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Abstract

In October 2010, in his speech to the Conservative Party Conference, then Transport Secretary, Philip Hammond, declared that the system that he had inherited from the previous Labour administration was excessively centralised and excessively authoritarian. 

This perception was echoed across Westminster. The ‘localism’ agenda emerged as a way of providing an ideological and philosophical underpinning to the rejection of the policies of the previous Labour Government. Localism has been used most prominently by Communities Secretary Eric Pickles, but it was also used extensively by Mr Hammond to support emerging changes in transport policy. 

The Transport White Paper, published in January 2011, proceeds towards the twin goals of creating economic growth and cutting carbon emission from a starting point which is fundamentally ‘local’. But what is ‘local’? How are we to define it and does it mean the same thing in every context, in every policy area, to each individual?

Many areas of public policy retain a fixed conception of ‘local’ – education is still delivered through national policy at a local level by borough and district authorities. Transport, by contrast, may be a key policy area that requires a more flexible conception of the term ‘local’ in order to function effectively. Furthermore, if the relevance of particular transport interventions changes depending on the geographical context, then the meaning of the term ‘local’ can also change depending on the context. 

In order to ensure that communities are able to deliver ‘their plans for their areas’ – the Government’s ambition for transport policy – a reassessment of what ‘localism’ can and should mean for transport planners is clearly required.
The paper suggests that the term ‘localism’ is actually shorthand for the idea that transport policy should be focussed on the most appropriate geographical space, and encapsulates a notion of ‘flexible local geographies’. Ultimately, if a more dynamic and flexible concept of ‘local’ emerges as a result, this may actually facilitate better policy making and therefore greater local participation in and ownership of transport policy. 

1. Localism: principle and policy

1.1 Introduction

In October 2010, in his speech to the Conservative Party Conference, then Transport Secretary, Philip Hammond, declared that the system that he had inherited from the previous Labour administration was excessively centralised and excessively authoritarian, right down to ‘the form-filling, the box-ticking, and the monitoring. The “we know best” approach that underlies it all’.
 

This perception was echoed across Westminster. The ‘localism’ agenda emerged as a way of providing an ideological and philosophical underpinning to the rejection of the policies of the previous Labour Government. The language of localism has been used most prominently in the policy areas of communities, local government and the economy. However, it has also been used extensively by Ministers
 to support emerging changes to transport policy.

Further, the Transport White Paper, published in January 2011, proceeds towards the twin goals of creating economic growth and cutting carbon emissions from a starting point which is fundamentally ‘local’. But what is ‘local’? How are we to define it and does it mean the same thing in every context, in every policy area, to each individual? 
Many areas of public policy retain a fixed conception of ‘local’ – many services are still planned at the national level and delivered locally by borough and district authorities. This paper makes the case that transport, by contrast, is a policy area that requires a more flexible conception of ‘local’ in order to function effectively. It suggests that if the relevance of particular transport interventions changes depending on the geographical context, then the meaning of the term ‘local’ can also change depending on the context. In order to ensure that communities are able to deliver ‘their plans for their areas’ – the Government’s ambition for transport policy – a reassessment of what ‘localism’ can and should mean for transport planners is clearly required.

The paper first explores the ideological and practical underpinnings of the particular form of localism employed by the Coalition Government. It goes on to explore different geographical conceptions of the ‘local’, focussing on three contrasting – though not necessarily contradictory – notions of how one might deliver policy ‘locally’, all of which are espoused by senior members of the Coalition cabinet, and how they might be applied to transport planning. 

While this may represent something of a conceptual muddle, it is underpinned the idea that policy making should be focussed on the most appropriate geographical space for both the policy itself and for those who are to be subject to it. And, if a more dynamic and flexible concept of ‘local’ emerges as a result, this may actually facilitate better policy making and therefore greater participation in and ownership of local transport policy (and, indeed, public services more widely). 

The paper is tinged with caution, noting that localism is about more than simply geography. In order to encapsulate everything with which it has been imbued, the localism agenda must also strive to deliver greater democratic participation, more effective partnership working, and provide the funding to deliver on local ambitions. For without these, ‘localism’ may be nothing more than hollow rhetoric. 

