. This includes 
drop-in clinics, specialist advice, one-to-one mentoring, coaching, loans, grant funding 
and property. Warwickshire County Council is leading the RGN on behalf of Coventry 
and Warwickshire Local Enterprise Partnership and the services or projects are delivered 
by a range of specialist organisations and partners. The  Rural Innovation Centre at 
Stoneleigh Park is a new suite of 16 offices, designed to provide a digital infrastructure 
and a secure, space for small businesses. The facilities are fully managed and serviced and 
have superfast broadband, hot-desking facilities, virtual offices and a digitally equipped 
conference room, all in a rural setting. It is also linked with other centres in north and 
south Warwickshire.12

Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) are also leading ‘growth hubs’: local public/private sector 
partnerships to join up national and local business support, making it is easier for businesses to 
find the help they need. There is a network of 39 hubs across the UK, working closely with local 
government in particular.

Enterprise Zones are a key part of the Government’s strategy for enabling growth in local areas. 
Incentives are offered to businesses that locate into a Zone, including business rate relief or 
enhanced capital allowances. LEPs can use the resulting increases in business rates to fund 
economic development in the local area. There are also now 48 Enterprise Zones in England 
with 10 new Zones planned to launch in April 2017.

Smart places will be seeking to incorporate smart place thinking into the boards of local LEPS 
and Enterprise Zones. Being ‘smart’ involves drawing on what is going on across the piece to 
best advantage for the smart agenda. The M3 LEP Enterprise Zone recognises this and is one of 
the most successful in the south east:
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The Enterprise M3 area has one of the most productive and fastest growing digital 
economies in the UK. It depends on sustained input from both the public and private 
sector to remain internationally competitive, and is encouraging cyber security, 
aerospace and defence, automotive, digital media, games and telecommunications 
companies to the area – all underpinned by the strength of its digital technologies 
sector. The ten largest digital clusters in the UK are either in the Enterprise M3 area or 
in close proximity to it. 

“The Enterprise M3 Local Enterprise Partnership, along with our partners, want to make 
our area the primary Sci:Tech Corridor in the UK; the place in the UK where high-growth, 
knowledge-based businesses can flourish and where universities and other research facilities 
can conduct innovative, world-class research. The digital economy is critical to us achieving 
our ambition and both the private and the public sector have key roles to play in ensuring 
that local businesses are aware of the benefits that these new technologies can bring and 
have the skills they need to use their digital infrastructure to the best of their advantage.” 

Geoff French, Chair of Enterprise M3 Local Enterprise Partnership13

Commercial property and office space is a major asset in any area, important for start-ups 
through to growing businesses that need to expand. It is often at a premium cost because 
demand outstrips supply in cities and busy towns. Public sector buildings represent a significant 
proportion of this stock of property, yet many are vacant or under-used, especially as the public 
sector reorganises and shares services together. The opportunity for more productive use of 
space in a smart places agenda is clear.

Councils also have a significant impact on the housing and business property estate in an area 
through their investment in new construction and conversions. In 2015, the estimate of the total 
expenditure in England alone was £18.8bn. Considering the wider and long-term impact of this 
in smart places planning (such as infrastructure, access, reuse and digital business value) can 
pay dividends. Take Bristol as just one example:

For example, in Bristol, the Bristol Property Board aims to achieve strategic 
cooperation relating to building assests across the city. It seeks to:

• Improve release of property for regeneration and raise receipts from surplus land 
and buildings

• Reduce total occupied space to enable the public sector to lower its property 
running costs and target cost reduction and carbon reduction

• Improve customer access, quality, organisational communication and working 
dynamics by bringing together services in the same property.

The Board is mapping all public sector property assests in the city, identifying any 
that can be released for development and to raise receipts. Work includes exploring 
opportunities for co-location, joint working, and shared building facilities. Chaired by 
the Mayor of Bristol, the Board has representatives from Homes and Communities 
Agency, Government Property Unit, Bristol City Council and representatives from the 
business community. Stakeholders include police, ambulance, fire and health services.14

Key Messages: There is a variety of activities that councils can undertake to 
create the best conditions for business to prosper and to encourage inward 
investment in a ‘smart place’. This includes using networks such as RGN in rural 
areas, the LEPs and Enterprise Zones. Opening up property assets owned by the 
public sector has potential too.
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Digital Infrastructure – a Global Race

Business transacted over the internet now contributes 10% of GDP to the UK economy, 
surpassing the traditional manufacturing and retail sectors, second only to the UK property 
sector, according to research from the Boston Consulting Group (BCG) in 2015.15

BCG and many others single out the need for better broadband and mobile coverage to ensure 
the internet remains a strong driver for the UK economy. Despite being a world leader in 
smartphone ownership, online banking and internet shopping, the UK lags at 54th place in the 
world in terms of broadband coverage and speeds, behind Albania and Kazakhstan and much 
of Europe.

