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Introduction

The English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill 
includes a measure requiring all local authorities to ‘make 
appropriate arrangements to secure the effective governance 
of any area of a specified description that falls within the 
authority's area (a “neighbourhood area”)’ – with what is 
meant by ‘appropriate arrangements’ to be set out in statutory 
regulations by the Secretary of State.

The creation of neighbourhood governance arrangements 
represents a once-in-a-generation opportunity to revitalise local 
democracy and embed community-powered decision-making 
as a core feature of how England is governed – significantly 
changing both the way and the extent to which local people 
engage with the decisions that shape their places.

These arrangements must, however, be shaped to genuinely 
empower local people and community organisations, rather 
than to generate new layers of bureaucracy and box-ticking. By 
designing them to give communities a genuine seat at the table 
– not just as consultees but as decision-makers – Ministers and 
officials can ensure that devolution delivers where it is needed 
most: ensuring decisions about public services and facilities 
reflect real needs, strengthening the relationship between local 
people and local government, and bridging the gap between our 
communities and politics.

Polling conducted for the We’re Right Here campaign by Opinium 
in August of this year1 demonstrates that members of the public 
are considerably more likely to believe that the establishment of 
neighbourhood governance arrangements will improve rather 
than worsen the quality of decision-making in their area. It also 
shows, though, that a majority of UK adults either do not hold a 
clear view about these proposals or don’t think they will make any 
difference at all. We believe that this speaks to the importance of 

1. �Polling undertaken between 20 – 22 August 2025, using a nationally representative sample of 2,050 UK adults. Full polling 
results are available upon request.
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shaping these structures not to reflect and extend a status-quo 
that people are increasingly turning away from, but to embody the 
bold, inclusive approach required to flip the script.

The wider political and social context in which the Bill is 
progressing through parliament makes the need for this shift all 
the more pressing. Across Britain, people feel a pervasive lack 
of control over their lives. Polling undertaken by Opinium for the 
We’re Right Here campaign in February2 suggests that 84% of UK 
adults feel that they have ‘not much’ or ‘no’ control over important 
decisions affecting their neighbourhood. This is hardly surprising 
when local high streets and public spaces in many parts of the 
country have been hollowed out, when public services routinely 
leave people feeling disempowered, and when spending decisions 
often simply do not reflect community priorities.3

The same polling shows that a majority (54%) would prefer a little 
more funding for their local area if the community was able to 
exercise a lot of control over how it was spent, rather than the 
reverse (27%). It is clear that people do not simply want things to 
get better in their areas – they want to be a part of making things 
better themselves.
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The government plans to 
require councils in England 
to set up neighbourhood 
governance arrangements, 
giving residents more direct 
influence over local decisions 
and services. Do you think 
this will lead to…

Worse decision-making 
in your area

No 
change

Don’t 
know

Better decision-making 
in your area

2. �Polling conducted in February 2024, using a nationally representative sample of 2,000 UK adults. A briefing summarising 
the findings of this polling can be found here: https://www.right-here.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/WRH-polling-
devolution-and-community-power-Feb-2025.-09.04.25.pdf

3. Ibid.

https://www.right-here.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/WRH-polling-devolution-and-community-power-Feb-2025.-09.04.25.pdf
https://www.right-here.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/WRH-polling-devolution-and-community-power-Feb-2025.-09.04.25.pdf
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Six principles for 
community-powered 
neighbourhood governance

The We’re Right Here campaign and Local Trust are jointly 
calling on the government to ensure that these new 
neighbourhood governance arrangements give communities 
genuine influence over the decisions that shape their places 
and lives.

These arrangements should be shaped to reflect the distinct 
needs and circumstances of each area, which is why it is 
welcome that the government has been clear that it will not 
attempt to impose a one-size-fits-all approach onto communities. 
At the same time, Ministers and officials should act to ensure that 
a focus on enabling local variation doesn’t inadvertently provide 
a smokescreen for neighbourhood governance models that don’t 
meaningfully empower local people.

