Cumbria Association of Local Councils

GREATER INFLUENCE FOR LOCAL COUNCILS –

A CALL FOR ACTION

Introduction

1. In October 2006 the Government published the White Paper “Strong and Prosperous Communities”. It’s aims are: 

· “….to deliver better public services through a rebalancing of the relationship between central government, local government and local people” and 

· “….for people to be given more control over their lives; consulted and involved in running services; informed about the quality of services in their area; and enabled to call local agencies to account if services fail to meet their needs”.

CALC has welcomed these aims and expressed the view that local councils should play a central role in achieving them.

2. However, in the Association’s view insufficient progress has been made in meeting the aims of the White Paper and it now calls for greater action from Principal Authorities, in collaboration with local councils. 

3. The Association wishes to see steps taken to create new, strong partnerships between Principal Authorities and local councils. Local councils are democratic, community-based institutions, constituting a very substantial resource that should now become the building blocks for delivering greater community empowerment as envisaged in the White Paper.

4. The common interest among all local councils in Cumbria is to be able to exert greater influence over what happens in their areas, particularly arising from the decisions and activities of Principal Authorities. Local councils want to feel that their views are listened to and properly taken into account. Local councils want to see local services tailored to the needs of their particular community, rather than delivered on a ‘one size fits all’ basis. There is not yet a widespread demand from local councils to take on significant responsibilities for local service delivery themselves (although a large number are interested in taking on some responsibilities); the interest is much more in exerting influence over decisions taken by other bodies.

5. Principal Authorities should therefore not interpret the aims of the White Paper solely in terms of the devolution down to communities; what is more important in the eyes of local councils is for Principal Authorities to encourage community influence to come up to permeate their thinking and decisions.

6. CALC believes action needs to be taken by Principal Authorities on four fronts:

a) Improving existing mechanisms for community influence

b) Creating new opportunities for shared and devolved service delivery

c) Creating new, community-based partnerships based on town and parish councils.

d) Changing attitudes about community influence within Principal Authorities.

Improving Existing Mechanisms for Community Influence

7. At the present time there are already many routes which local councils should, in theory, be able to use to influence the decisions taken by Principal Authorities. However, in practice, many of them are difficult to use or in other ways ineffective. So the first priority should be to improve on what we have now.

8. Principal Authorities are asked to put in place measures that will improve the existing arrangements for community influence, notably:

· Parish/Community Plans. These plans can be a major opportunity for communities to influence what happens in their area, but only if the Principal Authorities are geared up to contribute to their preparation and implementation. Principal Authorities are asked to prepare parish/community plan protocols that explain how this will be done and to ensure such protocols are effective in securing commitment from all departments in an Authority. 
· Town and Country Planning. The ability to influence planning decisions affecting its area is a major concern to local councils. No community will “feel they can influence decisions in their area” (to use the wording of a LAA target), unless they can influence planning decisions. Principal Authorities are asked to instigate a review of planning procedures and practice to see whether there is scope to make adjustments consistent with statutory obligations.
· Highways maintenance and improvement. The condition and use of local highways has a major impact on the quality of a community’s environment and community safety. It is something local councils feel strongly about and wish to influence. The Highway Authority is asked to establish the proposed new communication arrangements as a matter of urgency (see also paragraph 11)
· Parish Charters. If all the commitments in the five Parish Charters in Cumbria were fully implemented by the Principal Authorities there would be a significant leap forward in the ability of local councils to exert influence. Principal Authorities are asked to agree action plans with CALC to secure the implementation of the Charters. (A Parish Charter with the Lake District National Park Authority is also required).
· Community consultation and participation. Local councils would welcome clarity and consistency in the opportunities for them to participate in the preparation of policies, plans and projects. Principal Authorities are asked to adopt the principle of community engagement from the first stage of preparation of any policy, plan or project (ie before draft proposals are prepared) and to incorporate this principle in a published community participation strategy that is followed by all departments.

· Committees and Working Groups. Principal Authorities are asked to make provision for local council representatives to participate in the work of appropriate committees and working groups, ranging from policy making to scrutiny. These representatives to receive allowances, training and officer support in the same way as Principal Authority councillors. 
· Frontline councillors. Local councils should find their local County and District councillors a productive route for exerting influence. In practice some frontline councillors seem to find it very difficult to meet the expectations placed on them and, maybe as a consequence, attend local councils meetings infrequently. Principal Authorities are asked to ensure frontline councillors have clear routes for getting community issues addressed (including the new Councillor Call for Action), receive adequate officer assistance and are encouraged to attend local council meetings regularly.
New opportunities for shared and devolved service delivery

9. Many local councils have expressed an interest in taking on responsibility for the management of certain local services, facilities and land (CALC survey 2005). However, whether a local council will actually take on a new responsibility will depend on whether, when it looks at the fine print, it believes it can provide a better service or better value for money for the community and the adequacy of resources and officer support offered by the Principal Authority. It will also depend on its view of its own capacity. 

