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THE NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF LOCAL COUNCILS

109 GREAT RUSSELL STREET LONDON WC1B 3LD

CB/JG/14 September 2011/Open Public Services White Paper
14 September 2011

Rt Hon Nick Clegg, MP
Deputy Prime Minister

Cabinet Office
70 Whitehall
London, SW1A 2AS
Dear Deputy Prime Minister.

Response To The Open Public Services White Paper  

I am writing in response to The Open Public Services White Paper issued by the Cabinet Office recently.

As you know, the National Association of Local Councils (NALC) is the nationally recognised membership and support organisation representing the interests of around 9,000 parish  councils and many parish meetings in England.

The parish councils and parish meetings we support and represent serve electorates ranging from small rural communities to major cities, and raise a precept from the local community. Together, they can be identified as among the nation’s most influential grouping of grassroots opinion-formers. Over 15 million people live in communities served by our parish  councils, around 35% of the population, whilst over 200 new parish councils have been created in the last 10 years.

Parish councils and parish meetings work towards improving community well-being and providing better services at a local level. Their work falls into three main categories:

· representing the local community;

· delivering services to meet local needs; and

· striving to improve quality of life in the community.

Through a range of powers, parish councils provide and maintain a variety of important and visible local services including allotments, bridleways, burial grounds, bus shelters, car parks, commons, community transport schemes, crime reduction measures, footpaths, leisure facilities, local youth projects, open spaces, public lavatories, planning, street cleaning, street lighting, tourism activities, traffic calming measures, village greens and litter bins. These existing powers were strengthened by the extension of the well-being power to eligible parish councils in 2008.

NALC provides support and advice directly to our member councils through a network of county associations. Working with and for our member councils, we are actively involved in working with, and influencing, Government and other bodies at a national level to advance and protect the interests of local councils and the communities they serve.

Broadly, the National Association welcomes the proposals set out in The Open Public Services White Paper.  We agree that more open public services across the UK can and should benefit everyone.  We concur that it is a challenge facing all agencies and institutions in the public sector to have to deliver more and greater services for less money.  It is right that the White Paper posits recommendations to reduce inequality in the delivery of services across a range of domains – from education to healthcare.  We agree that the White Paper seems to sit easily with the rest of the reforms the Coalition Government has instituted since it came to power – including the reduction of taxes for the poorest, social welfare reform and making work pay.       
Local (parish and town) councils have a vested interest as grassroots organisations delivering a wide variety of services to a broad spectrum of residents – in ensuring that local people have an equal and fair chance of accessing services.  We would agree that the current system of service delivery across the public sector is unfair and inefficient – and as such local councils should be given – as suggested through the draft Community Right to Challenge – more opportunity – providing that they can provide evidence of greater value for money – to deliver such services.  In particular local councils could assist with the greater provision and management of local parks, open spaces and allotments.  It is right that power is given back to local people – local councils should be further created in urban areas especially – to help achieve this.  
Below are listed the National Association’s thoughts on each of the main recommendations contained in the White Paper’s central chapters, which it is hoped are helpful to the Cabinet Office.  Feedback received from the local councils’ sector has been included at the Annex at the end of this document;

Chapter 1:  Why Open Public Services? – The National Association broadly does welcome the comprehensive policy framework set out across public services.  The National  Association appreciates the fact that it may take some time to implement the framework.  We would very much welcome being included in the formal consultation on the Government’s plans to reform public services, whenever that is issued.  We also agree that providing people with the best possible service for the money spent should be a real priority.  We agree with the basic premise that elected representatives (hopefully including those on local councils) should have more of a say in how local services are provided and who delivers them.  Local councils have much to offer in the whole decentralization of power.  We are glad that the Government does not have a presumption as to who should deliver services – local councils have much to offer in this area at the grassroots level, though.  We concur with fair competition to be able to deliver services and also the access to all principle.  We also agree that all public services should be accountable.       
Chapter 2:  Open Public Services In Practice – We agree that neighbourhood services should be the result of the power placed in the hands of elected representatives (including local councilors)  - at the neighbourhood level, if that is what communities choose.  We agree with the assertion that local councils should be allowed to use new very local powers in the delivery of grassroots services and welcome the idea that new local councils should be created in neighbourhoods including in urban areas where they do not currently exist.        
Chapter 3:  Individual Services – We agree that funding should follow people’s choices in service delivery.  We agree with the need for a robust framework of choice for service delivery.  Funding should be targeted to the poorest and it is right that service delivery is by registered agent.  It is right that there is a mechanism for redress and also that residents are appropriately prompted about the choices in service delivery they have.  It is right that data sets on service delivery performance are made available to the public.  We agree with the need for overview and scrutiny of locally delivered services – by elected representatives.    
Chapter 4.  Neighbourhood Services –  We agree with the series of bottom-up rights to be given to local residents only previously available to principal local authorities.  We welcome the creation of more new local councils to deliver wider services – especially in urban areas.  We concur with the proposal to consult on how local councils could be given more power to deliver grassroots services.  