1.2 The underpinnings of localism

Localism is not a concept introduced by the Coalition Government in May 2010. During New Labour’s second term (2001-2005), and following only limited success of central government-driven targets and controls, a number of measures were implemented in order to tentatively devolve power to regional and local bodies. Most prominent amongst these was the Regional Funding Allocation (RFA) process, which represented the first real opportunity for regional and local partners to identify strategic transport priorities for their areas.

The policy rationale for Labour’s approach to localism, and to the regional agenda in the 2000s, was focussed around the perceived added value delivered by collaboration between local authorities, and on the empowering effect that this had on local communities. In 2005 Gerry Stoker suggested that localism was an appropriate response to modern governmental challenges, facilitated greater democratic engagement and encouraged civic renewal.

While localism is also a major policy priority for the Coalition Government – Communities Secretary Eric Pickles has stated: 'I have three very clear priorities: localism, and we'll weave that into everything we do from parks to finance to policy. My second priority is localism, and my third is… localism’ – its rationale is somewhat different.

Less than 25 years earlier Margaret Thatcher’s Government had declared open war on local government,
 so what does ‘localism’ really mean to this Conservative-led Coalition? 
Coalition reforms seek to devolve power and resources from central Government to people and communities.
 The ambition is for local government to deliver ‘local’ solutions, ‘local’ accountability, and ‘local’ partnership working. But to what ‘local’ and ‘localism’ actually refer is more fluid:

‘Our vision of localism is one where power is decentralised to the lowest possible level. For services which are used individually, this means putting power in the hands of individuals themselves. Where services are enjoyed collectively, they should be delivered by accountable community groups; or, where the scale is too large or those using a service too dispersed, by local authorities themselves...’

The questions that remain unanswered regarding the scope and substance of ‘localism’ and ‘local’ stem in part from their underlying principles as much as from how they are used in policy. 
1.3 Localism in policy

The first 18 months of the Coalition Government has seen the emergence of several conceptions of what it means to be ‘local’. All come from the Conservative front benches, and all embrace a single terminology whilst possessing markedly different notions of what ‘local’ means. 

The disparity of views was neatly summed up by Phillip Hammond in his speech as Transport Secretary to Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) in September 2011. He announced that localism: ‘means a culture change across central and local government, to drive a radical shift in power away from Whitehall, and into the hands of local people, local businesses and local communities.’
 But local people, local businesses and local communities have different ideas about what ‘local’ really means. 

The idea of localism is played out through a series of strategic and legislative ‘tools’ across several Whitehall departments, but is focussed on, and has found expression through, three primary policy areas:

· Planning and communities – including the Localism Act, which will deliver much of the Coalition’s decentralisation agenda in terms of transfer of powers and the ‘Big Society’, as well as the National Planning Policy Framework. 

· Growth and the economy – with measures emanating from the Local Growth White Paper, including the LEPs (groups of local authorities and local businesses working together to set the strategic economic priorities for their areas), as well as the Regional Growth Fund.

· Transport and infrastructure – with measures emanating from the Local Transport White Paper, including the Local Sustainable Transport Fund, changes to the major project ‘development pool’, the development of Local Transport Consortia, and devolution of capital grant funding.

Each is accompanied by a conception of the term ‘local’, suggesting a fundamental plurality in how the term is understood by policy makers. 

2. Neighbourhoods and communities

2.1 The ‘local’ community

Firstly, Community Secretary Eric Pickles – the Conservative’s localism champion – has placed the emphasis firmly on ‘local communities’ and ‘local neighbourhoods’. Local authorities, for Mr Pickles, are often not best placed to deliver public services – with many being better delivered at the community or neighbourhood level. But expressions like ‘community’ and neighbourhood’ are themselves as fluid as terms like ‘local’ and ‘society’. How big is my neighbourhood? Who are my community?

This community conception of localism will be delivered though the Localism Act and the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF). 

