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1) Welcome to London 
 
London is a world leading financial and cultural centre. Along with cities such 
as New York, Paris, and Tokyo it often attracts the label of ‘global’ or ‘world’ 
city, denoting its reach, significance, and connectedness. London has a 
considerable impact on the UK economy as a whole, and is also an important 
player in international arenas. The city has a population of over 8 million, 
about 12% of the UK population. The current Mayor of London is Boris 
Johnson, elected for a second term in 2012.  
 
2) The legal context 
 
London is governed by the Greater London Authority (GLA), comprising the 
Mayor of London and a 27 member London Assembly. Each is elected 
simultaneously for a four year term. The GLA was created by the Greater 
London Authority Act 1999 and is a London wide institution, comprising 
Transport for London (TfL); London Fire and Emergency Planning Authority 
(LFEPA); and the Mayor's Office for Policing and Crime. It is broadly 
committed to economic, social, and environmental development, and has six 
‘statutory themes’ relating to: equality of opportunity; sustainable 
development; health; health inequalities; climate change; and community 
safety. There are also 33 London Borough councils which deliver the bulk of 
local government services to Londoners. 
 

 The 25 member London Assembly comprises 11 London wide 
members and 14 constituency members. It is tasked with holding the 
mayor to account, investigating issues of relevance to Londoners and 
influencing policy development. It reviews the policy and budget of the 
mayor, and can either amend the Mayor’s budget or reject Mayoral 
policies should two-thirds of the Assembly agree to do so. 
 

 The Mayor of London is required to develop strategies and polices in a 
number of areas, including transport, economic development, and 
planning. The Mayor may appoint staff to support his/her role. There 
are currently seven ‘Deputy Mayors’ appointed by the Mayor, two of 
whom are also London Assembly members.  The other five mayoral 
appointments are from outside the GLA.  
 

The GLA has little in the way of tax-raising powers. Most of its revenue comes 
from a grant from central government, and a levy on London Borough 
councils. However, the congestion charge, imposed on vehicles driving into 
central London, provides a considerable source of income for the authority.   
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3) The London Story 
 
The GLA has only been in existence since 2000 – 12 years. A predecessor of 
the GLA, the Greater London Council (GLC), was abolished in 1986, amid 
confrontation between central and local government. The GLC had itself only 
been in existence since 1965, when it replaced the London County Council 
(LCC).  
 
The immediate history of London’s governance between 1986 and 2000, prior 
to the creation of the GLA, was that of a proliferation of partnerships and inter-
authority arrangements between London Boroughs, the creation of quangos, 
and the involvement of central government via the Government Office for 
London. The lack of a strategic authority for London was one that played 
strongly in debates around the creation of the GLA, with a broad consensus 
emerging that London needed some kind of over-arching, elected 
governmenti. 
 
Since 2000 London has had two mayors – Ken Livingstone (2000-08) and 
Boris Johnson (since 2008). In that time significant achievements have 
included improving the infrastructure of the capital – most notably in transport, 
with, for example the upgrading of the tube and the development of the 
Docklands Light Railway.  The introduction of the congestion charge by Mayor 
Livingstone was world first for a major metropolis and has produced 
significant environmental benefits as well as generating funding to improve 
public transport. The London Olympics in 2012 are widely regarded as a great 
success.  The creation of a high profile figure who can ‘champion’ London is a 
major asset in promoting London – not just nationally with central government 
but also in international arenas. According to Travers and Whitehead: 
 

‘It is most unlikely such changes would have taken place without a 
powerful mayor able to command the political legitimacy and resources 
to push them through. There are no serious calls for the abolition of the 
GLA. The Mayor of London is now one of the most important public 
office-holders in Britain’ii. 

 
4) Pointers towards fresh thinking for Bristol 
 
In terms of our criteria for evaluation, several points are worth making. 
 
For leadership in the community, it is clear that the Mayor of London is an 
important figurehead for the city - in all arenas of city governance, in national 
government, and beyond. Moreover the Mayor occupies important positions 
on TfL and the Mayor’s Office for Policing and Crime. Such activities clearly 
give the position a powerful leadership role.  
 
For effective representation of the citizen, there are opportunities for citizen 
involvement in decision-making. For example, there is People’s Question 
Time and the Mayor holds consultation meetings giving opportunities for the 
public to question the mayor directly, and the Mayor is obliged to consult 
widely on his/her strategies. However, the scale of London and the number of 
assembly members inevitably makes interaction between GLA members and 
the public limited. 
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For legitimacy and accountability, the Mayor can point to a huge electorate 
– larger than any other UK politician, who can vote him or her out at the next 
election. This gives the position considerable electoral legitimacy and 
accountability. The position of the Mayor within the GLA is strong – some 
would argue too strong. For example, Assembly members have never 
managed to block any mayoral budget.  
 
For effectiveness in decision-making and implementation, the decision-
making power concentrated in the Mayor can lead to accusations that power 
is too concentrated. Conversely, given the strategic nature of the functions of 
the GLA, implementation often rests with collaboration with other public, 
quasi-public, and private agencies, requiring the Mayor to negotiate with a 
diverse range of interests.   
 
For effective scrutiny of policy and performance, the mayor maintains a 
high media profile, and it is the central task of the Assembly to hold the Mayor 
to account. The Mayor’s performance is scrutinised closely. 
 
For responsiveness to local people, again the scale of government makes it 
difficult for the Mayor to respond to the needs of different parts of the city – 
especially at neighbourhood level. Nevertheless the Mayor does, in line with 
the Equality Act 2010, maintain a considerable profile of equalities activities 
for different groups in the city.   
 
5) Key lessons for Bristol from London 
 
Three important lessons from the London experience are as follows: 
 

1. It is possible to make considerable progress in a short time. The GLA 
was an entirely new organisation, which took over a number of 
strategic functions. Since its creation is has become a vitally important 
part of London governance.  The Mayor has been effective in taking 
bold initiatives – for example, the introduction of the congestion charge 
by Mayor Livingstone. 
 

2. The complexity of governance in London makes it imperative for the 
Mayor to develop working relationships with many other actors in the 
city and beyond, from London Boroughs through central government 
to international networks.  
 

3. More powers have been given to the GLA since its creation, though it 
still relies on a limited number of resources under mayoral control. 
Despite these constraints, the GLA has achieved major change in 
London, and the Mayor has been able to exercise effective, strategic 
leadership of the capital 
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