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Community Power 

A blueprint for ‘double devolution’ 

 

The We’re Right Here campaign’s response to the Labour Party’s Commission on 

the UK’s Future and Take Back Control Bill announcement 

 

 

 

About We’re Right Here 

 

We’re Right Here is a national campaign building a united movement for community 

power, spanning places and communities across the UK as well as the political 

spectrum. 

We are campaigning for policy action to give communities more control over the 

spaces, services and spending decisions which shape their places and futures. We 

see this as the first step towards bringing about the fundamental change we need, 

and unlocking the power and potential contained within each and every one of our 

neighbourhoods. 
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Summary 

 

 

1. Labour has started to set out an exciting agenda for empowering local 
communities. In recent months, the publication of the Brown Commission and 
Keir Starmer’s promise of a Take Back Control Bill represent a real opportunity 
to shift where power lies, so local people can genuinely shape the places 
where they live. 
 

2. Labour is right to seek to turn ‘take back control’ from a slogan into a solution. 
But if their empowerment agenda stops at local councils and does not go on 
to empower local communities themselves, then it will fail to meet people’s 
desire for greater control. 

 

3. Our proposal for a Community Power Act offers a practical way of enacting 
the Brown Commission’s recommendation for ‘double devolution’ and Keir 
Starmer’s call to give people “control over their lives and community”. 

 

4. In particular, Community Covenants – neighbourhood-level power-sharing 
arrangements between councils and local community organisations and 
groups – provide a democratically accountable and socially just mechanism 
for devolving power to the hyper-local level. 

 

5. Community Covenants have the potential to enhance local democracy and 
accountability. While voter turnout for local elections is low, local groups 
(particularly those which pass the five tests of accountability for becoming 
Covenant partners) tend to be highly accountable to their community.  
 

6. Community Covenants can also ensure local power is not reserved only for 
those with the resources to wield it. The community groups eligible to 
become Covenant partners tend to be concentrated in disadvantaged areas – 
in contrast with parish councils and neighbourhood forums. 
 

7. The Take Back Control Bill should also introduce new community rights to 
control local investment and shape local services, so that local people can 
start to exercise control as soon as the Bill passes into law. 
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A politics which trusts communities 

The Labour Party has, in recent months, begun to set out a progressive vision for a 

community-powered politics. We strongly welcome the findings of the Commission on the 

UK’s Future,i chaired by former Prime Minister Gordon Brown, as well as Keir Starmer’s 

announcement that Labour would make a Take Back Control Bill “a centrepiece of [its] first 

King’s Speech”.ii 

The Brown Commission’s report rightly takes aim at an “unreformed, over-centralised way of 
governing that leaves millions of people” feeling “neglected, ignored, and invisible”. The UK is 
the most centralised country in the Western world.iii And polling conducted for our campaign 
last year attests to people’s feelings of powerlessness, with almost 8 in 10 UK adults saying 
they have ‘no control’ (44%) or ‘not much control’ (34%) over important decisions affecting 
their neighbourhoods and communities.iv 

The Commission is also right to note that “there is clear evidence that people want more of a 
say on the issues that affect their lives”. While half of UK adults (50%) believe that local 
people or community organisations should have the most say over what happens in their 
local area, only 12% believe this is currently the case.v 

Keir Starmer was, similarly, entirely right to assert in his New Year’s speech that the next 
Labour government must recognise the British people’s desire for “control over their lives and 
their community” and to argue that this is “what Take Back Control meant”. The same polling 
shows that nearly two-thirds (62%) of UK adults believe that “to deliver on the spirit of the 
Brexit vote and people’s desire to ‘take back control’, the government needs to give people 
more of a say over the decisions that shape their communities”. This figure increases to 71% 
among 2019 Conservative voters.vi 

In his speech, Starmer pledged that Labour would turn Take Back Control from “a slogan to a 
solution. From a catchphrase into change.” And the Brown Commission’s report has been 
described as providing the “basis for the biggest ever transfer of power out of Westminster”’vii 
and proposes a range of policy measures to spread power and opportunity across the UK, a 
number of which will presumably sit at the heart of this legislation if a Labour government is 
elected. 

In this briefing, we will focus in on the Commission’s call for “double devolution – pushing 
power as close as possible to people and communities”. This is the part of the Commission’s 
policy prospectus which relates most directly to – and is framed most clearly as a response 
to – people’s desire “to have more of a say on the issues that affect them, the services they 
use and the places they live”.  

We believe that our proposal for a Community Power Actviii provides a practical blueprint to 
give all communities an equal opportunity to have a say over their lives. We also believe 
that Labour might usefully draw on this proposal in developing its Take Back Control Bill. 
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Community Covenants – a concrete mechanism for double devolution 

The Brown Commission describes double devolution as a means of “increasing community 
involvement in local decision-making and shaping local services”. It cites the work of several 
Labour-run local authorities in developing “locally led, user focused approaches to public 
service delivery”, arguing encouragingly that this work should “shape how the next Labour 
Government delivers public services”. 

