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            TONY BLAIR

         

         Could we imagine not having a Mayor of London today? Or fighting and winning the 2005 bid for the Olympics in London without one? Or hosting it in 2012? Yet, there was no elected Mayor of London before Labour took office in 1997. We engaged as a government in the biggest constitutional reform Britain had ever seen in modern times. Scottish and Welsh devolution, together with the introduction of the Northern Ireland Assembly following the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, are often the most noticed of the reforms; but the creation of a London mayor was just as significant.

         It is a great example of the change which can be made by progressive politics if it has the discipline and strategy to win power and retain it. Never forget that the position of a London mayor was at the beginning politically controversial – the 1980s had seen the abolition of the GLC – and three terms of government were important in bedding the institution down. Now its abolition would be unthinkable.

         As part of the broader policy aim of putting power in the hands of local communities it was felt that there was a particularly urgent need to make change in London. As we set out in our 1997 manifesto, at that point London was the only Western capital without an elected city-wide government. Our aim was that both the elected assembly and the mayor would speak up for the city and its needs, plan for the future and take responsibility on city-wide issues, such as economic regeneration, planning, policing, transport and the environment.xviii

         Both of these reforms came into effect in 2000 after a referendum and legislation had passed in Parliament.

         In the twenty years since there is much for us to look at and reflect on in terms of successes and areas for improvement.

         It seems clear that the mayor has been a powerful and effective political voice and advocate for the capital, both domestically and internationally. Within the mayoral remit of powers there have also been important successes: the congestion charge, bike hire and both a broader and better offering of public transport.

         With the next stage of Brexit on the horizon it is the right time to think about the next phases of devolution, both at a micro and macro level.

         At a micro level, does the Mayor of London have enough powers, for instance? What can be improved in the capital and learned for other municipalities across the UK?

         At a macro level we must ensure that the spirit of regional and local devolution remains undiminished. It is a critical route to bringing more people into the political process, as well as ensuring accountability and leadership on local issues.

         So, twenty years on from the establishment of the Mayor of London and the London Assembly, the existence of both are almost unquestioned in reasonable political debate. They have changed the landscape of political life in the city for the better. With the benefit of all we have seen over that time, and with deep change in the UK on the horizon, now is the time to deepen devolution, creating a new political settlement across the country.
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            JACK BROWN, TONY TRAVERS AND RICHARD BROWN

         

         On 3 July 2020, the Mayor of London turned twenty years old. Following a referendum on 7 May 1998, the introduction of legislation to establish the Greater London Authority the following year, and the first mayoral election on 4 May 2000, this was the day when the GLA formally (and finally) came into being.

         This book marks twenty years of the mayoralty, a notable landmark that provided a good opportunity to review progress to date, and to consider what might, and perhaps should, happen in the next phase of London’s devolved city-wide governance. But it has also been written, in large part, during a global pandemic. It is therefore also a time of great uncertainty, for the mayoralty, for London, and some would argue for cities themselves all around the world. We hope that this makes it even more interesting, but it has not necessarily made it easier to write.

         We have endeavoured to include a wide range of voices in the writing of this book, blending independent expertise with first-person experience. We hope that this makes for a diverse, interesting and nuanced final product. We also made extensive efforts to engage with all three of the individuals to have held the office of Mayor of London to date. While former mayor (and current Prime Minister) Johnson was understandably unavailable, we have endeavoured to engage widely with members of his former mayoral team, and ensure that their views are also represented within the book.xx

         This book has been written by a number of contributors and thus benefits from a number of perspectives and styles. Inevitably, individual writers have had to consider the same policies and events, albeit from different angles. As a result, there will be some repetition of elements of the history of London’s mayor at twenty. Thus, for example, the analyses of housing and planning since 2000 each consider policies and developments which, rightly, affect the two related spheres of city government. Similarly, the way in which the GLA was created in the years from 1997 to 2000 (and the purposes that the new institution was intended to serve) overlaps to some extent with the way that the three mayors have operated the machinery of government. The editors decided it would be better to leave these varying perspectives in rather than to adapt them to remove all instances where the same event or policy is analysed from different points of view. We have also asked external authors to analyse their particular mayoral policy areas from the creation of the mayoralty up to the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, which while potentially transformative for London is also an ongoing and rapidly changing situation. Some early thoughts on the longer-term impact of the pandemic are offered in the book’s conclusion.
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            TONY TRAVERS

         

         Over the last two centuries the governance of London has been constantly evolving. Public health epidemics when the city was governed by mid-nineteenth-century parishes generated the impetus to create the Metropolitan Board of Works (MBW). Concerns about the lack of accountability of the MBW paved the way for the London County Council (LCC). The LCC was superseded by the Greater London Council (GLC) following years of campaigning about the lack of coherence in the government of the capital’s metropolitan sprawl. The GLC was abolished by a government which felt that the council was inefficient and ineffective. Finally, the Greater London Authority (GLA) was created to re-establish city-wide government and also to introduce a new kind of leadership.1

         The origins of the 2000 reform of London government can be found in the abolition of the GLC in 1986. Margaret Thatcher’s radical centre-right administration abolished the GLC and six other metropolitan counties to ‘streamline’ city government. In reality, the abolition of the GLC was an overwhelmingly political reaction to the activities of Ken Livingstone’s radical centre-left leadership at County Hall.2 The GLC had only existed since 1965 and the metropolitan counties, governing six other big English cities, since 1974. As the millennium approached, a very British unwillingness to tinker with the structures of sub-national government had left London and other major cities with no city-wide authorities since 1986 apart from a series of clunky joint committees.4

         GLC ABOLITION AND THE LONDON OF 1986

         In London, abolition initially triggered a sense of gloom about the capital’s future. Not only had the GLC gone, but the thirty-two boroughs and the City of London were separated into two distinct groups, each with its own representative organisation. Thus, from 1 April 1986, not only was there no London-wide government but (for the first time since soon after the Metropolitan Boroughs Standing Joint Committee was set up in 1912) the boroughs were segregated.