We believe that the government’s goal should be to promote 
local variation within defined parameters designed to guarantee 
local people and trusted community organisations a substantive 
role in neighbourhood-level decision-making. To achieve this, 
its neighbourhood governance regulations and guidance should 
centre six principles (to note, these were developed by the 
community leaders who sit on the We’re Right Here campaign 
team, with input from Local Trust, Locality, and Power to Change):
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1.	 ‘Real place’-based working
Neighbourhood governance arrangements should be shaped around 
areas that people actually recognise as neighbourhoods. These 
might mirror electoral wards or lower super output areas, but won’t 
necessarily. As a general rule, they shouldn’t have a larger footprint 
than local Primary Care Networks. Structures that operate at the scale 
of whole towns or boroughs risk losing sight of the distinct needs of 
the neighbourhoods within them. Instead, neighbourhood governance 
arrangements should reflect and respond to the unique character, 
challenges, and aspirations of each area. Local people are best placed  
to decide how these boundaries should be formed.

2.	 Relational governance
Decision-making processes should be enabling, not obstructive. Too 
often, bureaucratic rules concentrate power and shut down discussion, 
leaving communities frustrated and disengaged. Neighbourhood 
governance arrangements should actively support the development of 
relationships of trust, mutual respect, and shared accountability both 
between local people and between local people and institutions. While 
formal accountability and due process are essential, bureaucracy must be 
kept to the minimum level compatible with effective delivery. Duplication 
and procedural hurdles that stifle participation should be stripped away.

3.	 Equal-basis decision-making
Local people must not be treated as mere consultees or asked 
to ratify pre-developed plans for their area. Neighbourhood 
governance arrangements must put residents on an equal footing 
with councillors and officials, exercising shared responsibility 
for shaping priorities, services and investment decisions. This 
will require a cultural shift: communities must be embraced as 
collaborators and co-producers, and the knowledge, skills and 
commitment that they bring to the table should be properly 
recognised.

1

2

3
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4.	 Integration of social 
infrastructure
Neighbourhood governance arrangements must meaningfully include 
the community groups and organisations already working in, and for, 
local areas. From local forums to community anchor organisations, 
these groups hold vital local knowledge and can often reach into parts 
of the community that local authorities struggle to engage.

5.	 Community-level leadership
Effective neighbourhood governance arrangements should be 
convened from within the community itself. Each arrangement 
should be chaired by a local leader who does not hold political office 
but who can demonstrate that they are embedded in and accountable 
to the neighbourhood they serve – for example, the leader of a local 
community anchor organisation (for more information on how their 
level of accountability might be established, see page 16). This ‘first 
among equals’ role should be aimed at facilitating inclusive, balanced 
discussion and ensuring the full participation of the community.

To ensure the viability and sustainability of this model, a community 
organisation to which the chair is connected should hold responsibility for 
managing the funds allocated to the relevant neighbourhood governance 
arrangement, including core operating costs. Locating responsibility for 
financial decision-making within the community will not only ensure that  
funds will be used to benefit local people to but also increase the likelihood  
of attracting additional investment. Many funders explicitly prioritise 
community-led initiatives over public sector-led ones, while existing structures 
such as Neighbourhood Boards and Forums have struggled to secure  
funding due to restrictions on applications from public sector bodies.4

It will be critical for these leadership and funding arrangements to strengthen 
rather than undermine social cohesion. We therefore propose that any 
individual or organisation seeking to take on these roles should be required to 
demonstrate their commitment to inclusivity and bridging divides within their 
local area - see page 15 for more details.

4

5
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6.	Real accountability
Community power is only meaningful when it is enforceable.  
In the event that local people from any one part of the 
community come to feel that they are being shut out 
of decision-making or that residents come to feel that 
neighbourhood governance arrangements are not centring their 
voices, they should have access to a clear route to redress – 
enabling them to challenge decisions and ensuring that their 
concerns are heard by an impartial adjudicator. That’s why we 
support the creation of a Commissioner for Neighbourhoods 
to oversee standards in neighbourhood governance and ensure 
that these new arrangements genuinely represent and advance 
communities’ wishes. (This idea was recently backed too by 
the Independent Commission on Neighbourhoods.)5 At the very 
least, the government should ensure that a clear accountability 
framework for neighbourhood governance is established 
and that communities are able to raise concerns through a 
dedicated team or office.

