PARISH COUNCIL TRENDS IN CUMBRIA

2001–2008
calccumbria association of local councils

1. Introduction
Unlike the position for the County and District Councils, there are no formal arrangements for monitoring the performance of town and parish councils in Cumbria. However, the Cumbria Association of Local Councils (CALC) maintains an informal overview of trends in council practice and activity as part of its role in supporting parish council development and the provision of training.
This report brings together CALC held information about town and parish councils for the period 2001 to 2008. It is far from a complete picture of councils’ performance, but it nevertheless presents some interesting information and indicates, in general terms, the direction of travel of the parish tier of local government.
The report looks at trends with respect to:

· Performance against CALC’s published ‘Recommended Standards’
· Attendance at training events

· Attainment of ‘Quality Town/Parish Council’ status

· Preparation of Parish Plans

· Finance – levels of precept
Any questions or observations on this report should be sent to:

CALC Office,

Penrith Library

St Andrews Churchyard

Penrith

CA11 7YA

Email:  office@calc.org.uk
September 2008
2. CALC’s ‘Recommended Standards’
In 2001 CALC first published it’s ‘Good Council Guide’ which suggested nearly 30 ‘recommended standards’ that all town and parish councils should seek to attain. The standards covered Administration, Training, Communication with the Public and Council Activity. A baseline survey of performance against these standards was conducted in 2001 and repeated in 2003 and early 2008. The survey forms were sent to all town and parish councils in the county (rather than a sample) so that the survey exercise itself served to promote the ‘Good Council Guide’ and the standards. In each survey around 70% of councils responded. 
Below are the results from these surveys showing the changes in the percentage of councils attaining each recommended standard. 
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 In the survey years the average percentage achieved across all standards was:

               Year 2001    44.4%

               Year 2003    52.8%

               Year 2008    63.4%

Detailed Results and Trends

	Administration
	2001

%
	2003

%
	2008

%

	1. Has your Council adopted Standing Orders?
	49
	74
	92

	2. Has the Council adopted the Code of Conduct?
	76
	97
	    100

	3. Has your Council adopted Financial Regulations?
	71
	86
	87

	4. Does your Council meet at least 6 times a year?
	83
	87
	91

	5. Is an Annual Parish Meeting convened?
	91
	96
	98

	6. Are Notices of Council meetings publicly displayed?
	76
	97
	98

	7. Are minutes of Council meetings available to the public?
	92
	98
	99

	8. Are agendas circulated to your County and District Councillors?
	68
	79
	85

	9. Does the Council follow an annual budgeting process? 
	75
	89
	96

	10. Are regular budget monitoring arrangements in place? 
	67
	79
	87

	11. Does the clerk have a written job description?
	35
	62
	74

	12. Does the clerk have a contract of employment?
	35
	53
	67

	     13. Access to the Internet?
	20
	80
	89

	
	
	
	

	Training
	
	
	

	14. Has the Clerk received any formal training in local council work?
	54
	66
	80

	15. Has the Chair received any formal training in Council Chairmanship?
	12
	19
	41

	16. Have 50% + of Councillors attended training in local council work over the past four years?
	16
	19
	34

	
	
	
	

	Communication with the public
	
	
	

	How does the Parish Council communicate with its electorate?
	
	
	

	17. Parish Council Notice Board
	93
	90
	96

	18. Parish Council newsletter or other publication
	27
	52
	61

	19. Parish Council web site
	9
	13
	33

	20. By e-mails to public
	20
	32
	46

	21. Is an Annual Report circulated?
	29
	36
	52

	22. Is there a 'public participation' item on every Council agenda?
	43
	61
	83

	
	
	
	

	Council Activity
	
	
	

	23. Has the council formally consulted its electorate on current issues or needs for the future within the past 24 months?
	37
	49
	63

