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PRESIDENT ’ S LET TER

Leading on recovery in 
the UK and the Gambia

The perception of data has shifted during the 
pandemic. A little while ago, it was hard to interest 
people in the power and possibility of data, some 
seemed almost bored by it or didn’t understand 
the potential. Now, we ‘consume’ data every day in 
the form of coronavirus updates and understand 
that this data is driving decisions at a national 
level that in turn affect us all in our day to day lives. 
In my patch, Cambridgeshire and Peterborough, 
we have done some interesting work in the area 
of public health Covid-19 reporting throughout 
the pandemic, taking some very complex data, 
mapping it, and displaying in various ways, 
such as by age, or demographics and sharing 
it across multiple authorities as a dashboard.  

Socitm has just released a prospectus on post-
Covid recovery and an infographic which shows 
the UK-wide approach to place-based recovery. 
Our model for this topic has four pillars – reset, 
reform, renew and resilience – which will 
underpin our post-Covid work and inform the 
policy theme I will lead as President into 2022.   

The digital divide is an area that comes up in 
many of these recovery plans. There is no doubt 
the pandemic exposed and increased this with 
digital exclusion impacting negatively on both 
individual and place-based outcomes. I have been 
involved with a Socitm initiative called Empowering 
Women in the Gambia, in partnership with 
Rotary International. We have seen that digital 
divide through that initiative, if in a very different 
context and incredibly different circumstances. 

With Rotary we identified a skills centre which 
helps young women who have fallen out of 
education to get training in practical skills and 
established a 16-week business skills programme 
delivered remotely. We started with fairly lofty 
ambitions but hit some practical issues very early 
on, including technology, lack of; connectivity, 
lack of; and skills, lack of. When I talk about 
digital exclusion and inclusion in the UK, these 
same three issues come up repeatedly. 

In the Gambia, challenges include no wi-fi, data 
being very expensive for the students, regular 
electricity outages, the skills centre not having 

devices and the girls not having the skills to use 
them. With the help of our Rotary colleagues we 
have shipped over equipment including laptops, 
webcams and a projector screen, while the 
local Rotary club has funded a wi-fi connection. 
The girls are familiar with using WhatsApp on 
smartphones, so we have adapted to that. 

Outcomes so far include the girls coming up with 
names for businesses based on the Gambia’s 
strong traditions of sewing and making clothes, and 
Socitm creating logos based on these which have 
been turned into business cards. The girls have 
handed these out, are keeping diaries of orders 
received and are building portfolios of their work. 

It’s an initiative we all feel really strongly 
about, applying some of our knowledge, 
experience and ability to people in an area 
where challenges are that much greater.  

Sam Smith
Socitm President

This is an edited version of Sam’s 
welcome and concluding speeches to the 
second day of her President’s Week 

Socitm’s post-Covid recovery 
prospectus: bit.ly/3wrcswE

Championing place-based recovery 
infographic: bit.ly/2TZpmDL

Video on Socitm Empowering Women 
in the Gambia: bit.ly/3zrdieH
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DAY 1 NE WS: PEOPLE

We must be agile experts, say 
international tech leaders 

Agile, technologically-expert teams 
are essential in supporting the 
range of services local authorities 
offer, according to speakers taking 
part in an international panel on 
the first day of President’s Week.  

Michael Dugina, executive director of 
customer and corporate services for 
City of Greater Geelong in Australia, 
says its research has found customers 
want four things: “Involve me in 
how you are going to treat me and 
make decisions about me, empower 
me to get this any time I want at 
my own convenience, make it easy 
and get out of the way.” Small, agile 
multi-disciplinary teams are the 
best way to provide the authority’s 
broad range of services, he added. 

Robin Heilig, head of City of 
Vienna’s Pace digital innovation 
unit, said he has worked solely on 

problems related to Covid-19 since 
29 February 2020: “They found out 
that agile teams are quite helpful 
when it needs to be fast, good, 
interdisciplinary and agile.” He added 
that in-house expertise is needed 
to work effectively with suppliers: 

“We desperately need a lot more 
skills on the public administration 
side in order to really buy better.” 

Some participants said that they 
currently have extra funding for 
digital work, while others are having 
to work how to meet increasing 
customer demand for digital services. 