Chapter 5.  Commissioned Services – We agree that the state should commission some services from a diverse range of providers – it cannot forever deliver services itself.  Innovation and diversity of provision is required in the commissioning of services.  Payment needs to be linked to results.  We concur that the creation of independent expert bodies in other areas of public service delivery is a good idea.  Consulting residents further on how best to locally commission services makes sense.  The same applies to the delivery of commissioned national services.  Value for money is key for service delivery at every level.  Accountability and diversity are equal bed-fellows in service delivery. 

Chapter 6.  Ensuring Diversity of Provision – It is in principle a good idea to encourage innovation and diversity of provision of services.  Legislating to enshrine choice in service delivery is also a good idea.  Reduction of red tape and bureaucracy in service delivery cal only be a good thing.  Disclosure of TUPE liabilities at an early stage makes sense.  This can only be achieved with the greater transparency of spending decisions at a community level.  

Chapter 7.  Enabling Open Public Services – It is a good idea to consult principal local authorities on creating a shared vision for service delivery in the new open public services climate.  It makes sense that the Government would in principle promote the opening of public services to different sectors on a tailored basis.  We welcome the move to engage in a positive action programme to improve awareness of public service opportunities.  We also welcome in principle the creation of the Government Digital Service to co-ordinate all Government digital activity.    
I hope that the Cabinet Office finds this submission helpful.  Should you require any further information on this matter then please do not hesitate to contact me on 020 7290 0741 or via email at chris.borg@nalc.gov.uk .  

Yours sincerely,
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CHRIS BORG, 

POLICY AND DEVELOPMENT MANAGER

Annex – Responses From The Local Councils’ Sector to The Open Public Services White Paper
	Respondent’s Name
	Overall Response

	Bidford on Avon
	1. What scope is there for Parish/Neighbourhood (P/N) councils to take greater control of local services

· It is acknowledged that P/N councils already have statutory power but it welcomes the others suggested by the White Paper. However, there is concern about the viability of these new powers for the smaller councils which may feel they are constrained as their population may lack the necessary expertise, finance and capacity.  Clustering could be the answer, but the smaller councils are often reluctant to enter into these agreements as they feel they will be taken over by tha larger councils – and this is a danger that should be acknowledged.

2. What help would P/N councils need for this agenda
· Direct finance from Government would assist in expanding the capacity of parish/town councils – one way this could be done would be via the business rates.

· More resources for the support bodies for councils (CALC)

· Greater cooperation between tiers and a statutory obligation imposed on principal authorities to devolve services and assets to those parish/town council that request them, accompanied by the necessary finance.

· Provision of fast efficient broadband to all areas, including rural which are often those in most need of it!

· Instil a sense of community pride and ownership on all residents by providing incentives to volunteer – greater recognition in work place; educating the public in community spirit (Big Society) at school, colleges, pubs, health centres etc.  Do not assume people are automatically going to give time to the community, especially in areas, ,such as Bidford-on-Avon, when the majority are commuters.

3. How can government improve delegation and financial frameworks for P/N councils?

· Solve the problem of double taxation – this is particularly important if a parish/town council is to take over a major service such as grass cutting and verge clearing.  For example S136 could be reinstated and made compulsory

· Ensure part of the community infrastructure levy is handed to parishes to invest in the very local community which they know best.

· Delegation of licensing power would be welcome 

· Introduce Government regulations with regard to delegation and have national models for good practice available: it should not be left up tot he principal authorities as they tend to have a one sided view of things and are often reluctant to delegate powers.

· Tried and tested Model Contract should be readily available on the website

· Increase the status of the clerk, especially a trained one

4. How can Government ensure accountability to eliminate the disadvantage of those not directly involved

· All neighbourhood councils should be fully constituted parish and town councils which are already subject to regulations and financial controls.  The alternative is single interest groups including NIMBY groups taking services for their own ends and risk creating huge inconsistencies and inequalities between communities, perhaps the cause of recent disturbances in inner city areas.