One of the local authority-run initiatives which it highlights is The Wigan Deal. Wigan Council 

sought to respond to the challenges of austerity by taking an asset-based approach – 

recognising and nurturing the strengths and capacities of local people, in part through 

investing in community organisations and groups and empowering them to play meaningful 

roles in service design and delivery.ix We drew heavily upon this example in developing our 

proposal for the introduction of statutory neighbourhood-level arrangements bringing local 

people, community organisations and councils together to make decisions, co-ordinate 

their activities and pool their capacities – or Community Covenants.x 

In our Community Power Act proposal, we suggested that councils might form a Community 

Covenant with either a single partner or multiple partners, which might include parish 

councils, neighbourhood forums, independent community anchor organisations or – 

potentially – local alliances of community organisations, associations and unconstituted 

groups. Just as the Localism Act enabled neighbourhoods to self-define so as to form 

Neighbourhood Planning Forums, the geographic scope of Community Covenants would be 

decided by local people; but we would expect each local authority area to include several 

agreements of this sort. 

Local authorities would be required to agree to all reasonable requests to form a Community 

Covenant. Prospective partners would, in turn, need to demonstrate their intention and ability 

to involve broader networks of community organisations and groups in any work undertaken 

as part of this arrangement – passing five tests of local accountability.xi 

Once confirmed, Community Covenants would be empowered to draw down a range of 

powers – acting as trusted service delivery partners; improving the management of 

community assets; helping to shape local economic strategies and Neighbourhood Plans; 

and enabling participatory decision-making. As part of the process of forming a Community 

Covenant, they would directly negotiate the transfer of related resources with the council. 

We believe that, through incorporating Community Covenants into the Take Back Control 

Bill, Labour could fully and effectively convert the Brown Commission’s recommendation 

on double devolution into policy action.xii These statutory agreements would represent a 

tangible and accessible mechanism through which local people and community groups 

could play a role in “local decision-making and shaping local services”. 

Adopting this approach would also ensure that every community could benefit from 

Labour’s drive to unlock the agency of local people. Whereas both parish councilsxiii and 

neighbourhood forumsxiv are concentrated in wealthier areas, community anchor 
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organisations are disproportionately likely to be based in disadvantaged areas.xv These 

organisations are rooted in their communities, understand the needs and aspirations of local 

people and work to provide holistic solutions to the challenges facing their place. Through 

enabling local authorities to in effect designate them as trusted partners and organising 

bodies, the next Labour government could ensure that communities which may lack the 

social capital – or the time and capacity – of better-off neighbourhoods will nonetheless be 

supported to exercise more control over the decisions which shape their lives and places. 

Of course, no one votes for community organisations or groups, but the system we are 

proposing is one defined by genuine partnership-working between democratically elected 

councils and trusted, accountable community organisations and groups.xvi Indeed, 

Community Covenants would reflect and harness the full range of democratic expression 

which exists within local places – from the agency local people express through their 

participation in informal groups and formal community organisations, to that which they 

channel into representative democracy. Given habitually low voter turnout in local elections, 

bringing community organisations – with their high degree of responsiveness to local need 

and opinion – into the structures of local governance would enhance the quality of local 

democracy. 

In addition, far from representing an attempt to shift a perceived burden of responsibility 

from the state onto local civil society – as happened with the Big Society – our approach 

would see real investment in civil society. We propose that the next Labour government 

should create a capacity-building fund for Community Covenant partners, with grants of 

approximately £60,000 made available to support their operating costs over a three-year 

period. This is a policy approach aimed at enabling community organisations and groups to 

fulfil their full potential. 

Ultimately, Community Covenants are the missing piece of the devolution puzzle. Through 

bringing them into being, the Labour Party could complete the construction of a clear and 

concrete track along which power could be devolved from Westminster to regions, local 

areas and all the way to the neighbourhood level. 
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New community rights – delivering change on the ground  

 

The Commission on the UK’s Future doesn’t set out a detailed view of how the next Labour 

Government could put a commitment to double devolution into practice. Instead, it points to 

another of its recommendations – arguing that “our suggested constitutional principle of 

subsidiarity should lead to ‘double devolution’ becoming a core consideration in how services 

are delivered and decisions are made.” 

The Commission’s proposal to enshrine the principle of subsidiarity within a new 

constitutional statute is hugely ambitious and would fundamentally change how Britain is 

governed. It would, however, likely take time for this new constitutional settlement to result 

in positive change within communities, as our political and legal systems would need to 

undergo significant transformations in order to accommodate it. Given that we are in a 

situation in which – to quote the Commission’s report – “millions of our fellow citizens do not 

think democracy works for them”, we would question whether this is an urgent enough 

response to the feelings of disempowerment which pervade modern Britain. 