We describe decision-making arrangements which reflect 
these principals as ‘covenantal’ because we believe that they 
epitomise a deep commitment to collaboration on the part of 
both the council and local people. These principals could also 
be understood as the building blocks of a ‘community-powered’ 
rather than ‘bureaucratic’ model of neighbourhood governance.

6

4. �This claim is rooted in the experience of Locality, who have helped to administer relevant government programmes also 
play a key role in supporting the We’re Right Here campaign. More information is available upon request.

5. �The Independent Commission on Neighbourhoods (2025), Delivering Neighbourhood Renewal: Proposals for Change 
green paper. Available here: https://www.neighbourhoodscommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Driving-
Neighbourhood-Renewal-Proposals-for-Change.pdf 

https://www.neighbourhoodscommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Driving-Neighbourhood-Renewal
https://www.neighbourhoodscommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Driving-Neighbourhood-Renewal
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It is of course true that some ‘doubly disadvantaged’ areas may 
lack the social infrastructure required to execute this approach 
effectively.6 Investment in the civic capacity of these communities 
will be essential to ensure that the parts of England that feel most 
‘left behind’ benefit from the opportunities afforded by these new 
structures and are not further marginalised.

The development of community-powered neighbourhood 
governance arrangements would not, however, require the creation 
of new layers of costly bureaucracy. Instead, the focus would be on 
tapping into existing capacity within both the council and local civil 
society – aligning and maximising the impact of the community’s 
collective resources.

Indeed, it is important to note that this is a vision for collaborative 
(as opposed to either community-led or council-led) decision-
making. One that draws on both representative and participatory 
modes of democracy.

Community-powered 
neighbourhood governance

Bureaucratic neighbourhood 
governance

Scale A neighbourhood as defined by 
local people

A larger or externally imposed 
footprint

Governance Decision-making is led by 
relationships of mutual trust and 
accountability

Decision-making is led by formal 
structures and predefined 
processes

The role of local people Equal-basis decision-makers Consultees

The role of community 
organisations

Fully integrated and active 
participants

Consultees

Leadership Drawn from local civil society Drawn from the local authority

Accountability Independent oversight and redress 
mechanisms

Standard council complaints 
processes

6. �Local Trust (2019), Left behind? Understanding communities on the edge. Available here: https://localtrust.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2019/08/local_trust_ocsi_left_behind_research_august_2019.pdf

https://localtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/local_trust_ocsi_left_behind_research_august_20
https://localtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/local_trust_ocsi_left_behind_research_august_20
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Ideally, who do you 
think neighbourhood 
governance arrangements 
should be led by?

Local people and 
community organisations

Combination 
of both

Don’t 
know

Local councillors 
representing their ward

Maximising the democratic 
legitimacy of neighbourhood 
governance arrangements
Genuinely collaborative neighbourhood governance arrangements 
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 the 
systems of representative democracy. They would combine the 
legitimacy and statutory mandate derived from elections with 
the earned legitimacy and deep relationships of community 
organisations with a track record of serving their area.

The polling undertaken by Opinium in August shows that this 
approach would command broad public support.

When asked who new governance arrangements should be led 
by, only one in ten UK adults said 'local councillors representing 
their ward'. Twice as many said these arrangements should be led 
by 'local people and community organisations', while four times 
as many said they should be led by 'both'.



12

33%

22%
30%

23%

23%

26%27%

42%

47%

24%
11%

1 5

6

7

2

3

43%

31%

27%

28%

28%

19%

27
%

28
%

55
%

49
%

52%

55%

49%

36%

And if they had to be led 
by one of these groups, 
which would you choose?

Local people and 
community organisations

Don’t 
know

Local councillors 
representing their ward
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You said that you think neighbourhood governance arrangements 
should be led by local councillors representing their ward.  
For which of the following reasons, if any, do you think this?

Democracy involves us giving politicians a mandate to 
make decisions that shape our places and lives

Democracy involves all of us having a voice in 
the decisions that shape our places and lives

It will lead to people feeling that they have more of 
a stake in local decision-making

It will lead to people putting more trust in local decision-making

It will lead to better decision-making

When 'both' was removed from consideration, 47% of respondents 
selected 'local people and community organisations' while 26% chose 
'local councillors representing their ward'.