         Moreover, by the mid-1980s, London’s population had dropped to 6.6 million from a pre-war high of 8.6 million.3 Despite housing and commercial office building in the 1950s and 1960s, many parts of inner London were seriously deprived and showed signs indicating that this deterioration would continue. London’s docks had declined dramatically by the 1970s, as had many other traditional industries. As if to emphasise the enfeebled state of the city’s government, Mrs Thatcher had imposed the pro-market London Docklands Development Corporation on a number of riparian boroughs. In 1984, London Transport, which had been GLC’s responsibility since 1970, was taken away from it and turned into a nationalised industry with a government-appointed board, becoming known as London Regional Transport.4

         As it turned out, 1986 was a nadir for London both in terms of the fragmented nature of its government but also the city’s resident population. Indeed, the resurgence of the capital can be dated from around this time. A third of a century on, the abolition of the GLC can be seen as an incidental, if highly political, change which had the effect of paving the way for a more modern and effective form of city government.

         London’s resurgence, which occurred from the late 1980s onwards, has created a contemporary ‘global’ city on a par with New York, Paris, Toronto, Hong Kong and Singapore. The vacuum created by the abolition of the GLC triggered a debate about London which, by the late 1990s, delivered a form of government for the city that better suited 5the globalised political culture of the 2000s than the GLC’s cumbersome leadership and huge bureaucracy. Mrs Thatcher may in the end have been right, albeit for constitutionally questionable reasons.

         AFTER ABOLITION: CURIOUS CONTINUITY

         In the immediate aftermath of GLC abolition, not much changed. County Hall, the council’s gigantic headquarters on the South Bank, continued to run most of the services that the GLC had responsibility for at the point of its demise. The Inner London Education Authority (ILEA), which had been a special committee of the GLC, became a directly elected authority in its own right. Almost everything else the GLC controlled became the responsibility of the London Residuary Body (LRB), a government-appointed body set up to handle the winding-down of GLC services. The London Fire Brigade became the responsibility of a joint committee of the boroughs. Statistics and research were handed to another borough committee, as were grants to voluntary organisations. Thus, in the late spring and summer of 1986 the officers of the GLC continued to operate from the long corridors of County Hall, albeit answering to different political masters.5

         With the benefit of hindsight, it is remarkable how little changed after the GLC was gone. The reason for this was that Thatcher’s government, though it liked to be seen as radical, was cautious about upsetting those who benefited from the council’s services. Any failures in, for example, housing, the fire service, education or the funding of voluntary organisations, would have been attributed to the political decision to get rid of the GLC. Every aspect of the former authority’s key provision was carefully protected by the LRB, ILEA and a number of joint committees which were created to ensure continuity.6

         The institutional evolution of London’s government has been considered extensively in earlier studies.7 The array of quangos and joint committees spawned by abolition effectively sustained city-wide 6government. Some Whitehall departments adapted by creating London divisions to deal with planning, waste disposal and transport. Between 1986 and its own demise in 1996, the LRB (which also handled the disposal of assets and responsibilities following the abolition of the ILEA in 1990) disposed of all GLC land and buildings, while negotiating the placement of a number of responsibilities with bodies such as individual boroughs and, particularly, the apparently immortal City of London Corporation.8

         Looking back from the period during which the GLA was created, between 1997 and 2000, the decisions taken between 1985 and the early 1990s to ensure the continuity of GLC services was of significant importance. It was as if most of the GLC’s valuable assets had been carefully packed away until a new owner came along to return them to their rightful place under the control of an elected and accountable institution.

         When the political battle surrounding GLC abolition ended, there was a brief lull in the debate about the capital’s government, and a general sense of acceptance that what had happened had happened. During this time, Labour councils attempted, with only limited success, to protect some of the initiatives and funding streams favoured by Ken Livingstone’s administration during the council’s final five years. This was largely done through the Association of London Authorities (ALA), which represented all the Labour boroughs, and which had John McDonnell as its chief executive (long before he became shadow Chancellor under Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour leadership). All the Conservative, SDP–Liberal Alliance, and ‘no overall control’ councils, plus the City of London, remained within the London Boroughs Association (LBA) which had existed since the boroughs had been created in 1965. Barking and Dagenham, eccentrically, was a member of both.9

         The Conservatives were returned with a large majority in the 1987 general election, suggesting no lasting damage to their reputation as the result of the abolition of the GLC and the six metropolitan counties. Labour’s 1987 manifesto promised to ‘establish a new 7democratically elected strategic authority for London and consult widely about the most effective regional structure of government and administration in England and Wales’.10 The SDP–Liberal Alliance manifesto also committed the party to a new London-wide authority. Although it was barely a year since the GLC’s demise, opposition politicians were already, if somewhat mechanistically, arguing that the void left by abolition had to be filled.

         A NEW NORMAL: TENTATIVE EVOLUTION OF LONDON’S GOVERNANCE

         Elsewhere, one of the post-GLC joint committees was establishing itself in offices in Romford. The London Planning Advisory Committee (LPAC) had been statutorily established to provide planning advice to Whitehall as central government had become responsible for the capital’s strategic planning after abolition. LPAC – a joint committee of the thirty-two boroughs and the City – cautiously set about creating a research base and delivering advice to central government. This task was challenging, given the politically charged nature of politics at the time and also because the relevant ministers, notably the environment secretary Nicholas Ridley, were unconvinced by the concept of ‘strategic planning’.11

         LPAC’s work was to prove to be a key building block in the intellectual evolution which occurred in relation to London from the late 1980s up to 1997. By developing a consensus about the capital’s development and self-image that all the boroughs and the City signed up to, LPAC demonstrated that there were benefits to research-led planning. The LPAC-commissioned London: World City Moving into the 21st Century report, published in 1991, provided a popular, outward-looking analysis of how planning could shape London and expand its economy.12 The report was published just as it became apparent that London’s population was beginning to rise again and that the 1986 ‘Big 8Bang’ reforms to financial services had created a dynamic and globally focused sector where London was a world-leader.