Alan Shark, executive director of the 
US-based Public Technology Institute, 
said both applied to his organisation’s 
members with more money available 
but public expectations shifting 
fast. “I’m not sure we can sustain the 
level of pivot we did,” he said of how 

the sector has worked during the 
pandemic. Shark added that there 
is “a silent majority” of 42 million 
Americans who do not have access 
to reliable broadband connections 
and local authorities need alternative 
ways to engage with them. 

Jörn Riedel, chief information officer 
of City of Hamburg, added that there 
is a risk of letting only “job citizens” – 
the small number of people who act 
as if being an active citizen is their 
job – dominate the conversation. 

Socitm is participating in a new 
international taskforce run by 
the Linked Organisation of Local 
Authority ICT Societies which will 
focus on three main areas: data 
insight and analytics; identity and 
access; and the future of work.

“They found out 
that agile teams are 
quite helpful when 
it needs to be fast, 

good, interdisciplinary 
and agile”

Robin Heilig,  
City of Vienna

See more

Recording of day one: 
bit.ly/3woC915

Socitm report on LOLA 
event: bit.ly/2SyHhjU

Welsh Government digital 
strategy: bit.ly/2TZO6fb

Digitally illiterate 
leaders ‘unacceptable’ 
says Welsh minister

Bosses of public sector 
organisations need to understand 
their digital operations rather 
than laugh about their ignorance, 
Welsh Government minister Lee 
Waters told the event. “That’s 
unacceptable and outdated,” he 
said. “We have to expect a level of 
digital literacy from our leaders.”  

Waters said he had seen such 
responses from chief executives 
of Welsh health boards, adding 
that as the recipients of around 
half of all Welsh Government 

spending, NHS organisations 
need to get better at sharing 
technological expertise with 
the rest of the public sector. 

The Welsh Government recently 
published a new digital strategy 
after putting it through a crowd-
sourcing exercise. It has also 
appointed chief digital officers 
for the Welsh Government and 
for local government specifically, 
with Sam Hall taking the latter job, 
and is in the process of recruiting 
one for health and care. Waters 
said that the government sees 
digital as a matter of culture and 
approach, rather than technology. 
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DAY 2 NE WS: DATA

Northern Ireland 
and Blackpool 
digitise tourism 

Northern Ireland is tracking 
tourists to encourage them to 
explore more widely and spend 
more money, while Blackpool will 
use a new transatlantic internet 
cable to attract digital conferences, 
e-gamers and digital nomads. 

Dave Vincent, chief digital officer 
of Tourism Northern Ireland, told 
conference attendees that the 
organisation has installed sensors on 
the 17th-century city walls of Derry-
Londonderry and on footpaths in 
the Mourne Mountains. Along with 
third-party information including 
credit card spending it has built a 
data hub to improve its knowledge 
and influence tourists’ actions. 

“We were trying to encourage 
behavioural change and get them 
to go into the towns and spend 

money, not just bring to bring 
their packed lunches, enjoy the 
mountains and leave their rubbish 
behind them,” Vincent told the 
second day of President’s Week.  

Better data will help Tourism 
Northern Ireland to decide whether 
to support new hotels or attractions 
and introduce personalised 
information and advertising, Vincent 
added. The latter could be used to 
encourage tourists to visit quieter 
locations, spreading economic 
benefits and improving people’s 
experiences away from crowded 
hotspots. The organisation is also 
looking at providing augmented 
reality in some locations. 

In a break-out session, Blackpool 
Council’s head of ICT services Tony 
Doyle said the resort plans to take 
advantage of a recently installed 
fibre-optic cable that means internet 
traffic can reach New York in less 
than 60 milliseconds, linked to the 
local fibre network the council has 
built with commercial partners. 

Blackpool hopes to host e-sports 
and conferences that need fast 
connectivity. Earlier this year it saw 
a hotel open exclusively for ‘digital 
nomads’ who travel while working 
online, taking advantage of the area’s 
near-gigabit connection speed. 

“We’re really interested in how we 
can use data and digital to take the 
friction out of visitor experiences,” 
Doyle said, such as through council-
owned Blackpool Transport adding 
offers, visitor ideas and tap-and-go 
payment to its real-time information 
app: “In some respects, it’s becoming 
a resort experience app.”