This same polling suggests that the public does not believe that 
local authority-led structures are inherently more democratic. 
In fact, it suggests that the public recognises that participatory 
democracy is every bit as legitimate as representative democracy, 
at least at the neighbourhood level.

Opinium asked people to select the reason or reasons for their 
preference regarding who should steer neighbourhood governance 
arrangements from a list of options. It’s certainly true that the 
most popular answer among those who selected ‘local councillors 
representing their ward’ was 'democracy involves us giving 
politicians a mandate to make decisions that shape our places and 
lives’ (with 43% of those respondents selecting this reason).
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However, a majority of those who chose ‘local people and 
community organisations’ said that they had done so as 
'democracy involves all of us having a voice in the decisions 
that shape our places and lives'.

It's also noteworthy that those who answered 'local councillors 
representing their ward' were considerably less likely to believe 
that this would lead to local people feeling that they have more 
of a stake in local decision-making or to people putting more 
trust in local decision-making. Local authority-led models of 
neighbourhood governance, in other words, are unlikely to have 
as much impact in revitalising local democracy as models which 
enable local people and community organisations to drive change 
in their own areas.
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You said that you think neighbourhood governance arrangements 
should be led by local people and community organisations.  
For which of the following reasons, if any, do you think this?

Proportion of those who favour council-led and community-led versions  
of neighbourhood governance arrangements who believe that this would...

Democracy involves us giving politicians a mandate to 
make decisions that shape our places and lives

Community-ledCouncil-led

Democracy involves all of us having a voice in the 
decisions that shape our places and lives

A. �Lead to local people feeling that they have 
more of a stake in local decision-making

It will lead to people feeling that they have more of 
a stake in local decision-making

B. �Lead to people putting more 
trust in local decision-making

It will lead to people putting more trust in local decision-making

It will lead to better decision-making
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This is perhaps unsurprising, given prevailing attitudes towards local 
democracy – with turnout in local elections in some parts of the 
country having fallen to 15%. Research by More in Common further 
demonstrates that the public trust local residents and community 
groups to make decisions regarding their local area more than they 
do elected councillors.7 The same research shows that people believe 
community groups are more likely than councillors to listen to their 
views, to understand the change their community needs and to bring it 
about.8 A form of neighbourhood governance at least partially rooted in 
an alternative form of civic participation could, then, inject some much-
needed trust and energy into these new structures.

Equally, councillors are endowed with an important statutory mandate 
and undeniably play a crucial role in representing the interests of their 
communities, and we believe the public are right to suggest that this 
shouldn’t be an ‘either/or’. The work of forward-thinking councils – from 
Camden9 to Calderdale10 and Ealing11 to Wigan12  – demonstrates what 
can be achieved when councillors, council officers, and local people 
seek to set priorities and make decisions about local areas and public 
services together.

That’s why we 
ultimately believe 
that a collaborative 
approach is what’s 
needed. To draw on 
Sherry Arnstein’s 
Ladder of Citizen 
Participation, these 
arrangements should 
be shaped to enable 
‘partnership’ or 
‘delegated power’ 
rather than full-blown 
‘community control’.

7. �More in Common (2023), Shifting gears on levelling up: Putting the public and communities in the driving seat. Available here: https://www.
moreincommon.org.uk/media/mdbh0v3a/shifting-gears-on-levelling-up-more-in-common-and-power-to-change.pdf 

 8. Ibid.
9. �Camden Council (2022), We Make Camden vision statement. Available here: https://www.wemakecamden.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/We-