         Separately, the two London borough representative organisations began to work together more cooperatively. As wounds healed after the struggle over the abolition of the GLC, the LBA and the ALA – led, respectively, by Sir Peter Bowness (leader of Croydon Council) and Margaret Hodge (leader of Islington Council), both of whom went on to important parliamentary careers – increasingly found common cause, for example in negotiations with central government over financial settlements. Business organisations were also becoming more active. The Confederation of British Industry’s London region and the London Chamber of Commerce and Industry produced policy on a range of issues, but in the interregnum after 1986 both organisations became more concerned with issues such as London’s international representation and marketing.13

         Indeed, the business sector made a significant move in 1992 by creating London First and its marketing arm, London First Centre (LFC), which were to become key players in the emerging consensus about the need for a new and reconstituted London-wide government.14 London First was formed by a number of London-based international business leaders, notably Allen Sheppard (chief executive of Grand Metropolitan) and Colin Marshall (chair of British Airways). The proposal was that London First would act as a research-based promotional institution which would work with the boroughs, central government and other agencies to ensure that London’s business voice was heard both nationally and internationally.

         By the early 1990s, and particularly in the wake of the publication of LPAC’s London: World City, dozens of reports were published by organisations such as London First, London Regional Transport (LRT), the London Research Centre, the King’s Fund, the City of London, the boroughs’ associations, academics and voluntary organisations. The vacuum created by a city as large as London having no city-wide government or thought leadership encouraged other players to step 9in. Reports were published and conferences held as these bodies vied for prominence in the ‘London industry’ that flourished from 1990 onwards.

         AFTER 1990: MODERATION RETURNS

         Another key reason for the growth in this kind of activity was the change in national and local politics. Margaret Thatcher had been dethroned in November 1990, to be replaced as Prime Minister by the more emollient John Major. Major had, coincidentally, been a well-regarded housing chair in Lambeth during the period the Conservatives were in control from 1968–71.15 Labour’s under-par performance (after eleven years in opposition and with the poll tax causing the government major problems) in the borough elections in May 1990 had, separately, convinced a number of the party’s London politicians that the time had come to move away from the left’s more radical policies in councils such as Lambeth, Southwark and Brent and instead to concentrate on the delivery of decent local services.16 Thus, from the end of 1990 onwards the stage was set for a more rational and considered approach to politics in the capital.

         The government created the post of transport minister for London, in part to implement investment policies outlined in the Central London Rail Study, which had been published in 1989.17 The publication of the study was another important stage in the recovery of London following the decline of the 1970s and 1980s. The report suggested the creation of new rail lines for the capital and focused a debate on the need to modernise the existing Tube and commuter rail services in the capital. Steven Norris was appointed as London’s minister for transport by Major to oversee the building of the Jubilee Line extension and to drive forward other improvements such as the Heathrow Express. The City of London was active at this time lobbying for the proposed east–west Crossrail to be built. Separately and competitively, Olympia & York, the 10developers of Canary Wharf in Docklands, were also lobbying for both the Jubilee Line extension and Crossrail.18

         In 1993, environment secretary John Gummer began to style himself as ‘minister for London’, and took particular interest in projects such as the pedestrianisation of Trafalgar Square and the strategic planning of the Thames. One of the less successful outcomes of the abolition of the GLC had been the difficulty of ensuring the central boroughs aligned their policies on matters such as development along the river and, more prosaically, parking charges in the West End.

         With abolition-era politics now well in the past, the Major government concluded that Whitehall needed better government mechanisms to deal with London. Although both the Department of the Environment and the Department of Transport had their own, separate, regional offices for the capital it was decided to create a ‘Government Office for London’ and, indeed, for other regions of England. Crucially, the Government Office for London (GOL) would be headed by a civil service deputy secretary, a rank higher than in other regions. From 1994 onwards, GOL became an influential conduit of policy between central government and the capital’s proliferating governance institutions such as the boroughs, business organisations, NGOs and London Regional Transport.19

         The roles of Norris, Gummer and the GOL, backed up by demands for infrastructure investment coming from organisations such as the City of London and London First, collectively implied that the post-abolition governance arrangements needed better coordination and leadership. By the mid-1990s, London’s population was rising each year and a new service-based economy was replacing more traditional industries lost between the 1950s and 1980s. In Docklands, the Isle of Dogs was emerging as a glitzy cluster of towers, a monument to Americana (or more accurately, given Olympia & York’s origins, Canadiana).20 A broad consensus about London was emerging: the city had begun to self-style itself as an open, international, finance-rich, tolerant, ‘world’ city. The publication of a London Pride Prospectus in 111995 – which was signed by a long list of government, borough, business and voluntary organisation leaders – can be seen as marking the apogee of the post-1986 transition from a grey city of politicised decline to one fit for the films of Richard Curtis.

         NEW GOVERNMENT AND A MAYOR FOR LONDON?

         In 1994, Tony Blair had become leader of the Labour Party following the death of John Smith. Smith had been a careful moderniser of a party which had by this time been out of office for fifteen years. From the start, Blair lifted Labour in the polls and appeared to be on course for a victory at the next general election. Much has been written about his apparent non-ideological approach and his government sought to ensure that there was no risk that a number of Labour councils would slip back into extremism or inefficiency.21 As a consequence, it appears that he was an easy convert to the possibility that a new, elected, London-wide government might be led not by the leader of its majority party but by a directly elected mayor.