“We’re really interested 
in how we can use 
data and digital to 

take the friction out of 
visitor experiences”

Tony Doyle,  
Blackpool Council

See more

Recording of day two: 
bit.ly/3wmiqiB

In Our View interview with 
Robin Hambleton (p16): 
bit.ly/3iG4bAT

Socitm Advisory: 
advisory.socitm.net

Bristol shows 
how leaders 
can promote 
innovation 

Local civic leaders can 
encourage innovation 
rather than playing safe, 
Robin Hambleton, emeritus 
professor at the University 
of the West of England, told 
the event. He has worked 
with directly-elected mayor 
Marvin Rees on the Bristol 
One City programme, which 
has developed a plan for a 
fair, healthy and sustainable 
city. Hambleton said “place-
based power” that draws 
on five types of leadership 

– political, community, 
business, union and public 
managerial – can counter 
the multiple challenges 
that areas currently face, 
including Covid-19 recovery. 

Public sector organisations 
should focus data projects 
on answering specific 
questions, such as predicting 
demand for social care or 
housing, Socitm Advisory’s 
client services director Kate 
Lindley told a panel session. 
She added that projects 
using personal data must 
explain themselves in clear, 
non-technical language so 
people understand how their 
information is being used; 
and those led by consultants 
include a knowledge 
transfer process so staff can 
successfully take them over.

Socitm In Our View Focus | 4

https://bit.ly/3wmiqiB
https://bit.ly/3iG4bAT
https://advisory.socitm.net


DAY 3 NE WS: MODERNISATION 

Creese predicts more money 
and pressure for IT  

Many technology leaders will 
see budgets increasing but they 
will have to do more with them, 
according to consultant and former 
Socitm president Jos Creese. 

“There’s going to be more money,” 
Creese said on the third day of 
President’s Week. “But it is going to 
come with much greater pressure 
on productivity, automation and 
new efficiencies. It is not going to 
be an easy ride for IT leaders.” 

This pressure will include greater 
scrutiny of technologies including 
artificial intelligence, the Internet of 
Things and collaboration tools. Creese 
added that Microsoft Teams and 
Zoom may be insufficient in future, 
compared with alternatives that do 
more to support collaboration. 

Creese highlighted the role of 
human resources in workplace 
transformation, with many HR 

specialists frustrated by a lack of 
involvement in this. “Part of the 
reason is they don’t talk the same 
language. They are very much 
about people and processes, less 
about technology, but things are 
being absolutely propelled by the 
technology now,” he said. “Heads 
of IT need to be working very 
closely with their HR colleagues.”  

In an earlier session, Southwark 
Council’s head of workplace Lilian 
Brett outlined the London borough’s 
plans to reconfigure its offices to 
support four types of activity: focused 
work, for those who cannot do this 
remotely; learning and progression 
with those on the same team; 
collaboration; and socialising. “The 
office becomes a destination that staff 
actually want to come to,” Brett said. 

Southwark is planning ‘directorate 
zones’ for focused and collaborative 
work within departments that will 

replace banks of desks with meeting 
rooms, cubicles for virtual meetings 
and confidential calls as well as some 
open-plan desks. Departments will 
be able to shape these depending 
on their requirements. The council 
will also provide larger collaborative 
zones with moveable furniture and 
walls, as well as rooms for socialising. 

“We are looking to return to spaces 
that look very different than they did 
before,” Brett said, to avoid what she 
called ‘springback’: “That’s primarily to 
stop staff moving into those old habits 
of sitting at the same desk and going 
back to their storage cabinets that 
they haven’t missed in 18 months.”

Technology trends changing 
from 2020 to 2021

Cloud, cybersecurity, 
collaboration tools, 
customer experience 
tools and data tools

Artificial intelligence, 
machine learning, robotic 
process automation, 
Internet of Things 
and low code

5G networking and drones

Source: Jos Creese

See more

Recording of day three: 
bit.ly/3q1WwPk

Digital trends in local public 
services 2021, Jos Creese: 
bit.ly/3xgHI1J

Jackie Weaver’s viral 
parish council meeting: 
bbc.in/3wmnhQR

Remote meetings 
boost local democracy 
says Weaver 

The government should allow 
councils to continue supporting 
remote participation in meetings 
as this has widened access 
to local democracy, Jackie 
Weaver, chief officer of the 
Cheshire Association of Local 
Councils, told the event.  

Weaver’s attempts to impose 
order on an unruly virtual 
meeting of Handforth parish 
council have been viewed 

millions of times online. She 
said that while such behaviour 
demonstrates why there should 
be sanctions for those who 
break codes of conduct, in 
general online meetings have 
increased accessibility and made 
them less imposing to join. 