10.  CALC envisages that arrangements for local councils taking on devolved functions could take on one of three forms:

· complete responsibility for the devolved function

· responsibility for the devolved function, but with support and advice provided by a Principal Authority officer

· collaborative delivery of a devolved function; working jointly with the Principal Authority and/or other parish councils

11. Principal Authorities are asked to take the initiative and open discussions with local councils about possible devolved arrangements. Local councils have already indicated their general areas of interest, notably

· Minor highway, footpath and verge maintenance 
· Maintenance of the appearance and cleanliness of the local area – ‘cleaner, greener’ issues 
· Running local community buildings, facilities and land

· Shared use of community buildings

12.  However, most councils will not come forward to the Principal Authority with specific requests because of the uncertainties about how arrangements could work, the financial implications and so on. It is within Principal Authorities that there is the expertise and experience to develop practical arrangements. Principal Authorities are asked to be proactive and creative in approaching local councils with propositions for discussion based on local councils’ known tentative interests. 

13. It will be essential that the necessary financial resources accompany all proposals for the devolution of services to local councils - ‘finance to follow function’. In addition, buildings and land which are to be managed by a local council will need to be ‘fit for purpose’ at handover. This does not mean, however, that local councils are always looking to take on services at no cost to themselves; they will sometimes be prepared to provide some form of ‘added value’ from their own resources, if they think it is appropriate.

New Community Based Partnerships

14. Local councils represent ‘communities of place’ and would welcome the opportunity to work collaboratively with Principal Authorities in place-based community partnership arrangements, where there is a genuine local need for such arrangements. CALC is aware of a growing number of local councils working together for various purposes (eg to prepare a community plan; to achieve a more effective ‘voice’; as part of a Market Town Initiative etc) and will be active in promoting this trend amongst local councils. 

15. CALC sees an opportunity to bring together local partnerships involving elected representatives from the County, District and Parish tiers of local government. The roles of these partnerships might be, depending on local circumstances:

· ‘Place shaping’ and promoting parish/community action planning

· Reshaping/setting up partnerships to deliver action plans

· Adjusting local government service delivery to meet specific local needs

· Identifying local issues, ‘good ideas’ and local opportunities requiring joint action

· Facilitating devolution of functions

· Providing the community ‘voice’ and sharing the consultee role 

· Managing devolved community budgets

16. However, despite the obvious potential of such arrangements, local councils are very wary that they could become bureaucratic talking shops if badly run. Therefore local council participation is only likely to be sustained if the partnerships:

· Produce tangible results on the ground

· Are ‘task orientated’ in their approach, not bureaucratic

· Have clear and specific objectives, not generalised ones

· Are adequately resourced

· Are not solely sounding boards or advisory ‘talking shops’

· Represent, from a local council representative’s perspective, time well spent

17. A partnership should only be created where there is a genuine need for it and its nature should reflect local circumstances. In some cases the partnership will be a permanent arrangement; in others it may be a question of bringing councils together as and when required to deal with particular issues. Flexibility will be key. CALC/local councils should be involved in the planning and development of such partnerships from the very earliest stages.

18. Within such partnerships there should be no presumptions about leadership, other than that it is democratically elected councillors that lead. In a three tier arrangement it is not the prerogative of one particular local government tier to lead. When chairmanships and other lead roles have to be determined, the choices should be strictly on merit.

19. CALC believes that community partnerships, based on local councils, may be equally valuable within the currently unparished areas of Carlisle City, Barrow, Whitehaven and Penrith. Directly elected Community/Neighbourhood Councils within such areas would have a legitimacy and financial capacity to support new community empowerment agendas and partnerships. Principal Authorities are asked to develop a cross party approach to this sometimes contentious subject and to work with CALC in making local communities aware of the opportunities available to create new local councils in these areas.

Changing Attitudes About Community Influence

20. It is the experience of local councils that some (not all) Principal Authority councillors and officers resist, or fail to facilitate, giving greater influence to local communities. There is no prospect of meeting the aims of the White Paper, or the actions described above, unless the culture within Principal Authorities towards community empowerment is overwhelmingly positive. 

21. Principal Authority councillors and officers need to genuinely aspire to increase community influence in everything they do. Councillors need to feel positive, rather than threatened, by community empowerment. There sometimes appears to be a tension between the leadership role of frontline councillors and the active encouragement of community influence and decision making - this needs addressing. Similarly, officers need to be positive and responsive to the contributions from local communities rather than viewing them as an unwelcome complication in their day-to-day work. Officers need to be proficient in communicating with communities as well as in their professional discipline. 

22. Principal Authorities are asked to take steps to create a more positive culture within their organisations towards community influence and empowerment, particularly by looking at their approach to recruitment and training.
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