
LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN LONDON 

This is a huge topic and my selection is inevitably biased to my own interests. I have 
focussed on how London was governed, who were the rulers and how they were 
chosen, and the kinds of buildings that reflected civic efforts in each era. 

The Romans founded London in 50AD and it soon became the most important city in 
Britannia and one of the most important west of the Alps. The Romans were a civic 
minded society who valued city life as an important marker of civilisation, 
differentiating them from those they perceived as barbarians. Inducing tribal leaders 
and their followers to settle in towns was one of the ways in which they promoted 
pacification and Romanisation of the province. Holding civic office and taking part in 
local government was a way of demonstrating status. Civic leaders provided roads 
and paving, water and public baths, security and public order and importantly 
spectacles in the arena involving gladiators and wild animals.  Only male Roman 
citizens were eligible to vote and hold office and the great majority of the population 
had no role in local government. 

 

Artist’s impression of the Basilica and Forum  

The City was ruled from the Basilica, originally built in AD70 and expanded 
subsequently. The building occupied two hectares, stood three storeys high and was 
larger than modern St Pauls. The basilica acted a civic centre and housed city 
administrators, law courts, an assembly hall, the treasury and shrines. At its height it 
was also the largest building of its type north of the Alps, showing the importance of 
London within the Roman Empire. The basilica also formed one side of a forum, a 
huge open-air square that acted as a public meeting place (similar to modern day 
Trafalgar Square) and housed many shops and market stalls. The Basilica was in 
the area now occupied by Leadenhall Market and part of the foundations are in the 
basement of a barber’s shop at the corner of Leadenhall Market and Gracechurch 
Street. The basilica and forum were destroyed by Rome in AD 300 as punishment 
for London’s support for the rebel Carausius, who had tried unsuccessfully to claim 
the Imperial throne.  

 



After the Romans left Britannia London became abandoned. The city was later re-
founded by Alfred the Great but it was not the capital. The Anglo-Saxon Kings 
appointed two Sheriffs, who were responsible for tax collection and law enforcement, 
to govern London. The Anglo-Saxon term Alderman for a senior local official derives 
from ‘elder man’, women were not eligible. 

When William the Conquerer occupied England in 1066 he sent a message to 
William, the Bishop, and Geoffrey the Portreeve, the principal civic official and tax 
collector,  demanding the submission of London. They acknowledged him as the 
new King. Following his coronation he issued a charter of reassurance guaranteeing 
to observe existing laws and customs and maintain the rights of the citizens of 
London. This document still survives in the London Metropolitan Archives. 

 

William the Conquerer’s charter  

In the first half of the 12th century an important new charter was granted to London 
by King Richard 11nd, marking an important early step in the city gaining self-
government and other freedoms. Amongst other things it gave Londoners the rights 
to appoint their own sheriffs and for citizens to be tried exclusively by the courts of 
London. The City was also given responsibility for the administration of Middlesex. 
By 1215 the citizens were allowed by the King to elect a Lord Mayor. 



 

The Guildhall 

In the Middle Ages the City became increasingly important because of its prosperity. 
The Lord Mayor chaired the Court of Aldermen, representing the City Wards, and the 
Court of Common Council, representing commoners. The City Livery Companies 
represented the skilled trades and became increasingly influential in the government 
of the City. The Medieval Guildhall was the centre of City administration where the 
Lord Mayor and Sheriffs were elected and meetings of the Court of Common Council 
were held. The City authorities provided many services for the citizens, for example 
roads and paving, security and clean water supplies to the capital. Later they took 
over responsibility for maintaining Old London Bridge from the King, who had built it.  

 

Old London Bridge 



 

Electors were property owners who paid local taxes, lodgers were not allowed to 
vote. Until the Great Reform Act of 1832 unmarried or widowed female property 
owners were allowed to vote in local elections. Elected representatives were drawn 
from the more affluent citizens and gained prestige from their civic roles. The office 
of Lord Mayor was nationally prestigious. Because of the large number of skilled 
craftsmen the electorates of the City and of Westminster were large and reflected 
popular opinions, often electing radical civic representatives and MPs, who were a 
thorn in the side of Royal governments.   