“We’ve been given a real 
opportunity here as town and 
parish councils to raise our 
visibility,” she said. “I welcome 
the way we have been able to 
embrace technology a little over 
the last 12 months and I hope 
and pray that we are able to 
maintain that and build on it.”
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DAY 4 NE WS: TR ANSFORMATION

Greenwich digital head 
wants to lead with data  

Digital leaders should enhance 
their organisations’ ability to 
handle data and use it in decision-
making, Royal Borough of 
Greenwich’s Kit Collingwood told 
day four of President’s Week. 

She outlined her digital strategy 
for the London borough, including 
a move from an ICT department 
of 30 people to a digital group of 
around 122. As well as technology, 
the new group includes a delivery 
team to manage corporate functions, 
product teams for design and a 
data team which will cover data 
architecture, engineering, science 
and analysis. The last draws on her 
experience of working on universal 
credit data at the Department 
for Work and Pensions (DWP). 

Collingwood, who joined the 
London borough in January 2020 
as assistant director for digital and 
customer services, stressed she 
wants to be data-led in making 
decisions: “We are taught as new 
leaders to be experience and 
gut-led, and data often challenges 
that.” Her strategy also embeds the 
use of agile and iterative delivery 
and continuous development. 

Collingwood said the strategy 
values technology for staff as well as 
residents. “A lot of front-end services 

got transformed and they looked 
very sexy on the outside,” she said 
of central government work in the 
2010s. “People inside government, 
civil servants like me, still had the 
worst tech imaginable and terrible 
services. That pee’d me right off, so 
I wasn’t going to stand for that.” 

In a separate session, a former 
DWP permanent secretary argued 
that transformational projects 
work best when they have two 
leaders with opposing outlooks. 
Sir Robert Devereux said that he 
aimed to pair a ‘big picture’ senior 
responsible owner who would see 
the glass as half-full with a delivery-
focused programme director who 
would see it as half-empty. “These 
are different skillsets,” he said. 

Recalling two people who carried 
out these roles at DWP, he added: 

“As a combination, they were 
unbeatable.” He expected those 
running such projects to sort out 90% 

of disagreements themselves, while 
he would step in on the final 10%. 

Devereux, who is now is now vice-
president of strategy for Salesforce, 
said the Conservative-Liberal 
Democrat coalition government of 
2010 was right to reduce expensive 
IT outsourcing and that departments 
including DWP had successes doing 
more work in-house. He added that 
software as a service – as provided 
by Salesforce – is now a better option 
for transformational projects.

“We are taught as new 
leaders to be experience 

and gut-led, and data 
often challenges that”

Kit Collingwood,  
Royal Borough of Greenwich

See more

Recording of day four: 
bit.ly/3xyoRPI

Greenwich digital strategy: 
bit.ly/3gyrj1O

Good Things Foundation 
digital nation infographic: 
bit.ly/3pOUL7K

Digital exclusion goes 
beyond hardware 

People who cannot afford a fast 
internet connection or lack digital 
skills are as digitally excluded 
as those who do not have the 
right hardware, Good Things 
Foundation chief executive 
Helen Milner told a break-out 
session. While the charity 
reckons 27.6 million people are 
highly engaged with digital, 9 
million cannot use the internet 
without help. Its research has 
found big regional differences, 
with more than half of those 

living in north-east England 
and Northern Ireland making 
limited or no use of the internet.  

Milner said that work to increase 
digital inclusion works best 
when it is embedded into policy, 
practice and delivery. The 
foundation is campaigning for 
a ‘great digital catch-up’ which 
would provide community-
based support across the 
UK to help develop people’s 
skills. It provides an online 
training course, Learn my way, 
covering basic computer skills.
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NE WS

President’s Week in brief 

Auckland transport 
app adds cycling 
and special events 

Day 1: Auckland Transport, which 
rushed through changes to its app 
to help passengers find uncrowded 
buses at the start of the pandemic, 
has continued to innovate, 
Association of Local Government 
Information Management (ALGIM) 
chief executive Mike Manson said. 
The transport provider has added 
maps of cycling routes after seeing 
increased use of bicycles, as well 
as advice on the best bus stops to 
use for the America’s Cup yachting 
contest and improved information 
on trips that require transfers. 
ALGIM, Socitm’s sister organisation 
in New Zealand, recognised 
Auckland Transport in its special 
awards for responses to Covid-19. 

