
When it comes to the 
crunch…
Responding to the economic 
downturn:  the role and
potential of partnerships

18th September 2009

Lee Heley
Audit Commission



Audit Commission2

Introduction
When it comes to the crunch

• Wave model of recession

• Council responses and impact
• Examples of proactive councils

• Key questions and next steps



Audit Commission3

The Wave Model
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Council responses and impact
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Council responses to the recession
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Support to business

• Changing corporate behaviour (nearly all)
- bills on time

- local procurement
- business rates 

- information on national schemes
• In depth support (few)

- helped specific firms access bank credit
- set up banks
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Support to help people find work

• Better partnership working (most)
- Councils with JCP, LSC, 3rd sector

• Council advice and support (some, in partnership)
- job search

- advice and support 
• Direct employment / training (few)

- hard at a time of recession and tight budgets
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Support to vulnerable households

• Basic information and advice (most)
- welfare benefits 

- debt
Financial support (half)

- council tax rebates
- credit unions 

Mortgage support (few)
- mortgage loans or  guarantee schemes
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Support to places

• Private capital schemes
- flexibility around section 106 agreements (some)

- Increased council stake in PP partnerships (few)

• Bringing forward capital programmes (some)
- East Riding of Yorks, £4.5m i.e. for decent homes, 
highways, property maintenance, flood resilience
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Types of response

• Group 1 – Strategic, creative, active . Mainly large, 
experienced councils in previously deprived areas that have 
been badly affected by the recession.

• Group 2 – Informed, but modest actions. Often in 
relatively prosperous areas that have not been badly 
affected by the recession. 

• Group 3 – Investment, but limited analysis. Mostly smaller 
councils in relatively deprived areas that have felt the impact 
of the recession.

• Group 4 – Limited analysis, limited actions. Mainly 
prosperous areas, generally not badly affected to date.
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Impact of interventions?
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There are risks in not acting

Group 4 
Relatively unaffected to date – but may not be 
prepared for the worsening economic conditions. 

Group 3 

May be investing resources without a sound overall 
plan to underpin this investment.
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Examples of proactive responses
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Case: quick response in Newcastle

There is a clear recognition that the Council has a 
role in trying to help local business and those 
individuals and families who are adversely affected. 

Regular ‘Credit Crunch’ meetings have been held 
since early 2008. 
A recession plan was presented to the executive in 
November 2008.
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Newcastle: 
investing in the down turn

• Purchasing ( £21 million) the Northern Rock building, and 
leasing it to a local company with international business 
interests who will sub-let parts of the building (some back to 
the Council) 

• The arrangements include the creation of up to 500 new jobs 
as well as secondary employment for those maintaining the 
building. 

• The City Council consider the deal to be a good medium-to 
long-term financial investment, which it is funding using its 
prudential borrowing powers, as well as giving a boost to the 
property market and local economy.
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Case: partnership working in Wigan

More residents going to GP services due to stress. 
The LSP has engaged with GPs to ensure that 
patients are offered employment or debt advice 
rather than automatically prescribed drugs when 
presenting for stress-related complaints.

Wigan MBC



Audit Commission21

Key questions and next steps 
for councils & LSPs
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Key questions

Can you paint a rich picture of the local economy 
and the impact of the recession?

Is there a jointly agreed approach for the area with 
clear objectives and success measures?
Are you building the capacity to develop local 
responses to local problems? 

Are you working with a range of stakeholders to 
develop intelligence?
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Next steps for councils and LSPs

Understand the impact of the recession on businesses, 
people, capital developments and demand for local services

Set clear objectives for the approach to the recession, 
including a focus on the future
Plan for the unemployment and social programmes that will 
be needed over the next year

Relatively prosperous areas need to learn from the 
experience of those who have been through previous 
economic shocks
Councils should take calculated risks if necessary, and 
manage them well