2.2 The Localism Act

Alongside the establishment of LEPs, and the launch of the Regional Growth Fund, the Localism Act will be a key means of delivering the Government’s localism agenda.
 Its aim is to decentralise – to shift power, funding and knowledge (and hence decision making) away from central and regional government and towards local councillors, communities, neighbourhoods and individuals.

By providing enhanced powers for local authorities, and removing the primary legislation which sets the basis for key regional instruments,
 the Act is the most significant expression of localism to date. However, many commentators, including members of the local government sector, have expressed concerns that against the backdrop of last year’s Spending Review and ongoing austerity measures, devolution of power without the resources to back it up renders localism meaningless.  

The Localism Act delivers a departure from the style of policymaking of the previous Labour Government. The promise of the Coalition to do away with ‘unelected’, ‘regional’, ‘arms-length’ bodies is brought closer to realisation with the Act, which places the emphasis squarely on the community and the local neighbourhood as the appropriate decision-making tier. 

2.3 The National Planning Policy Framework

The NPPF, a key element of the Localism Act, presses this conception of localism even further. In order to deliver ‘the homes, business and industrial units, infrastructure and thriving local places that the country needs’, two distinct spatial realms are identified:

· national policies which set out the Government’s requirements for the planning system and how these are expected to be addressed – ‘Nationally significant infrastructure projects are determined by the decision-making framework set out in national policy statements, which are part of the overall framework of planning policy’;
 and

· local and neighbourhood plans, which empower local people to shape their surroundings – ‘a framework within which local people and their accountable councils can produce their own distinctive local and neighbourhood plans, which reflect the needs and priorities of their communities’.

Neighbourhood Development Plans (NDPs) are specifically intended to devolve decisions to the neighbourhood level. The involvement and engagement of local people is important, particularly as the new system is premised on harnessing local knowledge and fulfilling the aspirations of local communities.
However, while it is clear that ‘local’ priorities are a key element in the delivery of planning in England, there is also importantly a recognition that priorities beyond simply the local neighbourhood exist, and that transport is numbered among them. Local planning authorities will need to work with other authorities and providers in ensuring the capacity of, inter alia, transport, telecommunications and utilities, to meet demand, and take account of the need for nationally significant infrastructure within their areas.

NDPs for example, must take wider strategic aims and objectives, challenges and constraints into consideration. In practice, plans will need to connect to the wider scales of planning and policy making including, in particular, Local Development Frameworks (LDFs). Many organisations, including the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) and other bodies have recognised that a fundamental challenge will be how to connect the local perspective with strategic planning.
But, it is still not yet clear how effective the neighbourhood-based approach of the Localism Act and the NPPF will be in lifting the burden of bureaucracy.
 Nor is it clear that the other measures within the Act and within the Framework will have the effect of genuinely empowering local people, with reservations placed on many of the powers handed over, and no real message on positive incentives for more expansive community involvement. Without the support of these elements, the spatial scope of localism could have very little real impact on local areas. 
3. Functional economic space

3.1 Localism and the economy 

Coalition economic policy has focussed on restructuring the sub-national tier of governance. Localism is primarily premised on the delivery of economic policy at a level appropriate for ‘real’ economic spaces – a purpose for which the regions were considered by many to be inadequate. 
Localism in this context is driven by the LEPs, which are intended to create the conditions for economic and business growth through a re-focussing of economic development efforts upon local rather than regional geography. 

The first LEPs were formally approved as part of the Local Growth White Paper in October 2010. The LEPs endorsed by the Government all featured support from local businesses and local government and an indication of where their activities could add value. Significantly, they contained a recognisable functional economic area.

Essentially, economic space emerges where groups of people are commonly involved in economic activity. Indeed, the Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG) has defined functional economic space as, “the area over which the local economy and its key markets operate.”

3.2 Local authority perspectives

When it invited local authorities and businesses to form LEPs, the Government outlined its concern that ‘some local and regional boundaries do not reflect functional economic areas’.
 The expectation at the time was that LEPs would include groups of upper tier authorities, in order to be sufficiently strategic and to cover real functional and travel to work areas.

