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The focus group will test findings using a structured exercise whereby Adrian presents 6 key propositions, and asks respondents to reflect on them for a couple of minutes, and position their response by prefacing it with “I agree, but not quite, because ...”, “I agree, because ...”, “I do not agree, because ... “I partially agree and partially disagree, because ...”, “I neither agree nor disagree, because ...”. After each has positioned themselves, Adrian will facilitate a discussion by looking for commonalities and differences in responses, and also offer people the opportunity to change their statements. Judicious use of probes (a,b,c etc) will also be used to elicit specific information.
Introduction and presentation (5 mins)
Adrian introduces project and asks respondents to introduce themselves if only for benefit of transcribers.
Exercise 60/70 min (10-15 per question)
1. Our research suggests that LCC has exercised a dual role in austerity governance: trying to preserve services and mitigate the impact on welfare claimants on one hand, while developing the city on the other.  Is this an accurate depiction of the strategy?

a. How effective has the austerity mitigation strategy been in the context of welfare retrenchment and widespread severe deprivation in Leicester?
b. Can the strategy for mitigation and preservation survive continuing austerity and the restructuring of local government finance?
c. What do you make of trade union suggestions LCC should spend reserves to protect services at least for a couple of years? 

2. International research – particularly in US - suggests that cities that have to rely on growth strategies and competitiveness, with weak public services and weak welfare provisions, invariably become highly polarised. Can Leicester escape this fate? 

3. Elements of the research suggest that the central government devolution/localism agenda is more trouble than it is worth for Leicester/Leicestershire. Is this fair? E.g.

a. Constant institutional meddling (metro-mayor) and uncertainty?
b. Always having to respond to cues from the centre e.g. European money and painful funding bureaucracy?
c. Creating a “reactive” environment that makes it hard to think about the big issues strategically?
d. What would it take for “devolution/localism” to be good for Leicester – particularly those worst affected by austerity? 

4. Our research suggests that austerity has seriously damaged the local voluntary and community sectors in Leicester and thereby, arguably, damaged the basic social fabric of the city.  Key factors are the increasing dominance of what the VCSO calls “super majors”, aspects of the contract culture, de-funding and the collapse of local VS grants and many local organisations. How far is this true? 

a. How do you feel the character of the local VCS has changed under austerity?
b. Is the local authority still able to offer meaningful support without money?
c. Can there be a vibrant self-sustaining local VCS in the austerity climate?
d. How “resilient” is the local VCS despite austerity? Are there growth sectors?

5. Relatedly, there is a sense that although Leicester remains committed to celebrating multi-culturalism and diversity, the model of multi-cultural governance in the city since the 1980s is no longer viable with the de-funding of BME umbrella organisations.  What do you think about that? 

a. Is austerity a threat to multi-culturalism more generally?
 
Final open question (10 min)
6. Given the political and financial climate, what is the future for Leicester?
a. Future of “Municipal England” (title of Tom Crewe’s LRB piece)?
b. Ways out of austerity? 
c. Prospects for social justice? 
d. What would you like to see change?
e. How would you do things in an ideal world (no financial constraints, no political or cultural barriers etc)?