Make-Camden-Vision.pdf
10. �See Calderdale Council's Transforming Calderdale Together programme and Building Stronger Communities strategic framework.
11. �Clements, T, ‘Good council: Ealing’s story’, the RSA Journal, 23 September 2025. Available here: https://www.thersa.org/rsa-journal/issue-3-2025/

good-council/
12/ �Naylor, C, and Wellings, D (2019), A citizen-led approach to health and care: Lessons from the Wigan Deal, The King’s Fund. Available here: https://

assets.kingsfund.org.uk/f/256914/x/7f008d393b/wigan_deal_2019.pdf

1 Manipulation

2 Therapy

3 Informing

4 Consultation

5 Placation

6 Partnership

Tokenism

Nonparticipation

Voice

Vision

7 Delegated Power

8 Community Control

Community Power

Arnstein’s Ladder (1969) Degrees of Citizen Participation

https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/media/mdbh0v3a/shifting-gears-on-levelling-up-more-in-common-and-pow
https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/media/mdbh0v3a/shifting-gears-on-levelling-up-more-in-common-and-pow
https://www.wemakecamden.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/We-Make-Camden-Vision.pdf

https://www.wemakecamden.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/We-Make-Camden-Vision.pdf

https://www.thersa.org/rsa-journal/issue-3-2025/good-council/

https://www.thersa.org/rsa-journal/issue-3-2025/good-council/

https://assets.kingsfund.org.uk/f/256914/x/7f008d393b/wigan_deal_2019.pdf
https://assets.kingsfund.org.uk/f/256914/x/7f008d393b/wigan_deal_2019.pdf
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Ensuring the accountability 
of neighbourhood 
governance arrangements
We have already proposed both that neighbourhood governance 
arrangements should be chaired by a community leader who does not 
hold political office and that locally trusted organisations should be 
made responsible for managing funds allocated to these structures.

To safeguard the legitimacy of these arrangements – and the principle 
that decision-making should protect and promote the interests of the 
whole community – any individual and/or organisation seeking to take on 
these roles should be required to demonstrate that they are able to fulfil  
five tests of local accountability. These should measure their ability to:

1 	� Earn and maintain the trust of the whole community.

2 	� Support everyone within their place to participate in 
community decisions and activities in an inclusive and 
equitable manner.

3 	� Practise ‘dynamic local accountability’ and community 
leadership based not just on consultations and voting but  
on ongoing community participation, relationships, and  
local action.

4 	� Work proactively to identify and address shared issues  
and local concerns.

5 	� Make decisions to promote the interests of local people,  
rather than institutions alone.

In some neighbourhoods, no single leader or organisation will be in a 
position to meet all of these criteria themselves. In such instances, co-
chairing arrangements might be agreed upon or a coalition of community 
organisations and groups might be brought together so as to pool their 
respective representational roles and operational strengths and jointly 
manage the funds associated with these structures. This approach could,  
in fact, have a significant and positive impact on social cohesion.
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Clearly, neighbourhood governance structures must not be led by or 
empower exclusionary groups that seek to marginalise or persecute 
sections of their community. This should largely be prevented through 
the application of these tests, but we would also urge the government 
to use its forthcoming Social Cohesion Strategy to provide clear, values-
based guidance on how local governance roles and those entrusted 
with them should strengthen rather than undermine social cohesion.

Organisations who are deemed not to pass these tests should have 
the right to appeal to an independent body. Likewise, residents who 
feel a neighbourhood governance arrangement is failing to meet 
these five accountability tests must be able to raise complaints. 
As noted above, both the We’re Right Here campaign and the 
Independent Commission on Neighbourhoods have previously 
advocated the creation of a Commissioner for Neighbourhoods, 
who might play an important role in assessing and ensuring the 
accountability of neighbourhood governance arrangements. A 
Communities Delivery Unit led by an individual or substantively 
comprised of people with direct experience of delivering community-
led change could arguably fulfil the same function. (Officials without 
experience of this kind may underestimate or overlook the practical 
barriers that these arrangements will face in co-producing solutions, 
mobilising community capacity, navigating bureaucracy, and 
sustaining projects of change.)

Decisions taken by collaboratively-led neighbourhood governance  
bodies should, of course, be subject to some form of ongoing 
oversight. This is also a role that could be played by a Neighbourhoods  
Commissioner or an appropriately constituted Communities Delivery Unit.