         In April 1996, Labour published ‘A Voice for London’, a consultation document which outlined a new Greater London Authority, with the tentative proposal for an elected mayor for the city. At a mass public meeting entitled ‘London in the 21st Century’, held at Central Hall, Westminster, organised by the Architectural Foundation and the Evening Standard in May 1996, Blair endorsed the principle of an elected mayor.22 By this time, it was widely assumed that Labour would win the 1997 general election and that the Conservatives would be out of office for the first time in almost two decades. Labour was also committed to devolution for Scotland and Wales, while the Liberal Democrats strongly supported the restoration of city-wide government, if not a mayor, in London. A sense that a Labour victory would change Britain’s constitutional arrangements meant that any London government reform was seen at this time as being part of a wider modernisation of government 12rather than an attempt to ‘recreate the GLC’. No one close to power within Blair’s Labour leadership wanted to return to the style of government which had ended at County Hall only a decade previously.23

         The fact that the Conservatives had been in power for so long was important in understanding the steps towards reconstituting London-wide government. Many commentators, including senior Conservative figures, had expected to lose the 1992 general election. They won it, although the period from 1992 to 1997 badly damaged the party’s reputation for economic and political competence.24 By the time they lost office in 1997 to a moderate and attractive Labour leader, the Conservatives were worn out. Their political power and influence had reached a nadir. This factor gave Blair’s ‘New Labour’ government (which had a majority of 179) the capacity to drive through reform with little hindrance from the Tories, who had suffered their worst election result since 1906. Given the radical nature of the proposed London government reforms, which meant not just restoring a system that the Conservatives had abolished eleven years before, but also adding an American-style elected mayor, the enfeebled nature of the new opposition was an important factor.

         WAS A MAYOR INEVITABLE?

         The narrative summarised above suggests a logical and inevitable series of steps from the abolition of the GLC on 31 March 1986 to the election of the new GLA members on 4 May 2000. But, of course, it was not like that at all. History often looks neat when it is chronologically laid out from year to year but feels chaotic and random as it is happening. In the immediate period after the demise of the GLC there was little expectation that a replacement would be put in place for many years. Senior Conservatives, particularly in boroughs such as Bromley and Westminster (who had been instrumental in lobbying for abolition) were adamant that London had no need for a new 13metropolitan authority. The London Boroughs Association, representing all the capital’s Conservative authorities, were willing to take part in the leadership of joint committees and other replacement bodies, but showed no interest in discussing further reform.25

         Even national Labour politicians were circumspect. The reputational damage to the party that had resulted from extremism within a minority of Labour councils and the GLC, whether real or imagined, made party leader Neil Kinnock wary of accidentally re-empowering the left. The party was committed to the restoration of London’s city-wide government in both its 1987 and 1992 manifestos, but Kinnock and the mainstream elements of the party were fearful of anything that looked like a return to Ken Livingstone’s GLC.26

         What moved the debate on was the coincidence of London’s return to population growth, a decisive shift in the make-up of the city’s economy, the emergence of a new ‘global city’ narrative, greater moderation of politics at the national and local government levels and, inevitably, time. By the mid-1990s London Labour councils were increasingly pragmatic and were embracing pro-growth policies via large developer-led schemes. The schism between Labour boroughs and those run by Conservatives or Liberal Democrats was finally removed by the creation of a single Association of London Government (ALG) in 1995 and also by the success of the London Pride Partnership, which also embraced the private sector. The ALG was subsequently re-named London Councils, today’s moderate, efficient, representative body.

         As the Conservatives’ power corroded after 1992, Labour’s grew in strength. A perception that Labour would almost certainly win the next general election meant that its policies were treated with great seriousness. Senior shadow Cabinet members went on a ‘prawn cocktail circuit’ to meet leading figures in the City of London.27 Any threat to abolish the ancient City Corporation disappeared as the New Labour leadership sought to reassure the financial markets and businesses more generally. It is almost certain that a John Smith-led Labour 14Party would have won the 1997 general election, though possibly not with the vast majority won by Tony Blair. If Smith had not died, it seems likely that any new London-wide government would have been a more traditional authority with a leader drawn from its majority party. Blair, as leader, facilitated the arrival of the concept of ‘mayor’ in Britain.

         The Conservatives continued to oppose the restoration of metropolitan government in their 1997 manifesto. The main manifesto did not specifically refer to the issue but it did commit the party to privatise London Underground.28 A separate London manifesto reiterated the view that a new city-wide authority was unnecessary. Once the election had been lost and the party went into opposition, it became necessary to respond to the new Labour government’s paper offering a mayor and assembly for the capital. Given the new government’s mandate, the Tories accepted the new authority (including the idea of a mayor) though they did unsuccessfully attempt to replace the proposed assembly with a committee of borough leaders.29

         Thereafter, the Conservatives had to come to terms with the need to field candidates for mayor and for the assembly. Former transport minister Steven Norris was instrumental in convincing his colleagues that they would appear foolish if they did not now enter into the fray to win both the mayor and assembly positions. Gradually, the Tories came to accept that the abolition of the GLC was part of history and that they now needed to live in a new political world.

         THE PARADOX OF GLC ABOLITION

         The irony is that the Conservative decision to abolish the GLC created a political space within which it proved possible for Labour to build a government institution rather more powerful, more constitutionally resilient and arguably more appropriate for the political conditions of the 2000s. Instead of a 92-member council with a huge bureaucracy 15and a track record of being uncertain about its own role, the Blair government devised a small administration with clear responsibilities, led by a mayor.