Many local authorities undertook a review of the limitations of the administrative geography of their area relative to how these places ‘function’. City Regions tended naturally to determine their natural economic space with LEPs forming in the capital and the majority of the core cities including Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, Bristol as well as in Sheffield and Middlesbrough. Those areas with integrated transport authorities have seen their positions significant strengthened with regard to transport – with ITAs, LAs and LEPs able to work together to serve a single unified City Region area.

Notable by its absence from this list is the West Midlands, with Birmingham and the Black Country choosing to establish separate LEPs, and Coventry further fragmenting the traditional ‘Metropolitan Area’ by siding with its ceremonial county to form ‘Coventry and Warwickshire’. This is likely to result in transport challenges for the area, with seven local authorities, one integrated transport authority and three LEPs, all with separate objectives, priorities and agendas with regard to the transportation network. 

Many more areas in England (and indeed many of the City Regions above) lack a single primary local centre: people often live in one administrative area, work in a second, and they may travel to a third to do their weekly shopping or go to the cinema. This makes the designation of natural economic space for LEP purposes more challenging and further complicates any given definition of ‘local’.

3.3 Business perspectives

How businesses define economic space can also vary significantly from the concept as understood by the public sector. Large multi-national firms have a particular concept of ‘location’ which does not necessarily recognise anything discernibly ‘local’. Many firms regard trade and the movement and exchange of goods, capital, people, and knowledge as having only a limited connection to the geography, culture and identity of their investment sites.

However, the vast majority of firms are small or medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), local family businesses and start-ups. Their concept of space is more functional, cultural and essentially ‘local’ – with customers and suppliers often drawn from the immediate vicinity. 

In both cases, however, ‘local’ bears no resemblance to local authority boundaries and without the responsibility towards the people and other economic actors in a proscribed geographical area, businesses will always tend to look to where their actual linkages are. It is the responsibility of those planning transport and land use to be responsive to their requirements. 

3.4 Transport and functional economic space 

A functional economic area will include a combination of travel to work areas, housing market, economic interaction, transport and catchment areas, accessibility and service markets, historical ties, and socio-cultural relationships.  

The definition of functional economic space is inherently linked to transportation trends and challenges. Indeed, prevailing notions of economic space often focus upon travel to work areas.
 The Greater Birmingham and Solihull LEP began as a partnership between the two local authorities and local businesses. However, districts from the counties of Staffordshire
 and Worcestershire
 sought to join the partnership on the grounds that Birmingham represented a better economic fit with the commuter towns that surrounded it than did their ceremonial county focussed LEPs.
 

Transport catchments, accessibility and service markets can also provide a perspective on functional spaces. These may include access to culture and leisure activities, healthcare, retail, and education, as well as the movement of people and goods across key transport infrastructure.

There are layers of functional space that will remain relevant in a LEP context whether they are larger or smaller than the chosen LEP area. Indeed, such is the fluidity of the concept of economic space it is clear that some LEPs and their constituent parts could determine their economic allegiances on an issue by issue basis. For example, Warrington, as an important sub-regional centre, has established economic ties with both the Manchester and the Liverpool City regions, in addition to the links with the Cheshire unitary authorities and North Wales.

4. Local sustainable transport

4.1 Local transport challenges

Former Transport Secretary Philip Hammond thoroughly embraced the localism agenda and expressed a determination to enable local partners to deliver ‘their plans for their areas’. Indeed, for many, the biggest transport challenges are local transport challenges. As Ministers have noted ‘roadworks, local road congestion, reliability of bus services’ all pose challenges to day to day activity, economic productivity and sustainability. 
 

Furthermore, the Government has urged that local transport challenges are best solved by local people. Again rejecting the ‘centralist’, ‘authoritarian’ and ‘bureaucratic’ Whitehall model, the preferred mode of reform is again a form of localism ‘…to give local communities and businesses real control over their own destiny.’
 

Ministers have set out a number of areas in which this could be achieved, including devolving more responsibility and budgets for local and regional rail services and overhauled grant funding, in order to ensure ‘greater accountability’, the ‘best results for communities’, the ‘best value for taxpayers’ and ‘more flexibility and freedom to decide their own priorities’. 
 