There is a strong ‘smart places’ argument that basic digital infrastructure should reach every 
part of the UK before new public funds are directed to high speed broadband and 5G. Digital 
infrastructure has a significant positive social and economic effect: on travel, congestion, lost 
productivity in commuting time, and green IT. It is estimated by the Department for Culture, 
Media & Sport (DCMS) that faster UK broadband and coverage could save:16

• 2.3bn kilometers in annual commuting, predominantly in car usage, through enabling 
increased telework for a proportion of the workforce. This is in the order of 2% of the 
current total annual UK commuting distance.

• 5.3bn kilometers in annual business travel, predominantly in car usage, through the 
increased use of video and online collaboration tools by broadband-using firms. This is in 
the order of 9% of the current total annual UK business travel distance.

• 1bn kilowatt hours of electricity usage every year, through broadband-using firms shifting 
part of their server capacity onto (more energy-efficient) public cloud platforms.

By definition, smart places depend on good digital infrastructures – broadband, public Wi-Fi and 
mobile coverage, in whatever form. Whilst UK cities are generally well-served with connectivity, 
there are still major ‘not-spots’ where there is no mobile or broadband, even within some urban 
and semi-urban areas. In 2016, nearly half a million small businesses in the UK still could not get 
super-fast broadband according to Ofcom, especially in rural areas.17

Some of this is a failure of past regulation and investment by government. Some lies in the 
skewed market position, with BT /Openreach – the effective historical monopoly that runs 
the UK telecoms network – dominating for so many years. Rivals of BT have been pushing 
for Openreach to be spun-off, and Ofcom itself has also proposed that it becomes a legally 
separate company owned by BT.

Government intervention and regulation can still help. For example, many areas have good 
mobile coverage, but maybe from only one carrier. Understandably, if one carrier is already 
strong in an area, there is less commercial opportunity for a competitor to invest to compete, 
especially in sparsely populated areas.

If every registered UK mobile carrier had a duty to pass customers seamlessly across mobile 
networks where they have no coverage in an area served by another carrier, significant 
improvement would be felt. This already happens across Europe when UK citizens travel with 
their current provider, but increasingly thought of as odd that this does not happen on home soil.

Substantial public funding has been made available through the Department for Media Culture 
and Sport over an extended period. The Chancellor Philip Hammond intends “..for the UK to be a 
world leader in 5G”.18 Plans include greater broadband reach, with a full-fibre network to replace 
copper wires and a step change in speed, security and reliability of broadband across the UK.
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This is a race. Broadband, Wi-Fi and mobile speeds and capacity must keep pace with the growing 
demands from new technologies such as HD televisions, smart phones and video applications, 
let alone the new data traffic generated by the Internet of Things. But that race must be about 
universal coverage if the UK smart places agenda is to succeed outside major cities.

ComRes interviewed 2,035 UK adults in 2016 found that the internet is considered important 
both economically and personally, with more than four in five saying that they think the internet 
is important for people running a business (89%), the UK economy (85%), the UK education 
system (84%) or their family (83%). Nearly half said that the internet is important to the value of 
their property and more than half felt that their current internet connection is too expensive.19

The Department of Communities and Local Government concluded in a study undertaken by 
SQW in 2013, “the availability and take-up of faster broadband speeds will add about £17bn 
to the UK’s annual Gross Value Added (GVA) by 2024”. Since then the dependency on internet 
for economic prosperity in every part of the globe has grown in line with the dependency on 
smartphones for retail and banking especially.20

Those benefits are particularly in areas with higher unemployment, but they also drive 
productivity benefits and time saving for teleworkers in areas of high employment. 
 

 
The Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) undertook a similar study at the 
end of 2014 which considered how increased connectivity was boosting economic prospects of 
rural areas. Rural areas currently account for 16% of Gross Value Added, 16% of employment 
and 26% of businesses in England. The report concluding that this is set to grow, as increased 
connectivity enables more flexible working, further growth in knowledge-based industries 
in rural areas and increased transfer of innovation. It also noted that over the next decade, 
productivity in rural areas could grow faster than in urban areas, if the barriers of internet 
access were addressed.