Before the Reformation the Church cared for the sick and poor. The Tudor Poor Law 
required that this should be provided at the Parish level, funded by a property tax or 
rate. Over time other duties were added and these bodies became in effect local 
councils. The parish priest, usually the most educated person locally, chaired the 
parish council, made up of local ratepayers. They met in the Church Vestry, the room 
where the priest donned his religious robes, and ‘Vestry’ became the common name 
for the local council administration. Only men were allowed to be civic 
representatives, although as noted above, a few women were allowed to vote until 
1832. There was tendency for Vestries to become self-perpetuating elites which 
were not accountable to anyone. Because the civic leaders were also the tax payers 
they tended to want to limit spending as far as possible. There were also sometimes 
corrupt practices, with the Vestry colluding with other local business people to 
provide poor quality food and other items to the poor and sick. This was known as 
‘pelf’ at the time. The Vestry House in Walthamstow is a rare C18th survivor of this 
period, although it was then in Essex not London. It provided both the offices for the 
local council and the workhouse for the sick and poor who were unable to support 
themselves. 

 

Vestry House Walthamstow 



London grew outside the City Walls from Tudor times and the Mayor and 
Corporation refused to take responsibility for these settlements. By the C19th there 
was a clear need for a London wide body to deal effectively with the problems of 
growth. However this kind of reform was resisted by the City and the Vestries and 
central Government was reluctant to set up new bodies that might increase public 
spending and become a rival source of power.  

In 1828 the Government was compelled by problems of crime and disorder in the 
capital to create the Metropolitan Police force. However this was made accountable 
not to any London local authority but to the Home Secretary. Remarkably this 
arrangement continued until 2000, when a Mayor of London was elected for the first 
time. The police had many offices over time but Scotland Yard, which was designed 
by Norman Shaw as headquarters for the police in 1887, is the most iconic.

 

Scotland Yard 

By 1851 there were 200 parishes and districts with some degree of self-government 
in the London area. There were also many single purpose bodies such as Turnpike 
Trusts, Paving Boards and Guardians of the Poor. It was estimated that there were 
about 300 civic bodies with 10,000 members.  

Concerns about public health, especially in relation to clean water supply and 
sewage forced the reluctant Government to create a new Metropolitan Board of 
Works in 1855. Election to the Board was by indirect voting, from Vestries and ad 
hoc boards, and still on a very restricted franchise. The result was that there was 
very little effective oversight of the activities of the officials of Board. The offices of 
the Board were originally in Greek Street Soho but it grew rapidly and classical new 
offices were built at Spring Gardens, near Trafalgar Square, in 1869. The Board was 
highly effective in building roads and bridges and especially in constructing new 
water supplies and sewers. The Chief Engineer Bazalgette was an outstanding 
public servant but some of his colleagues developed corrupt relationships with 
developers, and the MBW was abolished in 1889 and replaced by the directly 
elected London County Council. 



 

Spring Gardens offices of Metropolitan Board of Works 

As the C19th progressed there were important changes to the franchise for local 
government. The 1869 Municipal Franchise Act allowed single female ratepayers to 
vote in local government elections. The 1894 Local Government Act extended the 
franchise to lodgers and abolished the property qualification for elected 
representatives. This allowed ordinary men and women to vote and stand for office 
for the first time. In the C20th there were further important changes. Women over 30 
gained the vote in Parliamentary elections in 1918 and women were given equality 
with men in 1928. The franchise was extended to men and women aged over 18 in 
1970. The City of London is unique in allowing the vote to representatives of 
businesses as well as local residents. 

The Elementary Education Act of 1870 addressed another great evil, ignorance. At 
that time there were 455,000 children in London aged 5–13, of whom 176,000, over 
one third, received no education whatever. A new London School Board was created 
and for the first time women were eligible both to vote and to stand for election, 
provided that they were ratepayers. Board members were highly qualified and 
included leading national politicians and Elizabeth Garret Anderson, the first female 
doctor in England. The schools built were specially designed to be light and airy and 
some are still with us today. School attendance was made compulsory from 5 – 13 
and enforced by ‘the School Board man’. The LSB achieved remarkable results in 
only a few years. The LSB continued until 1904, when it became part of the LCC. 



 

Old Woolwich Road LSB school 

 

LSB plaque on Former Archway School 

The London County Council was the first directly elected body to govern London, 
excluding the City, which maintained its independence. The area it covered was the 
built up area at the time and what we now think of as Inner London. The LCC had tax 
raising powers. 