5. What would make it easier to create neighbourhood councils

· This is not really an issue in rural areas where small parish/meeting councils already exist.  In fact, as already mentioned above, these new powers may be more difficult for them to use than for larger P/N councils.
Finally, Bidford-on-Avon Parish Council acknowledges the importance of this consultation: it strongly believes that P/N councils are the representatives of the local community and it should have the power and wherewithal to carry out services that will improve the quality of life of the village and its sustainability.



	Blandford Forum
	Open Public Services White Paper

Councillors Butler, Harrocks & Pemberton

It was felt that the paper was written in the language of the bureaucrat, some sentences were very obscure and therefore unable to fathom what was actually being asked.

Overall whilst welcoming the thinking behind the document – how do you transfer power & funds from local & national government to a community organisation – when Neighbourhood Councils – (Towns/ Parishes/ Community) are all at different stages of effectiveness.  Some councils are already delivering excellent quality services others for instance do not undertake any provision at all. 

The group felt unable to respond to sections other than the Neighbourhood Services section.

4.12 

What is the scope for neighbourhood councils to take greater control over local services?

Answer; Scope available to take over control of local services.  but for Councils not delivering services at present they will need support & guidance to take on this responsibility.

What help will Neighbourhood councils need to enable them to run any services devolved to them.

Answer; As above will need advice, support in the first instance to write tenders/contracts to the financial understanding of managing more complex accounts.

What would make it easier to establish new neighbourhood councils in areas where local people want them?

Answer; Less councillors per ward numbers.

Do additional checks and balances need to be created to ensure proper financial control?

Answer; No – the Internal & External audits / checks already in place will suffix.  Any additional checks would come at a cost to the council and ratepayers. These charges are already very high.

How can we improve the delegation and financial framework for neighbourhood councils?

Answer; Improve by reducing the costs of the external audits, less red tape and easy read documents.

How do we ensure appropriate accountability for services run by communities to ensure that those not involved directly are not disadvantaged?

Answer; As it is now – councils are accountable to the public , they are the ones who will monitor  the accessibility and accountability of all the services provided.



	Chalfont
	The Parish Council has looked through the White Paper and feel it aligns with much of what it seeks. It purports to bring more responsibility and funding to lower levels of local government, which we see as a good thing and are in favour of it.

	Ivybridge
	The consultation document presented to Parliament in July seeks responses by 7th September 2011.  This report deals only with the issues in Chapter 4, Neighbourhood services, as these are most relevant for Towns and Parishes.

It is noted that in paragraph 4.3 that the document states “We also want to do much more to reinvigorate the most local forms of government – parish, town and community councils – and allow them to take control of key local services, ensuring that these opportunities are available to everyone in the community.”

This forms the basis of the consultation to establish ways in which local authorities (considered to be District and County Councils) should work more closely with us to deliver services tailored to the needs of local residents.  The three subsections in the chapter are Community ownership, Neighbourhood control and Neighbourhood Community Budgets.  It is noted that one of the reasons for supporting this approach is that the Government believes that having more power will attract a diverse range of individuals to serve on local councils.

Paragraphs 4.7 and 4.8 are particularly relevant and highlight that Government wants to see Neighbourhood Councils (ie parish, town and community councils) taking greater control over local services, and the paragraph then lists the range of services anticipated for inclusion.  It does also recognise that for many this is ambitious and is a long term vision, driven bottom-up by the motivation and capability of councils in different neighbourhoods.

This Council has already started work in relation to Neighbourhood Planning, and as Members will know are the first nationally to be working with the Princes Foundation to deliver a Neighbourhood Plan.

Some aspects, like the “beat meetings” will be extremely difficult to achieve as the main town forum for the local police Inspector to discuss issues with the Council, community representatives and the public is the monthly Council meeting and with the new shift patterns and changes to policing it will be difficult to maintain the current contact with the police, let alone establish the proposed new neighbourhood beat meetings.

As yet the Neighbourhood Community Budgets have not been rolled out in the South West so there is no local experience of how these work and how local these might become.  With the change in the way health services are delivered with the abolition of the Devon wide PCT and the development of GP Commissioning bodies, plus the County responsibility for public health, then there should be scope for greater engagement at a local level with health and welfare issues, which should offer the ability to link more effectively with groups such as the Memory Café and Ivybridge Caring.

Responses to paragraph 4.12 : Questions for consultation

What is the scope for Neighbourhood Councils to take greater control over local services?