Ministers have also been highly critical of the previous Labour Government' attempts to enact a process of decentralisation, in the form of the RFA, describing them as having ‘a veneer of decentralisation, but little of real substance’, again citing the ‘unelected and unaccountable’ regional tier and the ‘authoritarian’ central Government approach as the final arbiters of local decisions.
 

4.2 Localism and transport funding 

Being one of the most asset-focussed Whitehall departments, a key consideration for transport and the DfT is funding. The DfT Major Scheme Programme is worth around £1.5 billion in capital funding up to 2015. Schemes funded through the programme undergo a series of appraisals focussed around the accepted ‘five case model’ but which ultimately rest with centrally determined strategic transport priorities. Problems, for which funded interventions are required, are determined almost exclusively by DfT, even where solutions would be delivered locally and would deliver local results.
 
A way around this challenge may well be found in a stronger recognition by local areas that local projects could, and perhaps should, be financed through local sources. Schemes such as London’s Crossrail or Nottingham’s Express Transit, are to be funded by local mechanisms such as business rate supplements, and parking levies.

Indeed, the Local Transport White Paper echoes localist sentiments and states that ‘we do not simply want to design a top-down mechanism’ for advancing transport projects.
 Schemes are brought forward at the local authority level and progressed through a series of ‘pools’ with some schemes fully supported, and others - ‘the development pool’ - requiring further analysis. Final arbitration however, remains with the DfT itself and the decentralisation of transport funding remains heavily reliant on synergy with policy and strategy at the centre. 
In addition to this key mechanism
, the Local Sustainable Transport Fund (LSTF) is currently providing around £560 million in capital and revenue funding to ‘support the delivery of sustainable measures that support economic growth and reduce carbon emissions’. The Fund is designed to tackle local challenges whilst helping to drive economic growth and sustainability.
 

The Government made clear that ‘it will be for local transport authorities, working in partnership with their communities, to identify the right solutions that meet the economic and environmental challenges faced in their areas’. Emphasis is on partnership working and local community input and accountability but the final decision on the LSTF, as with the Major Scheme Programme, rests with Ministers. Localism in transport policy and delivery continues to have its limits. 
4.3 Local Transport Consortia 

At the same time, the opportunity to ‘develop a fresh, and genuinely decentralised, approach that is fit for the future’
 appears to push away from ‘local’ arrangements and back towards more strategic – even regional – level, only deploying a ‘local’ badge’. 

In September 2011, Mr Hammond re-emphasised his commitment to devolving the DfT’s local major transport funding, but noted that devolving it to local authorities, or even to individual LEPs was impractical.
 He stated instead that ‘a larger effective unit, reflecting real economic and transport geographies, but “chunky” enough to deliver worthwhile sums of capital through the formula’ would need to be devised.
 The DfT is now consulting on its plans to transfer control of its local major transport project funding to ‘Local Transport Consortia’, which are to be composed of alliances of LEPs
 from the end of 2015.

Interestingly, in that speech, Mr Hammond also deployed the seemingly defunct term ‘region’, stating that: ‘if we are to unleash the growth potential of our regions and to get maximum value from our strategic infrastructure investments, we cannot afford to neglect the local transport networks that connect to them.’
 His use of the term serves to gently introduce a wider conception of ‘local’ into the transport policy vocabulary, allowing him to push beyond a fixed conception of local areas dominated by the language of communities, local authorities and even LEPs. 

Such a move also retains the spirit of localism as encapsulated by accountability. He stated that LEPs ‘are an obvious starting point. But the Consortia, like the LEPs themselves, must be ‘bottom up’ creations. And the scale, geography and structure must be right for local circumstances.’ 

The consequence of these manoeuvres is to provide further elasticity to the concept of ‘local’ – reintroducing a functional space at the same time a necessary part of strategic transport planning, whilst circumventing the political difficulty of acknowledging that such a space may already have existed in the form of the regional tier.