Alternatively, the government might consider the introduction of a 
‘local accountability backstop’. This would involve decisions made by 
neighbourhood governance bodies being subject to the approval of 
relevant council committees, who would be charged with assessing 
whether or not they are consistent with the preferences of the 
community. In practice, we do not believe that local authorities 
would seek to overturn decisions made by ward councillors and 
community representatives with any degree of frequency – whereas 
we do believe that deliberations resulting from a collaborative, 
relational approach will take on a momentum of their own.
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Community Covenants –  
a replicable model
In addition to ensuring that the six cross-cutting principles 
outlined in this briefing are followed by those designing new 
neighbourhood governance arrangements in every area of 
England, the government should set out practical steps that 
councils and communities might take to develop or implement 
specific neighbourhood governance models. This suite of 
options should include community-powered approaches such 
as the Community Covenant.

This model should be presented as possessing the same 
legitimacy as more established models such as neighbourhood 
area committees, ensuring that councils and local people are able 
to develop a neighbourhood governance arrangement suited to 
the distinct needs of their community.
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Market Drayton and Rural Parishes Community Covenant: 

In Market Drayton (Shropshire) Power to Change has supported 
Fordhall Farm Community Land Initiative to convene a Community 
Covenant pilot project.

In a process initiated by Fordhall Farm, Shropshire Council has 
fully devolved decisions on the location and services of a new 
community and family hub to local people through a Community 
Covenant. Over 20 local organisations and public authorities have 
signed up to a Community Covenant Charter which outlines how 
they will work together and with local public bodies to shape this new 
hub. Shropshire Council is a signatory, as is the town council – but 
decision-making power is shared across the partnership.
Early evidence from this pilot shows that when people are given a 
meaningful role in decision-making, civic engagement grows and trust 
in elected officials improves. The Covenant has succeeded in building 
relationships and local buy-in that Shropshire Council believe will lead 
to the community and family hub having a significantly greater impact 
when it opens its doors than would otherwise have been the case.

Power to Change is also supporting a second pilot, which will kick 
off in November 2025 in Stretford (Greater Manchester). In this 
instance, the community anchor organisation Stretford Public Hall 
has undertaken to co-design a neighbourhood health and wellbeing 
plan for North Trafford. The aim is to create a community-led plan 
with meaningful actions determined by the community using the 
Community Covenant model.
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Neighbourhood governance 
as the connective tissue 
for a broader community 
power agenda
In the long run, the introduction of a requirement on 
local authorities across England to put in place effective 
neighbourhood governance arrangements could prove 
to be even more consequential for communities than the 
rollout of the £5 billion Pride in Place programme.

While Neighbourhood Boards will cover a significant number 
of areas, these new neighbourhood governance structures will 
cover far more. Furthermore, whereas Neighbourhood Boards 
will steer the implementation of a single time-limited programme, 
neighbourhood governance arrangements could enable local 
people to exercise influence over a broader array of local issues 
on an ongoing basis.

It follows that these structures could serve as the connective tissue 
for an array of community empowerment policies and instruments.

Indeed, these neighbourhood governance arrangements 
could provide a robust and coherent architecture for local 
empowerment – supporting communities to take a coordinated 
approach to regeneration schemes such as the Pride in Place 
programme; the ‘local Covenant partnerships’ being formed to 
bring the Civil Society Covenant to life within communities; the 
community-centred public service and procurement reforms 
being driven by the Cabinet Office; and the creation of a 
Neighbourhood Health Service.

This will be critical to preventing fragmentation and duplication, 
enabling cross-learning, and ensuring that new neighbourhood-level 
structures add up to more – not less – than the sum of their parts.
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Of course, this would require new neighbourhood governance 
bodies both to be entrusted with meaningful decision-making 
responsibilities and to embody the same commitment to 
community power as has been proactively designed into the Pride 
in Place programme. We believe that the approach proposed in 
this briefing would fully realise those dual imperatives.



the power of community

A collaboration by:

This briefing was drafted by Rich Bell 
and Mbalu Bah on behalf of the We’re 
Right Here campaign for community 
power, with the input of colleagues 
from Locality, Power to Change, Local 
Trust and HOPE not Hate. We believe 
that people should have the power to 
shape the places where they live. If 
you have any questions or would like 
to meet to discuss the proposal, please 
don’t hesitate to get in touch with 
Mbalu at Mbalu.Bah@locality.org.uk.
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