         The Mayor of London has become one of the most powerful and visible offices in British politics, given legitimacy by its vast electoral mandate. The GLA was to be given responsibility for transport, fire and emergencies, spatial planning and, for the first time ever for any London authority, aspects of policing. Latterly, strategic housing policy was also added to the mayor’s duties.30

         Creating the new mayor’s office machinery at Romney House and City Hall is considered in the following chapter. But there can be little doubt that the recent history of the GLC played a powerful role in shaping what came next for the governance of London. A fear of political extremism, a concern not to recreate an over-large bureaucracy, the risk of a continuing cycle of reform and the need to avoid parochialism (an issue that has affected the capital for over two centuries) all influenced the thinking of the ministers and civil servants who created the GLA.

         No London government system has proved permanent, and definitive. In one of the world’s most centralised democracies the UK Parliament, often with misgivings, from time to time feels the need to try another institutional settlement for the ominously large city in which it is located. The Metropolitan Board of Works survived thirty-three years, the LCC seventy-six, the GLC twenty-one, an ‘interregnum’ fourteen and the GLA (to date) has managed twenty. During the lives of these city-wide institutions London grew to become the largest city in the world, then reduced sharply in population end economic power before resurgence took it to a population of 9 million in 2020. The future today looks more complex than at any point since 1945. This challenge will be considered in the final chapter of the book.16
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            CREATING THE GLA
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            RICHARD BROWN

         

         
            ‘A new dawn has broken, has it not?’

         

         The New Labour government that was elected on 1 May 1997 was an administration in a hurry. It was determined to make its mark and to usher in the ‘new era of politics’ that Tony Blair promised when he spoke to the victory party outside the Royal Festival Hall, in the dawning light of the morning after the country went to the polls.

         The government was quick to get to work, and a flurry of announcements and legislation followed over the first 100 days. The Bank of England was granted independence, welfare to work plans were announced, a new Department for International Development was created, and the Department for National Heritage relaunched as the Department for Culture, Media and Sport. The government banned landmine exports, signed up to the EU’s ‘Social Chapter’ (a charter of employment rights), announced plans to incorporate the European Convention on Human Rights into UK law and introduced bills for Scottish and Welsh devolution.1

         On 29 July, just ninety days after the general election, the government issued its green paper, ‘New Leadership for London’, which proposed an elected mayor and assembly for the capital.2 The mayor and assembly, who would together form a ‘Greater London Authority’, would be a new type of strategic organisation, the paper argued. It would be streamlined but high profile, working through consensus, influence and voice as well as through direct powers.18

         This chapter looks at how those proposals became a reality but also at their origins, at their genesis as well as their journey from policy to reality. The account is not wholly objective; I worked in the transition team responsible for setting up the new arrangements from summer 1999, but I have sought to distinguish researched narrative from passages relying on my own memories or perceptions.

         
            * * *

         

         The 1986 abolition of the GLC had left a void in its place. However much Margaret Thatcher’s government resented the municipal socialism of the GLC, and the impertinent challenge that was posed by County Hall thumbing its nose at Westminster from across the river, its abolition left London with a diminished voice, atomised accountability and deteriorating infrastructure. London, almost uniquely among global capital cities, had no unified civic government.

         Authority was dispersed between the thirty-two London boroughs, the venerable City of London, and numerous joint committees, agencies, quangos and government departments. The capital’s transport and police services – public services employing thousands of people – lacked any local accountability. Len Duvall, leader of the London Borough of Greenwich from 1992 to 2000 and a London Assembly member since then, recalls annual consultation meetings with the Met Police:

         
            Interactions with the Met Police were a yearly meeting between the boroughs and the Receiver of the Metropolitan Police, usually an old borough treasurer, who’d tell you how much money they would ask for [from council tax], and you’d have biscuits and it would be a nice chat. Until one of the meetings, when Toby [Harris, then leader of Haringey] and I started asking questions about the budget. This clearly wasn’t the done thing; you were meant to be nodding it through. And with London Transport there was even 19less engagement. So it was a messy situation and things did need to change.3

         

         Alongside the democratic deficit, concern was rising about London’s decaying infrastructure. Opening a 1991 debate in Parliament, Dagenham MP and shadow environment secretary Bryan Gould said: ‘Our great capital, once the world’s greatest city, which has so much going for it and so great a heritage upon which to draw, is gradually grinding to a halt,’ adding that London’s attempt to bid for the 1992 Olympics ‘could not be taken seriously as long as there was no one to speak for London’.4

         Sunday Times editor Andrew Neil sounded an apocalyptic note in an open letter to the government:

         
            No one governs London … what’s to be done? Roads are seizing up. For those living in the city, crime, vandalism and litter are at their worse … In quiet residential streets, there seems to be virtually no control over what people can do to ruin their houses and the appearance of whole streets … There is a strong feeling that nobody is in control, that London, once one of the world’s best-planned and best-run cities, has run out of control.5

         

         As these problems became more widely debated, ideas for renewed civic leadership began to circulate. Looking back to how things were under the GLC was treated as a taboo, avoided for fear of resurrecting old enmities, but there was a widespread acknowledgement that something or someone needed to take control, to give London a voice, a sense of direction and purpose.

         The 1991 London: World City report argued that London needed a ‘strategic planning and transportation body’ to help it keep up with its global competitors. Sociologist Ralph Dahrendorf (who gave a television lecture entitled ‘Does London need to be governed?’ in 1990), and Labour MP and former GLC member Tony Banks, argued 20for a new mayoral model of government, but others were shy of institutional solutions. For example, in The Crisis of London, Michael Hebbert argued for a polycentric government by the boroughs, with a reformed Corporation of London taking on a coordinating function, while others in the same volume advocated for private sector-led growth coalitions and a greater role for community organisations.