5. Transport challenges 

5.1 Balancing local and national concerns

The localism agenda poses challenges for transport planners and transport infrastructure. In March, the Transport Planning Society provided evidence to the Transport Select Committee. Noting that localism alone would be insufficient to tackle challenges such as transport demand management and the growing problem of congestion, it was suggested that the Government would ‘need to define a clear framework to avoid one local authority creating a context in which introducing demand management in other authorities becomes politically impossible.’
 

The importance of co-ordination is a particular challenge for the proponents of localism. Measures designed to manage demand – such as levies on workplace parking or congestion charging – are often identified as having detrimental effects on local economic activity. Indeed, when a workplace parking levy was proposed for Bristol, the scheme came in for heavy criticism, and the negative effects of competition between local areas was noted. Director of Bristol’s Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Nigel Hutchings, argued that the levy was not only a ‘local tax on business, but it is a disincentive to inward investment, and makes an area uncompetitive, especially if nearby areas do not have [it].’
 This situation has to some extent been borne out, with nearby Gloucestershire County Council offering to ‘support businesses’ unhappy with the scheme.

Without co-ordination, there is a risk that local authorities, LEPs and other local actors will end being forced to compete directly and destructively – unable to enact what is best for their own area, or realise their own priorities, for fear that the neighbouring town, authority, or LEP will provide a more populist route, drawing investment away. The danger is that co-operation on achieving shared goals is reduced to collusion to prevent a break from the status quo. Innovative policies risk being stifled by conservative cartels of local actors who, to all intents and purposes are simply trying to act in the best interests of their areas. Co-ordination is therefore required to stop destructive competition and a framework of larger than local strategic priorities may alleviate some of these risks. 
But it’s not just challenges that need to be address nationally. Some opportunities exist only at the national level, which have the potential to create a further conception of ‘local’, by bringing people closer together. In his September 2011 speech, Mr Hammond noted: 

‘Our commitment to transport means we can invest in ambitious national infrastructure projects like high speed rail, that can help transform our economic geography and spread prosperity right across the country.’

Here talk is of ‘transforming’ economic geography, with national infrastructure projects such as High Speed 2 (HS2) reshaping distance, and changing perceptions of economic space – effectively ‘shrinking’ the country. Indeed, if Birmingham is closer in travel time to Heathrow than parts of London and the South East, one must ask what ‘local’ really means. With the extension of HS2 to both Manchester and Leeds, and touted extensions to Edinburgh, all of the UK is brought closer together, and localism takes on a national dimension.  

5.2 Strategic Planning at the ‘larger than local level’

It was and is inevitable that a national perspective would always remain – just as Whitehall and Westminster remain – but concerns have been raised that, between the new emphasis on localism and established national interest, there remains both a gap and considerable need for what Decentralisation Minister Greg Clark called ‘democratic decision-making that is larger than local, but smaller than the national.’
 The suspicion remains that while the regions were rhetorically useful to opposition politicians –arbitrary, ‘undemocratic’, bureaucratic – they might fill that gap.

This perspective has been echoed by a number of national actors in planning. In August 2010 a group of 29 national planning, transport and design bodies wrote to Eric Pickles to urge national and local government to work with them to ensure that what it referred to as strategic planning (at the ‘larger-than-local level’) is embedded within its reform of the planning system under the localism agenda.

Commenting on the letter, Ann Skippers, President of the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) said: 

‘Communities need some level of strategic thinking beyond the local level to deliver many of the things they want, such as hospitals, transport links, waste management and flood protection. The most pressing issues facing the nation, for example, such as the housing crisis, economic recovery, climate change and biodiversity loss, cannot be dealt with solely at a local level.'

Furthermore, it has been noted that the localism agenda, and the Localism Act in particular, could have a negative impact on UK transport infrastructure. Trade body, the Freight Transport Association (FTA) warned at the end of 2010 that projects that are in the national interest may not be given proper consideration if planning proposals on schemes like rail freight terminals and truck stops are only considered at a local level.