It's also true that, if Labour’s pledge to push power downwards and outwards to 

communities is to seem credible to and capture the imagination of the public, it will need to 

be expressed in practical proposals for change on the ground – not as an abstract matter 

of constitutional reform. 

We have sought, through this briefing, to outline how the Brown Commission’s double 

devolution vision could be realised in practice through the introduction of Community 

Covenants. But we would contend that Labour must go further still –shaping its Take Back 

Control Bill to include a number of policies which might result in tangible community-

powered change in the early days of a Starmer government. 

The Labour leader’s statement that the Bill will “give communities a new right to request” the 

powers they need shows an encouraging willingness to engage openly with civic leaders. 

Similarly, the Shadow Levelling Up Secretary Lisa Nandy’s recent promise that the Take Back 

Control Bill will “flip the presumption of power; instead of communities asking Westminster for 

powers, the government of the day will be under a legal duty to explain why not” speaks to 

Labour’s will to deliver real change.xvii 

But by using ‘communities’ as shorthand for local authorities, Labour risks failing to meet 

the reality of people’s desire to ‘take back control’. Moreover, putting the onus exclusively on 

either local authorities or local people to petition the government for powers on a case-by-

case basis would lead to a highly conditional form of subsidiarity. 

Instead, introducing new legal rights for communities – whereby local people would be able 

to come together and exercise their new powers immediately upon the passage of this 

legislation – would both meaningfully refashion the settlement between Westminster and 

local areas and clearly signal to the public that this relationship is changing. This approach 
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would deliver ‘double devolution’ in the first 100 days of a Labour government, rather than 

the first 1,000 at best. 

The Brown Commission rightly welcomes Labour’s pledge to introduce a Community Right 

to Buy, giving communities the right of first refusal once important local buildings and 

spaces with significant community value come up for sale. This policy is a key component 

of our Community Power Act proposal, and its introduction would hugely strengthen the 

ability of communities to protect and take control of the pubs, leisure facilities and green 

spaces that matter to them. 

We would contend that Labour should now build upon this pledge by announcing that the 

Take Back Control Bill will also enshrine in law a Community Right to Shape Public 

Services and a Community Right to Control Investment. 

A Community Right to Shape Public Services would provide a very direct means for local 

people to play a role in the design, commissioning and delivery of local services – 

significantly strengthening and expanding the scope of the existing Community Right to 

Challenge. 

It would enable local communities to trigger a joint review of a particular local service, 

which the local authority or relevant public body would be required to undertake alongside 

local organisations and service users as well as the provider. There would be a set period of 

community consultation and co-design, with the option of triggering a full commissioning 

exercise – which might, for instance, result in a decision to insource a service. 

This community right could be triggered by any qualifying body, including parish councils, 

neighbourhood forums and Community Covenant organisations. Importantly, these bodies 

would be able to trigger joint reviews of services provided by health authorities; housing, 

education and skills training providers; and bodies with responsibility for local business 

policy, such as Local Enterprise Partnerships. Unlike the existing Community Right to 

Challenge, then, this new right would apply to services beyond those run by local authorities. 

A new Community Right to Control Investment would substantially increase community 

control over the key spending decisions which affect local neighbourhoods. In places with 

an appropriately accountable community-level decision-making institution (such as a 

Community Covenant, neighbourhood forum or parish council), a proportion of all public 

regeneration and local economic regeneration funds allocated to that area would be 

invested directly by that institution. Community-level decision-makers might, for example, 

assume responsibility for a share of UK Shared Prosperity Fund or of developer-generated 

funding streams such as the new Infrastructure Levy – the criteria and process through 

which relevant funds would be identified having been enshrined in the Take Back Control Bill. 
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Conclusion 

 

We are highly encouraged by Keir Starmer’s promise that the next Labour government will 

pioneer a “new way of governing” and practice “a politics which trusts communities with the 

power to control their destiny”. The task before Labour now is to build upon the policy 

foundations raised by the Commission on the UK’s Future – developing a proposal for a 

Take Back Control Bill to enable local people to exercise a meaningful level of control over 

the spaces, services and spending decisions which shape their places and futures. In this 

briefing, we have sought to set out how it might complete the task of turning Take Back 

Control from a slogan into a solution – converting a principled commitment to double 

devolution and subsidiarity into practical policy action by introducing statutory Community 

Covenants and a range of new community rights. 

If it succeeds in this task – incorporating these measures into a Take Back Control Bill 

shaped to decentralise power in modern Britain in a raft of ways – Labour will enter the next 

General Election with a credible plan to restore the British public’s faith that the system can 

work for them. A plan to address the feelings of alienation and disempowerment which have 

upended our politics in recent years; to turbocharge the development of the locally led, 

prevention-focused services we need; and to tackle the inequalities in health and wealth 

which are holding Britain back.  
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