         The problem was clear, even if the solutions were not. By the time of the 1992 general election, both of the main parties were proposing reforms to London’s government. Labour argued that London – ‘the only European capital without the advantage of its own elected authority’ – needed a new ‘Greater London Authority’.6 The previous year, Bryan Gould had set out more detail:

         
            A streamlined, professional, proactive, enabling authority that will take in hand the strategic planning of land use and economic development, the planning of our transport needs and the provision of our fire, police and emergency services. That authority will encourage our cultural life and will adopt an overall strategy to protect our environment.7

         

         The Conservative Party manifesto rejected ‘Labour’s plan to recreate a bureaucratic and wasteful GLC’. Instead it set out detailed plans for investment in and reform of London’s transport system – partly in response to the King’s Cross Fire of 1987 – and committed to a private sector-led ‘London 2000’ initiative to promote the capital, alongside a new cabinet committee, and a dedicated minister for transport in London.8 After the Conservatives’ unexpected victory, this post was occupied by Epping Forest MP Steve Norris, who was immediately thrown into rescuing the Jubilee Line extension project following the collapse of Canary Wharf developers Olympia & York.

         Five years later, the 1997 Conservative manifesto was silent on London’s government, promising only to privatise London Underground. But Labour’s manifesto laid out the essence of its plans for the capital: 21

         
            London is the only Western capital without an elected city government. Following a referendum to confirm popular demand, there will be a new deal for London, with a strategic authority and a mayor, each directly elected. Both will speak up for the needs of the city and plan its future. They will not duplicate the work of the boroughs, but take responsibility for London-wide issues – economic regeneration, planning, policing, transport and environmental protection. London-wide responsibility for its own government is urgently required. We will make it happen.9

         

         The adoption of the mayoral model had been hard fought. Following the death of John Smith in 1994, Tony Blair’s leadership marked a change in direction with the abandonment of the Labour Party’s totemic commitment to ‘common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange’ under Clause IV of the party’s constitution. Blair’s roots were not in the trade unions or local government, the traditional proving grounds of Labour politicians, and he came to power believing that Labour could be its own worst enemy. While a new generation of pragmatic council leaders had come to the fore in the 1990s, after the rise of Militant and the rows over rate-capping in the 1980s, Blair continued to regard local government leaders with suspicion.

         Simon Jenkins, former editor of the Evening Standard and The Times, and persistent advocate for devolution, recalls going to talk to the new Labour leader in 1995:

         
            I had chaired a commission on local democracy, and the one thing that came up repeatedly was mayoralty as a dominant force – in France, in the US, in Germany. I had worked for John Lindsay [New York Mayor from 1966–73], and he was very impressive, far ahead of anything we had in England. I wanted to know why London couldn’t have one of these people.

            But when I met with Blair he was quite hostile to the idea. He had brought about what I regard as his finest achievement 22– revolutionising the Labour Party. But he was worried about local parties and local party leaders, and Labour-led councils, who didn’t like him, and he didn’t like them.

            I remember saying that the whole point about local mayors is that in a sense they supplant party politics in local government. He said, ‘What do you mean?’ I said, ‘Well anyone can stand for mayor. You normally stand with a party’s support, but anyone can stand, including independents. And either way because it’s a direct election, if you decide to stand as mayor, you’re going to have to be reasonably plausible and charismatic in your own right.’ And Blair almost leapt out of his chair; he bought it lock stock and barrel. ‘But,’ he said, ‘I don’t think Frank [Dobson, Holborn and St Pancras MP, and then shadow secretary of state for the environment] is going to approve of this.’ And I said, ‘Well you need to get it in the manifesto, otherwise it will just die a death.’ And he undertook to put it in the manifesto there and then.10

         

         Tony Blair began talking about the potential for mayors in London and other cities. His arm was strengthened in 1996, when Ian Hargreaves, former Financial Times deputy editor, published his proposals for a ‘governor’ for the capital.11 Study visits to US cities and the rise of successful European mayors like Joan Clos in Barcelona and Francesco Rutelli in Rome helped to strengthen the case. Nick Raynsford, Greenwich MP and then shadow minister for housing and construction, describes walking across Trafalgar Square with the mayor of New Orleans: ‘Suddenly he was mobbed by some people from the city who were in London on holiday. I remember saying at the time that I can’t imagine any local government leader in the UK being recognised like that, let alone mobbed.’12

         While Labour’s policy document, ‘A Voice for London’, was more tentative in making the case for a mayor rather than a traditional ‘leader of the council’ model for London’s new strategic authority, Tony Blair began to push the idea more assiduously throughout 1996. 23At the ‘London in the 21st Century’ debate hosted by the Architecture Foundation and Evening Standard, he made the case for strong civic leadership to ‘provide vision and direction for London’s future, to drive the development of the city, to pull together the partnerships to make things happen … for a vision, there does need to be a voice’.13

         The contrast between tentative policy papers and bolder public pronouncements reflected the unease that some in the Labour Party felt over the idea of a directly elected mayor. As Blair surmised, Frank Dobson didn’t like it, telling Simon Jenkins that it would happen ‘over my dead body’, and some borough politicians and officials shared this suspicion, worrying that a mayoralty would inevitably take influence if not power away from elected borough leaders. The tensions within the party can be seen in the care the manifesto took to emphasise that the new authority would not duplicate the work of the boroughs, and the commitment to a referendum to test public opinion on the matter.

         This uneasy compromise limited the amount of preparatory work that could be done as the 1997 election approached. Nick Raynsford recalls briefing meetings with civil servants:

         
            I had meetings with [Department of the Environment permanent secretary] Andrew Turnbull in the run up to the election, official meetings where the opposition discuss their policies. We talked about housing and construction, and for both of those I produced a little paper. When we reached the third one, London government, he asked where the paper was, and I told him I couldn’t produce it because of the Blair–Dobson differences. But, I said, in my view there was an absolute commitment to restore democratic government, and that if the party leader has his way it will be a mayoral system, but that he would have to put together a team of people who could develop the policy, because we don’t have a rubric.14

         

         
            * * *

         

         24Preparatory work was underway nonetheless. In Riverwalk House, an office block at the north-east corner of Vauxhall Bridge, senior officials at the Government Office for London were preparing policy options for an incoming government. GOL was one of the ten regional offices set up by John Major’s government in 1994 to decentralise administration of government programmes on housing, regeneration, transport and education and skills. Since 1994, GOL had been headed by the ebullient and extensively networked Robin Young as director general, with Liz Meek as his head of policy. Meek had previously worked on London policy for John Gummer MP, the secretary of state for the environment. In the last years of the Major government, Gummer had become a ‘proto-mayor’ who had been energetic in promoting the capital in the absence of strategic government – through publishing glossy brochures entitled ‘Making the Best Better’, through the London Pride initiative that brought boroughs and business together to develop a prospectus for London, and through a cabinet committee for London.