Christopher Snelling, FTA's Head of Global Supply Chain Policy noted that: ‘to make it work, transport infrastructure requires a joined-up approach that looks beyond the 'Not-In-My-Back-Yard' interests of the few, to those of the whole country.’
 Proper compensation for the very real losers of some strategic transport projects (such as HS2) may therefore help to alleviate these problems, whilst preventing ‘NIMBY’-ism from blocking important strategic transport developments. 
Almost a year on concerns remain and, while the party line from Ministers remains clear – that ‘there will always be some elements of planning, in particular the provision of various types of infrastructure that support development, that will require some form of co-operation between adjoining local authorities’
 – the reality of how policy making at different spatial scales will actually function under this Government remains complicated at best. 
6. Conclusions – ‘flexible local geographies’?

This analysis indicates that there are certain practical and ideological risks inherent in a process of decentralisation in which the object of the ‘local’ is not fixed and in fact has various meanings. 

In their analysis of the RFA process under the previous Labour Government, Stafford and Ayers note that it allowed scope for areas to set ‘larger than local’ priorities (whilst also acknowledging that it also allowed resulted in political horse-trading over local aims). 

Under the Coalition, there remains a danger of ‘excessive localism’, where strategic transport priorities are lost because of an over-emphasis on the ‘local’.
 And, indeed, this would seem to be what the RTPI and the FTA were warning the Government about in their press statements from 2010.
 

A loss of strategic perspective on transport planning, would indeed have serious consequences for the delivery and maintenance of national infrastructure. However, the creation of Local Transport Consortia (which, in terms of their functional scope are likely to resemble Regional Transport Consortia) may retain that more strategic perspective. 
The problem is not, therefore, one of ‘excessive localism’. Rather, the problem may be a failure to break from the status quo, and address transport challenges at the correct level, opting instead to simply re-brand all initiatives as ‘local’ because it fits the rhetorical direction of the current administration. The concern, then, is that this hollows out localism, particularly when it comes to transport policy. But again, this need not be the case: localism – in this regard at least – need not be meaningless, and transport need not lack ‘local’ dimensions. 

None of these different spatial contexts – the ‘local community’ embedded within a ‘local neighbourhood’; a ‘functional economic area’; and local transport consortia area – are the same size. What is more, they all vary in size and significance from area to area, and according to the policy priority and the actors involved. The result is that the ‘local’ area is simply the size that is required to suit the purposes of the body referencing it. 

While the message hasn’t necessarily got through yet, Greg Clark perhaps summed up the situation in the first few weeks of the Coalition:
‘…when I say decisions should be taken at as local a level as possible that is not to say that everything should be at the level of planning committee of one local authority. Neighbouring authorities will have many issues on which they can and should collaborate, and they will have a duty to do so.’

‘Local’ could therefore mean whatever scale fits best with the requirements of the policy itself – a neighbourhood, a town, city or local authority, a LEP area, several LEP areas, a region, or the whole country. 

Such a conclusion may suit the view that localism is a hollow concept, intended to unify a disparate set of ideas and approaches (and to a degree, it probably is). But, like our communities, economies, and strategic priorities our personal intentions and objectives are not fixed within a particular geographical space – they are flexible and fluid. As such our transport requirements can be flexible and fluid, and so can the public policy interventions designed to meet them. 
In this way, we are able to move from notions of ‘local communities’, ‘local transport consortia’ and LEPs based on ‘functional economic space’ to a conception of ‘flexible local geographies’ which facilitate public service delivery at the most appropriate level possible and which are responsive to a plurality of requirements. 
When policy makers say they have adopted a ‘local’ approach, they are usually referring to the most effective approach. The most effective approach will almost certainly deploy different meanings of the term ‘local’, because what’s local to us depends on the context of our intentions.

Does this render ‘local’ meaningless? Or could it energise us into thinking more dynamically about what we consider to be our local area? Why shouldn’t we regard national policies like HS2 as local projects, even if they aren’t happening in our back yards? Every journey starts and ends ‘locally’ – why shouldn’t each one encapsulate some of what is local to us? Couldn’t this lead us to take more interest in our transport choices and our transport network? In turn couldn’t this help to design better and more sustainable transport solutions?
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