	24. Does the Council have a 'Parish or Community Plan'? 
	12
	24
	53

	25. Has the Parish Council agreed and minuted some targets to achieve for the current year?
	39
	46
	48

	26. Has your Council received an external financial grant for a project in the last year?
	49
	50
	54

	27. Does the Council have Quality Parish Status or aspire to Quality Parish Status? 
	0
	27
	31


Commentary

Following the publication of the ‘Good Council Guide’ CALC actively promoted the ‘recommended standards’ through its training programmes, events with individual councils, the monthly CALC Circular, and the CALC website. These activities can reasonably be assumed to have contributed substantially to the marked increases in performance across all topics demonstrated by the surveys. 
Performance is best for the group of Administration standards. This is the area where there are a number of legal requirements and the promotion of good practice most readily achieves results. More challenging is gaining acceptance of the need for training, but nevertheless the average percentage achieved across all the Training standards has risen from 27% to 51% over the survey period. (More detailed information about training is below). The need to have effective Communication with the Public was not universally accepted in 2001 (“Surely we were elected to get on with job”), but performance against those standards had significantly progressed by the 2008 survey.  The standards with respect to Council Activity sought to promote councils that are proactive rather than reactive. The change since 2001 is marked, although giving a rather incomplete picture of council activity overall.
3. Attendance at Training Events
CALC provides training for Clerks and councillors to help councils fulfil their day to day roles and to raise standards generally. The training provided falls into two broad categories – regular courses covering the essentials of parish council work and one-off events to brief councils on new legal requirements or other developments affecting local councils.
CALC’s aim has been to engender an on-going commitment to training and development within councils to meet the growing challenges of parish council work. This has been promoted from a starting position of an amateur, part-time culture where training was seen as relatively unimportant. 
The chart below shows the numbers attending mainstream training courses covering law, procedures, finance, meetings, working with the community etc (2008 figures are actual attendances and firm bookings by the end August).
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Overall the trend has been upwards, but the actual numbers attending has been sensitive to the effort CALC has been able to put in to actively promoting/advertising the courses. The numbers attending training coupled with the results from the training questions in the ‘Recommended Standards’ surveys seems to show that the requirement for both Clerks and councillors to undertake training is beginning to become properly embedded within councils’ culture - and budgets.
In 2006/2007 the marked increase in numbers of councillors attending training was because of the CALC ‘Roadshow’ – a council self assessment and development programme. Roadshows were run for 81 parishes between April 2006 and March 2008 and were attended by around 650 councillors and Clerks.

In addition to the regularly run training courses CALC has also put on training events to brief councils on changes to the audit arrangements, the new Code of Conduct, the new Local development Framework regime and the national Quality Parish scheme. The numbers attending these one off events exceeded 400 Clerks and councillors.    
4. Attainment of Quality Parish/Town Council Status
The national Quality Parish/Town Council scheme came into effect in 2004. The aim of the scheme is to raise standards within the parish council sector and to enable Principal Authorities to more easily identify those councils where devolution arrangements could be introduced. In practice promised incentives from national government and Principal Authorities have not materialised and this has reduced the attractiveness of the scheme in the eyes of many councils. 

Nevertheless, the benefits of accreditation in terms of the effect it has on a council’s own development and how the council is viewed by the local community is being recognised by an increasing number of councils. The chart below shows the growing number of councils which have been accredited with Quality status. Numbers are expected to continue to grow – evidenced by the number of Clerks already holding or working towards the required Certificate in Local Council Administration (CiLCA) – some 37 Clerks. Five councils have stated that they intend to seek accreditation before the end of 2008.
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5. Preparation of Parish and Community Plans
One of the indicators of an active parish council is the existence of a Parish or Community Plan which provides a framework for council activity and projects over a number of years. In 2002 the preparation of Parish Plans was accelerated through the former Countryside Agency’s ‘Vital Villages’ programme. This programme was led by Voluntary Action Cumbria who, with DEFRA funding, continue to be the lead organisation for the promotion of Parish Plans in the county. 
The chart below shows the increase in the number of parish plans completed or in preparation and the number of parishes covered by a plan (source – Voluntary Action Cumbria). The gradual increase in the difference between the number of plans and number of parishes covered by the plans indicates a growing trend of parishes coming together to prepare joint plans. These joint plans, when completed, then provide a basis for longer term collaborative working amongst parishes.
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6. Finance - Levels of Precept
The main source of income for town and parish councils is the council tax. In 2008/09 they will be precepting for just over £3 million, compared to precepts of £172 million by the County Council and £36 million by the District Councils combined.
Generally all types of councils wish to keep the council tax burden as small as possible, but for town and parish councils the level of precept raised can be viewed as a very general indicator of council activity. In CALC’s experience active parish councils are prepared to raise larger precepts than less active ones. In recent years CALC has encouraged councils to think more in terms of ‘value for money’  - focussing on the benefits it can bring to its community as well as the costs involved.  The chart below shows the general trend in comparison to the precepts raised by the County and District Councils. (It should be noted that the Government ‘caps’ the amount a County or District Council can raise it’s precept each year, but there is no such ‘cap’ in place for parish councils).
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