         As the 1997 election approached, Meek and Young stepped up preparations for the expected Labour government, and started putting together options for realising the manifesto commitment to an elected authority. As Meek recalls, different ideas were plotted on a ‘mayorometer’, with options on a sliding scale from a very powerful mayor with minimal checks and minimal powers, to much more balanced and collegiate models, with cities like New York sitting somewhere between the two. There was a degree of urgency, too:

         
            We all knew that if we didn’t move with these proposals quickly, given that they affected the empires of every department in Whitehall, they would stall. So we had to move while politicians were still interested in delivering a collective vision, rather than protecting their departments and their turf. So, on day one, when Nick Raynsford came along to meet us, we had a questionnaire for him with sixty-seven or so questions, offering options on what a ‘strong mayor’ would be, what he meant by ‘small assembly’ and so on.15

         

         25However, the green paper ‘New Leadership for London’ was also developed at a time of frantic and competitive legislative activity. Genie Turton, who took over from Robin Young as director of GOL after the election, describes the scene:

         
            When I started at GOL, it was like arriving at a railway station, with a whole lot of different trains ready to go and all with a different agenda, so you had development agencies over here, congestion charging here, PPP on the Underground here, all of which were government-run, and all of which were completely contrary to the idea of a mayor for London, but all of which were on the tracks and ready to go.16

         

         Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott, who was in charge of the new ‘super-ministry’ Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR), was not the greatest enthusiast for elected mayors, but was ‘trooperish’ in his promotion of the plans for London. Plans for elected regional assemblies – his real passion – were pushed to the next Parliament, with regional development agencies as their precursors. And congestion charging, which was intended to be a nationwide scheme, had to be introduced in London first.

         While the green paper was formally published by DETR, its drafting and the legislation that followed it were in the hands of GOL, which was able to defend the ‘purity’ of the new arrangements from big departmental interests.17 Other departments wobbled between ignoring and resisting the proposals, with disputes resolved in cabinet committees or through back-channel discussions with Downing Street, often brokered through Pat McFadden, later political secretary to the Prime Minister. The Home Office was particularly keen to defend its turf, and the nineteenth-century legislation about policing the capital, perhaps with one eye on the adversarial ‘police committee’ that Ken Livingstone had set up to monitor the activities of the Met Police while he was leader of the GLC. The idea that the mayor might have power to 26hire and fire the Metropolitan Police Commissioner, a power formally in the hands of the monarch, was fiercely resisted.

         In another Whitehall office block, the Department for Transport (now part of Prescott’s DETR) had never been comfortable with London Transport being overseen by GOL; now their focus was on the ‘public–private partnership’ (PPP) deal for London Underground. This would award thirty-year concessions to maintain and renew infrastructure to private sector consortiums. The consortiums would raise private capital to invest in everything from trains, to stations, to signalling equipment, then charge London Underground for using this infrastructure to run services. The plans for the PPP were announced in March 1998, with the intention that the deal would be completed before transport powers and assets were handed to the mayor.

         Local government had to be carefully handled too. Some borough leaders were wary of the new proposals and worried that they would place an additional tier of government between them and the ministries that had become more directly engaged in London since the demise of the GLC. Housing was a particularly sensitive point: Conservative GLC leader Horace Cutler had angered Labour boroughs by promoting right-to-buy in the 1970s, and Labour leaders had responded by building new council estates in Conservative outer London boroughs in the 1980s. Ministers also had to reassure the City of London that the Mayor of London would not supplant or overshadow the Lord Mayor of London.

         Policy reacts to its precursors. So just as the PPP was seen as a response to the cost overruns and delays of the Jubilee Line extension (which had been managed directly by London Underground), the powers and structure of the new mayoral authority were explicitly designed to be as far from the GLC as possible. The green paper proposed ‘a strong executive mayor to provide firm leadership’ with an assembly to act as a check on the mayor’s power.18 The mayor would be directly elected by around 5 million Londoners, and the assembly (a slight dilution of the ‘strategic authority’ proposed in the manifesto) 27would have twenty-four to thirty-two unpaid members, elected through a proportional method that would likely deprive any party of a working majority.

         The paper acknowledged the successes of London’s boroughs, but underlined the capital’s continuing problems: of unemployment and poverty; of inadequate infrastructure; and of congested and polluted streets. Most powers would lie with the mayor in the new arrangements: they would set strategies, including an overarching land-use plan, and strategies for economic development, transport, environmental and cultural issues. The mayor would also set budgets for and make appointments to the boards of a new transport authority, a regional development agency, a police authority and a fire authority. Most employees would work for these new agencies (‘functional bodies’, as they were described in the paper), with a small core staff of around 450 to support the mayor and assembly.