There is often an assumption made that cities and larger urban areas are the powerhouses of 
UK innovation, business start-ups and entrepreneurial activity. But the Defra study also showed 
that the impact of connectivity in rural areas had in part been responsible for 40 business 
start-ups per 10,000 people in ‘predominantly rural’ areas compared with 36 per 10,000 in large 
urban areas and 27 per 10,000 in other urban areas (though for ‘major’ urban areas, including 
London, the start-up rate was 56 per 10,000).
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Concerns over the loss of EU grants for rural broadband projects after Brexit have been 
allayed by the UK government, which has guaranteed continued funding – as long as it is value 
for money and in line with domestic government policy. Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly, for 
example, have much relied on European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) money.

In other areas councils are working together with local businesses to create a sustainable 
local grant scheme for broadband that has depended on EU funding. For example, Shropshire 
is working with Herefordshire, Telford and Wrekin councils, to develop grant-aided projects, 
which can access ERDF money to provide eligible businesses with a fully funded grant for fibre 
broadband across the Marches area.

By contrast, in an urban setting, Camden is working with a London consortium to increase 
internet access in the capital:

Local Government and Digital Transformation

“To incubate public wireless access in the capital, Camden led a consortium of 16 London 
local authorities to establish a concession contract that created a new network used across 
the borough by thousands of people each day. In October 2015, Camden’s Cabinet agreed 
a ground breaking initiative known as ‘digital rooftops’ to increase competition, accelerate 
mobile broadband and telecoms infrastructure on the roof tops of housing and council 
buildings….forecast to generate receipts in excess of £6m over the next 10 years. Some of 
this … will be reinvested  .. to tackle digital exclusion.”

Authors: Councillor Theo Blackwell and John Jackson, CIO21 

Bandwidth available in UK urban areas has continued to advance rapidly, often delivering 
100MB/sec capacity, but there has been growing concern over the extent to which a new ‘digital 
divide’ is emerging, with many communities, often in more rural areas, left with less than 3G 
mobile coverage – let alone 4G or 5G – and no broadband to speak of.
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It does not need to be like this, and there are exceptions. For example:

Broadband for the Rural North Ltd or ‘B4RN’ was launched in December 2011 by a 
local volunteer group. Registered as a community benefit society with the FSA it can 
never be bought by a commercial operator and its profits can only be distributed to 
the community B4RN has over 2300 connected customers, with take-up averaging 
65% of all properties in the area covered. 1200 local community shareholders have 
invested £4.8m in B4RN’s shares and loans. B4RN is an entirely fibre optic gigabit 
network, owned by the community owned with no dependence on BT’s copper lines 
to reach properties.22

In Sweden – and many countries with large rural areas – broadband speeds are generally 
considerably higher in rural areas, due to funding of community-run projects delivering fibre to 
the premises. In the UK, state funding has generally favoured big suppliers such as BT, whose 
historical technical legacy weighs heavy on their minds and in which commercial imperatives 
tend to favour concentrated urban populations.

By working with entrepreneurs, innovators, investors, research organisations, small business, 
technology suppliers and local enterprise partnerships, as well as with other neighbouring 
public service organisations, councils can create impetus for accelerated local coverage. They 
can help to make the case for infrastructure investment, strengthening commercial value as 
well as putting pressure on suppliers such as BT. They can – and often do – coordinate activity, 
stimulate investment and innovation in connectivity technologies, working with industry and 
universities to develop new communications solutions and focus resources in ways which create 
lower risk and higher commercial opportunity for internet and mobile providers.

In Cambridgeshire for example, the County Council is working with Microsoft and Cambridge 
University to find new ways of getting internet access into hard to reach areas using new, low 
cost communication technology. This type of innovation may offer the genuine competition that 
has been lacking and which has led to calls for the breakup of BT and Openreach.

As important as Wi-Fi, broadband and mobile coverage, the Internet of Things (IoT) is firmly on 
the agenda of councils promoting smart places approaches. Not only will this drive bandwidth 
consumption of mobile, Wi-Fi and broadband, but a coherent design in a smart place will 
maximise the value of IoT data for public good, as well as ensuring the necessary safeguards to 
protect privacy are in place.

IoT is a major opportunity to increase safety, to improve planning, to ease and manage 
congestion and to enhance the quality of life in an area – for example in monitoring the 
environment and pollution, identifying potential safety issues and improving planning.. 
Proximity services are already beginning to emerge that allow devices to interconnect for added 
intelligence – for example, driverless cars.