 

Many leading figures were elected to it including Lord Rosebery, the first chairman 
who later became Liberal Prime Minister, labour leaders like John Burns and Will 
Crooks, and social reformers like Sydney Webb. The Progressives (Liberals) 
dominated from 1899 – 1907 and spent lavishly on providing housing, sanitary 
improvements, bath houses, water supply, telephones, ambulances, electricity and 
trams. The Boundary Street estate was their first housing scheme, opened in 1900. 

 

Boundary Estate Shoreditch 

The Conservative Prime Minister Lord Salisbury opposed the ambitions of the LCC, 
which he accused of megalomania. He created 28 new Metropolitan Boroughs as a 
counter weight but they had only limited powers. The Moderates (Conservatives) 
were in power from 1907 – 1934 and favoured austerity. When the Poor Law was 



finally abolished in 1929 the LCC also became responsible for public hospitals. As 
London grew rapidly and more affluent households moved outside the LCC 
boundaries the remaining voters favoured bolder measures. From 1934 until 1960 
Labour, initially under Herbert Morrison were in control and again pursued an 
expansionist and high spending policy. One example is how Morrison insisted, after 
a decade of stalling, on building the fine new Waterloo bridge, over the objections of 
the Conservative government, and gave us one of the great icons of London, 
designed by Sir Charles Gilbert Scott. 

 

Waterloo Bridge 

 The Second World War was the high point for the LCC, which organised Air Raid 
Precautions, evacuation, meals services (British Restaurants) and housing the 
bombed out homeless. After the War the LCC played a major role in planning and 
rebuilding London, most notably constructing the Festival Hall for the Festival of 
Britain. The creation of the NHS took away the hospitals and nationalisation of water, 
gas and electricity further reduced its functions. 

 

By 1960 urban development stretched far beyond the LCC boundary and the Herbert 
Commission recommended a major reform with a large extension of the area 
classified as London.  



 

Many areas on the periphery resisted inclusion in Greater London and this led to a 
close balance in support for political parties, knife edge politics and voting on 
national rather than local issues. The City was left unchanged and a new Greater 
London Council and 32 new boroughs were created. The GLC had tax raising 
powers. The GLC was responsible for transport but planning and housing powers 
were split with the boroughs and this led to conflict and confusion. There were a 
number of major controversies over planning and transport e.g. the proposed 
Ringway/Motorway Box, the redevelopment of Covent Garden and Docklands. The 
Conservatives under Horace Cutler promoted the Right To Buy GLC council housing 
before the national scheme became law. Later Labour under Ken Livingston 
prioritised causes such as anti-racism, arts and culture and cutting the costs of public 
transport through Fares Fair.  The high spending and actions of the GLC incensed 
Mrs Thatcher’s government and it was abolished in 1986, leaving London as the only 
major world city with no elected government for fourteen years. 



 

County Hall in 1982 with the banner that offended Mrs Thatcher 

Over time it became clear that the patchwork of ad hoc coordinating committees 
between boroughs were ineffective and Tony Blair’s government created a new post 
of directly elected Mayor of London heading a Greater London Authority. This has 
clearly defined responsibilities for transport, economic development, police, planning, 
environment and culture. The Mayor has considerable powers but no tax raising 
powers and is therefore dependent on what resources central government will allow 
him or her. The Greater London Assembly can question the Mayor’s policies but 
cannot stop him using them. To Blair’s horror Ken Livingston was elected in 2000 as 
an independent and later rejoined Labour. He was bold in introducing the Congestion 
Zone and promoted economic development. He was succeeded by another colourful 
character, Boris Johnson, who was fortunate to be in office for the 2012 Olympics 
and who made a major effort to expand provision for cycling. The latest Mayor, Sadiq 
Khan, has put a major emphasis on improving air quality and building housing but it 
is early days to see results. 

 



 

City Hall 

For most of its history London has been ruled by elites and there has been little 
democratic participation. It is less than one hundred years since democracy came, 
with all men and women allowed to vote on the same terms. Civic leaders have not 
been very successful in engaging citizens, only about four in ten of whom bother to 
vote in local elections currently.  

Elected Mayors of London have had some successes since 2000 but currently they 
lack the resources to make a very big impact on the challenges facing the city.  

Local government in various forms has left us with a legacy of buildings that make a 
major contribution to the shape of London as we know it today.  The LCC and the 
LSB perhaps made the greatest impact. 
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