In Our View article on New 
Zealand (p22): bit.ly/3iG4bAT

Technophobic council 
leader is a Zoom convert 

Day 1: The leader of South Holland 
District Council told a panel session 
that although he “dislikes immensely” 
technology, the authority would 
have stopped working during the 
pandemic without it. Lord Gary 
Porter praised the council’s IT staff, 
who had to use sometimes-poor 
home internet connections in rural 
Lincolnshire, and said that he had 
been won over by the ability to attend 
meetings across the UK on the same 
day: “I miss face to face meetings, 
but I love Zoom.” Porter added 
that councils should not assume 
all young residents have access to 
digital technology, noting that the 
council had worked with charities 
to equip local children with iPads. 

Data needs soft skills 
too, says ODI 

Day 2: Data work requires soft 
and interpersonal skills as well as 
quantitative ones, the Open Data 
Institute’s head of public policy 
Mahlet Zimeta told the event. “Data 
literacy is not just about working with 
numbers, it’s also about working with 
the context in which the numbers are 
being collected and analysed,” she 
said. The ODI has aimed to broaden 
the context of government data on 
educational attainment by collecting 
information on the wellbeing of 
children, parents and teachers 
during the pandemic with discussion 
service Mumsnet, charity Barnardo’s 
and researcher TeacherTapp. 

Data about children’s lives in the 
pandemic, the ODI: bit.ly/2SoSZyb

Top Talent teams 
examine zero 
trust security 

Day 3: Local authorities should 
use human-centred design to 
introduce better security successfully, 
members of the latest Socitm Top 
Talent group told the event. Three 
teams from the March 2021 cohort 
presented implementation plans 
for introducing zero trust network 
security. The pink team focused on 
social care, reckoning that better 
security which enabled remote 
working could increase daily visits 
per carer from six to nine. The green 
team modelled benefits for a district 
council’s revenue and benefits team 
and the yellow team produced a 
video to encourage flexible workers 
to book sessions at work hubs.   

Socitm Top Talent: 
bit.ly/35jSeJy

Wigan plans flexibility for 
kind staff following Covid 

Day 4: Wigan Council, which 
redeployed 900 staff to different jobs 
during the pandemic, is planning 
a permanent group of reservists, 
chief executive Alison McKenzie-
Folan told the event. The council 
is also allowing staff flexibility to 
work where they want, as well as 
improving career pathways and 
setting up 100 apprentice and 
graduate roles. She said that the 
pandemic had shown the importance 
of staff behaving with kindness, 
with the council adding ‘be kind’ to 
three existing ‘BeWigan’ behaviours 
it promotes, ‘be courageous, be 
accountable, be positive’: “It really 
came to the fore and permeated 
everything we’ve done over the 
past year,” she said. The public 
demonstrated kindness with around 
800 people volunteering, something 
McKenzie-Folan said the council had 
been well-placed to co-ordinate. 

NHSX asks for input 
on adult social care 
digitisation 

Day 4: Adult social care providers 
will be expected to adopt digital 
records by March 2024, with 
support for homecare providers 
on devices and mobile data and 
fibre connections for care homes. 
Sonia Patel, chief information 
officer at digital transformation 
unit NHSX, encouraged Socitm 
members to contribute their ideas 
on how adult social care can be 
digitally transformed over the next 
few years (cio@nhsx.nhs.uk). 

Digital Social Care: 
digitalsocialcare.co.uk
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SOCITM SHARE

Local and national events calendar

June 2021

Date Event Location

25th Share Local – South-west

29th Share Local – Midlands

July 2021

Date Event Location

6th Share Local – East

Virtual

7th Share Local – Yorkshire & Humber

9th Share Local – North-east

14th-16th Share National – Ethical use of emerging  
technologies and data

September 2021

Date Event Location

9th Share Local – London & South

Virtual
17th Share Local – North-west

23rd Share National – Covid recovery

30th Share Local – Midlands

Full details of all our events can be found 
online at: socitm.net/events
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 In a world that needs to work diferently 

 Socitm Advisory are the proven experts 
 trusted by the Public Sector 

advisory

ERP 
Enterprise Resource 

Planning 

Options appraisal 

Business case 
development 

Change and adoption 
programmes 

Driving modernisation in the public sector 
through delivering independent, 

expert consultancy and innovative advice 
in technology change 

Health and Service 
social care innovation 

Technology Digital, data and technology 
enabled care transformation 

Integrated Service design 
care systems 

Digital and IT strategy 
Data insights development 

Smart 
sourcing 

Insourcing, outsourcing 
and multi sourcing 

Shared services 

Commercial and 
Procurement support 
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