         In the white paper that was published in March 1998, most of the green paper proposals remained intact, but there was more detail on voting arrangements, on the make-up and powers of the assembly (which would comprise twenty-five paid members) and on the more limited powers that the mayor would have over the police and fire authorities, following opposition from the Home Office.19

         As proposed in the green paper, the proposals for a mayor and assembly for London were also put to a referendum. Referendums were and are unusual features of British political life (there had not been one since 1979), and have on occasion been promised tactically for party political advantage, rather than through a strategic desire to ensure that reform is embedded in consent. While still in opposition, the Labour Party had agreed to hold referendums for devolution in Scotland and Wales; a referendum for London was consistent not only with these, but also with policy documents referring to a ‘need for consent’ for regional government changes.20 As Simon Jenkins has observed, this insistence on referenda has stymied attempts to introduce mayoral models elsewhere.28

         Legislation for a referendum was introduced in November 1997. The Conservatives and Liberal Democrats proposed separate questions on the mayor and the assembly, and Ken Livingstone and others called for a separate question on tax-raising powers (as there had been in the Scottish Parliament referendum).21 The government rejected these proposals, and their single-question referendum on a mayor and assembly for London was added to the ballot paper for the 7 May local elections.

         The ‘Yes’ campaign was supported by politicians from all mainstream parties – many of them potential candidates – and featured a double-decker bus blasting out tunes by The Clash and Madness. When the results were tallied, the proposal was supported by a 72:28 majority, albeit on a paltry turnout of 34.6 per cent. Support was highest in boroughs such as Haringey, Lambeth and Hackney, and lowest in the outer suburbs, demonstrating that ‘Victorian London was far more enthusiastic … than the inter-war boroughs.’22

         In December 1998, the Greater London Authority Bill was introduced into Parliament. As well as working through legislative implications that stretched back to the 1829 Metropolitan Police Act, the bill also included clauses enabling the PPP that John Prescott had announced in March, although these mushroomed as the bill passed through Parliament and the complexity of the plans became more apparent. It also included clauses to enable the introduction of road-user charging, in recognition that the national scheme would not be in place in time. By the time that the bill had been enacted, it was being described as the longest Act of Parliament since the Government of India Act 1935, which reorganised colonial administration of a whole subcontinent.

         Opening the second reading debate on 14 December, John Prescott made the case for the bill: ‘London has struggled on without leadership or accountability. It is governed by cliques and cabals, shadowy committees, background deals and quangos. Its infrastructure is decaying, traffic problems are worsening, and poverty and social exclusion are deepening.’2329

         Gillian Shephard, speaking for the Conservatives, expressed support for the principles of the bill, but argued for an assembly made up of borough leaders rather than directly elected members. Simon Hughes, the Liberal Democrat spokesman, drew attention to the many powers that the bill reserved to the secretary of state, and argued for powers to recall a mayor through a petition signed by assembly members or citizens. Ken Livingstone also spoke, saying that he was looking ‘forward to the voice for London having a distinctly nasal quality’.24

         
            * * *

         

         While the proposals for the mayor and assembly were being refined and narrowed down, the politics of the mayoralty were starting to expand, if not explode. Since the publication of the green paper, the names of potential candidates had been thrown about, as if in a civic government version of fantasy football. Some of the less outlandish suggestions included Westminster veterans such as Tony Banks, Glenda Jackson, David Mellor, Ken Livingstone, Margaret Hodge, Steve Norris, Chris Patten, Simon Hughes and Chris Smith; local government figures such as Toby Harris and Michael Cassidy; and a few figures from outside mainstream politics including airline bosses Bob Ayling and Richard Branson, and broadcaster and journalist Trevor Phillips.25 In MORI poll of Londoners in March 1998, Branson attracted support from 39 per cent of interviewees despite expressing no interest in the job, Ken Livingstone and Glenda Jackson scored 28 and 18 per cent respectively for Labour, and Chris Patten and Jeffrey Archer led for the Conservatives with 17 and 14 per cent.26

         Both Archer and Livingstone were larger-than-life characters, the type of high-profile outsiders for whom the mayoralty was purpose-built. But they both presented problems too – albeit of very different kinds – for their parties. So in 1999, while the legislation passed fairly smoothly through Parliament and the Liberal Democrats selected former banker Susan Kramer as their candidate, the headlines 30became dominated by lumbering machinations to secure the ‘correct’ outcome by the two parties, and to control selection of candidates for a position that was meant to transcend party politics.

         Jeffrey Archer, a novelist and former Conservative MP, had resigned as deputy chairman of the Conservative Party in 1986 after allegations he had slept with a prostitute appeared in the Daily Star. He successfully sued the paper for libel the following year, and was made a peer in 1992. Despite continuing reservations from party grandees and stalwart opposition from Evening Standard editor Max Hastings, Archer made the shortlist of Conservative candidates alongside Steve Norris, and former council leaders Andrew Boff and Bob Blackman, and was selected as candidate by an ‘electoral college’ in October 1999. But the following month he stood down, following allegations that he had persuaded a friend to lie for him in his 1987 libel action, as a result of which he was jailed in 2001.27

         Rather than handing the nomination to runner-up Steve Norris, the Conservative Party decided to re-run the contest. Then, following internal party debates about his private life, Norris was first excluded, only to be re-admitted when the party realised that they had lost their best-known and most popular candidate. Following another electoral college and members’ vote, Norris was selected as Conservative candidate in January 2000, more than a year after the first selection process.28

         Labour’s processes were if anything more contorted. From 1997 onwards, Ken Livingstone looked like the obvious candidate. The abolition of the GLC had been opposed by Londoners, and he had come to public prominence in the campaign to save it, a prominence that had been cemented in the 1990s in his role as MP for Brent East, and through his presence on everything from panel shows, to TV commercials to a spoken-word part on Blur’s 1995 song ‘Ernold Same’. Livingstone maintained active engagement in left-wing politics, including as publisher of the Socialist Economic Bulletin, but his public image was a world away from when he was described as being 31the ‘most odious man in Britain’ in the tabloids in the 1980s.29 Indeed on many issues – including gay rights and the need for negotiations with republicans in Northern Ireland – the mainstream had moved towards his ‘extreme’ positions by the late 1990s.
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