But these depend on creating coherent and shareable IoT platforms to stimulate digital 
infrastructure innovation. Councils need to consider this now in their urban and rural planning, 
and not allow a patchwork of unregulated and incompatible IoT solutions to emerge where 
integrated planning is needed.

Key Messages: Digital infrastructure is essential for the emergence of smart 
places, especially in semi-urban and rural areas. Councils need to ensure this 
includes public Wi-Fi and mobile coverage, not just broadband. Councils have 
a role in coordinating resources and priorities in an area across public, private 
and academic sectors to resolve the remaining poor coverage, especially in 
rural areas. This should now also include IoT planning.
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Conclusion

Smart places harness the benefits of technology for businesses, government, communities and 
individuals in an area – each benefitting from the activities of the others.

Inevitably, the strength of the local economy has a key part to play in this – a strong business 
sector creates jobs, training and income for the public sector, whilst reducing the burden on 
public services and contributing to sustainable communities. Today, economic growth depends 
to a significant degree upon digital technology usage, within and outside the digital sector 
itself. That recognition implies a emphasis is needed in planning smart places that foster and 
encourage smart businesses and digital practice.

The UK is currently one of the world’s leading digital economies, with digital technology businesses 
contributing more than £110bn in GVA in 2013 (latest ONS figures available) and accounting for 
15% of all new companies formed in 2014.23 Yet much of this is concentrated in London and major 
cities – and it arguably does not need to be quite so in the next phase of growth, if some brakes are 
released and fuel applied to the entrepreneurial fires across the nation.

In developing a local smart places agenda that encourages economic growth, business and 
investment, councils must be working with research and business partners in their areas, 
especially Local Enterprise Partnerships, to encourage the digital technologies sector in their 
region. The starting point for this work could include:

• Defining the links between public and private sector interests – for example, each tech 
cluster across the UK has its own characteristics that meld with an area.

• Determining a clear vision of the outcomes to be achieved – this might be about jobs, 
investment, specific technology sector encouragement, or digital infrastructure, or some 
mix of these.

• Developing a smart places policy – objective, goals, roles, plans and strategies – which 
permeates every part of a council’s activity and is aligned to the wider vision.

• Engaging staff, citizens and businesses, so that objectives are clear to all, in areas such as 
‘open government’, business support, planning and digital methods within the council.

• Creating a digital support network for local start-up businesses that depend on 
technology – events, skills development, advice.

• Supporting local business sector growth through smart planning and close involvement in 
council’s ambitions and plans.

• Planning to specifically attract technology and digital skills, working with education 
establishments and businesses.

• Balancing related activities such as environment, transport and resources with a digital 
and smart places agenda (using the range of guides in this series of reports).

• Actively encouraging digital business into an area – through procurement, infrastructure, 
promotion, and incentives for tech start-ups to locate there.

• Drawing together funding, investment and research to help both public and private sectors.

Councils must become digital entities if they are to play a full part in a smart place. This includes 
becoming more commercially aware and business-like, but not just through introducing digital 
methods and clever technologies. For example, in areas such as commissioning models for 
services, self-service supplier relationships, procurement and building public/private partnerships.
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This report has illustrated a range of actions a council can take to promote the economic 
opportunity for smart places, dependent on its priorities, location and starting position. Many 
of these actions can potentially impact the ethos of the public sector, in perception or reality. 
Therefore, in changing business models councils need to respect political and public interests, 
protect public service ethos, but not resist change or the opportunity and benefits from creating 
smart places. 

A smart place agenda that stimulates business growth is not just about promoting technology, 
infrastructure and public sector activity that is business-friendly. On the contrary, the smart 
place programme must consider future sustainability in the face of a global – not just national – 
competition for jobs, skills and economic prosperity, especially from China, Europe, America and 
India. Complacency or a single reliance on smart cities will mean the UK underplays its many 
advantages in the digital stakes.

Key Messages: Councils have a central role in promoting growth in the digital 
economy and in innovation, central to a smart places agenda. Boundaries 
between public and private sectors are blurring and changing, and this 
means there can be new models for future public services.  Working with 
entrepreneurs, innovators, business leaders and universities, smart councils 
can be a catalyst, especially in harnessing the value of the technology sector 
and start-ups. That can, in conjunction with thoughtful planning, high quality 
public services and marketing the locality as a great place to live and work, 
bring ambitious companies into an emerging smart places region. 
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