Capacity and resources will be the main issues – unless a significant number of skilled volunteers with time available come forward then the responsibility will rest with the Town/Parish Council staff.  If funding follows function then this will not be such an issue as the basic structures are in place in the majority of local councils – for example – they have the legislative framework in which they operate, health and safety policies, employment policies, financial systems, insurance etc but undoubtedly additional staff (if for example undertaking litter collections) would need to be retained. The scope is broad but it would be important to judge which services work most effectively in terms of economies of scale, without compromising quality, on a larger footprint than just taking on services on principle.  For example refuse collection may be better on a District or County wide contract, but equally food waste collection may be better done locally if the energy from waste facilities can be provided locally (based on the presentation from Tony Goldsworthy to the Annual Town Meeting).

Services would need to be scrutinized for effectiveness and value.  It will undoubtedly be a challenge for the District or County Councils if they lose those Towns/Parishes where services are probably delivered more cost effectively because of the compactness of a community and numbers of houses, compared with those with very large rural parishes and relatively isolated dwellings. 

The idea of some byelaws being implemented directly, for example dog control, would be very welcome as currently the problem is that having to wait for an entire District to be ready to change the byelaws means that it involves so many communities individually identifying what they would want changed, that it never gets done. A more local basis would be much more straightforward.

What help will neighbourhood councils need to enable them to run any services devolved to them?

County and National support services via DALC and NALC already exist for Town and Parish Councils, providing training and advice services to local councils.  Some councils will need support to consider working together, especially rural Parishes, otherwise there is a danger that the services could be more expensive to deliver.

Funding and the issues identified in paragraph 4.8 are important because the services cannot all be levied on the local Council tax otherwise those Councils who try to be innovative and provide the services their communities lack are criticised for having high Council tax.

When services are considered for delegation to local communities it will be important that amongst those services there are not just the ones which are costly to deliver (unless the full funding accompanies them) but there is a balance of loss making and profit making services, enabling communities to make decisions and deliver services as they best suit that area.

What would make it easier to establish new neighbourhood councils in areas where local people want them?

All areas are able to establish local councils (even in the Unitary/Urban areas) and NALC has a website designed to offer support to communities wishing to establish local Councils, but unless there can be more Government funded support to encourage the establishment of Councils then communities may find the processes quite complicated unless they have a good professional group of people who are familiar with the inevitable bureaucracy that is involved.  Ideally a city, like Plymouth, should be encouraged to identify areas which could form Neighbourhood Councils (Plympton and Plymstock would be easy examples) and then a number of areas could go through the process together, rather than relying on individual areas to be aware of the possibility and learning everything from scratch.  Sport England has recently held seminars to announce how to apply for funding and invited groups to attend regional events and learn en masse – an equivalent approach would be needed to encourage the development of more Neighbourhood Councils but with the support of the Unitary Councils.

Do additional checks and balances need to be created to ensure proper financial control?

A Parish Council is subject to audit (albeit that the Government is currently changing the process for audit) but if the Government wants more electronic financial information available from this sector then it will have to support an investment programme in computer equipment.  The majority of Parishes still do not have websites so there is a long way to go but with the roll out of broadband then there should be support for the provision of hardware, software and technical support packages.  

As it is the tier of local government closest to the people and was designed to offer that local voice then it is already well placed to respond and deliver more – subject to more councils being established and in some communities it might mean the residents need to take a greater interest and get involved to ensure that those councils are more pro active than many have potentially been in the past.

How can we improve the delegation and financial framework for neighbourhood councils?

Essentially the financial framework works well as the local councils have the ability to precept and raise money via Council tax, or by delivering services for which they can obtain income.  

Opening up access to grants for local councils (in some cases we are excluded) would be helpful, removing local councils from the need to pay business rates (as happens for Charities) and opening up other revenue sources (like a share of business rates in that community) would be welcome as it would enable (for example) a greater role in business support than is currently possible (although many in the community already expect the Council to be involved).

The borrowing powers are currently quite cumbersome and do need to be reviewed to enable direct applications to be made for loans, or a process based on the amount of money needing to be borrowed.

Whether the sector would wish to go as far as having Government grants paid directly (as happens with District and County Councils) to deliver services, which then tends to result in more central control with the prospect of withholding grants or limiting Council tax increases is not yet clear, but it would be unfair for the most local tier of Government to have to rely wholly on its Council tax to fund any new services when the other tiers receive grants for much of their work.

How do we ensure appropriate accountability for services run by communities to ensure that those not involved directly are not disadvantaged?

The starting point is to look at what is done now.  The benefit of Parish/Town Councils is that they meet regularly in the community and if they are a Quality Council then they have signed up to achieving certain standards over public accessibility and telling the community what is happening.

There could, for example, be a greater onus on Councillors to host surgeries in their own wards so that people can be aware of the activities of their Council as well as continuing to attend local events to promote the work of the Council.

To achieve the Power of Well Being a Community Engagement strategy is required and that may also be something that Councils would have to commit to do, so that residents were clear about the way services were delivered.

Other ways of engaging people to ensure appropriate accountability must have been tested over the years and our sector would be willing to learn from best practice.

	Kent Association of Local Councils
	The Kent Association of Local Councils (KALC) represents 94% of Parish and Town Councils and Parish Meetings in Kent, representing over 650,000 residents mainly in rural areas but also in suburban and urban Kent. The following response is from the KALC Executive Committee. 

Parish & Town Councils are the closest tier of Local Government to the community and should be at the heart of localism. KALC therefore welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the wide ranging discussion on how Government’s vision for high-quality, efficient and modern public services can be turned into a reality. We are, however, very concerned at the timing of such an important consultation when most people are on their annual holidays, which has restricted our ability to obtain responses from many of our member councils. Given this and the fact that there are no detailed proposals in the White Paper and also the diverse views of our membership on the Localism agenda, we have restricted the KALC response to general comments. 

· KALC welcomes the Government’s vision and aspirations and underlying principles of decentralising power to the most appropriate layer of government. For example, we are encouraged by the White Paper statement that “We also want to do much more to reinvigorate the most local forms of government – parish, town and community councils – and allow them to take control of key local services, ensuring that these opportunities are available to everyone in the community. We would expect local authorities to work much more closely with these bodies to deliver services that are tailored to the needs of local residents. That is why we are consulting on potential new rights for neighbourhood councils to take over some key local services.” 

· Whilst KALC welcomes the devolution of power and the opportunity for Parish & Town Councils to take on new services if they wish to in collaboration with their communities, it is essential that this must be accompanied by appropriate funding, relevant training and professional and technical support. Such support should be underpinned by binding contracts with County and District Councils to ensure that the transfer of funds, support and responsibility are clearly defined.  

· KALC is encouraged by the Government’s promises in the White Paper to: (i) explore how the financial framework of neighbourhood councils can be improved, including looking at revenue raising powers; (ii) to work with communities to deliver a community budget model so that public spending at a local level is coordinated at a community level, not by the principal authority; and (iii) to explore options for improving the capacity and delivery capability for neighbourhood councils. However, until actual details of operation, legal responsibilities, funding and definitions have been resolved and finalised, we remain concerned at the risk that principal authorities will look to devolve services to Parish and Town Councils without sufficient funds and professional and technical support. 

· It is important that consideration is also given to a commensurate reduction in community taxation for the electorate if a service is withdrawn.  And with responsibility and services being devolved to Local Councils, we assume that this will result in a reduction in the size of other tiers of local Government, e.g. County/District/Unitary/Metropolitan Councils. 

· KALC welcomes the emphasis in the White Paper on the need for local accountability to people through their elected representatives. However, we are concerned that when talking of devolution of power, it seems to be a huge sweep of bodies – communities, neighbourhoods, parish councils, charities and commercial companies – but without saying which ones, other than this will be down to choice and competition.

· KALC is concerned that there are still substantial numbers of communities, particularly in urban areas, which are not represented by any local council. We believe that the NALC Power to the People resource should be reinvigorated, to help inform local people about what a local council could do for them.
As the tier of Local Government closest to the community, it is essential that Government actively engages with Parish & Town Councils as it develops its programme of work to implement the open public services agenda. KALC is happy to play a part in that engagement process.  



	Newbury 
	Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the Consultation on the Open Public Services White Paper.  Newbury Town Council has created a Localism Working Group which has formulated this response on behalf of the Town Council.

Firstly, we are not convinced that the “The old, centralised approach to public service” is as broken as the White Paper declares.  There are many examples of excellent provision of public services by parish, district and county councils the length and breadth of the country.

We are therefore concerned that the extraordinarily complicated institutionalised jigsaw of solutions being proposed is not all required.

We believe that simple government encouragement and enabling of greater co-operation between parish, district and county councils could provide the improvements required, without a compete re-write of the statute book.

We do however welcome the fact that parish councils are being encouraged to take on even more responsibility, as particularly outlined in section 4 of the paper.  But we are very concerned that although we have the ability to limitlessly precept (at present), that central/local government, media, business, resident and political pressures will not allow the amount of capacity building that is required at the parish level to take on those additional responsibilities.

Again, by working in co-operation with our district council (and not in competition, or being “dumped on”) we can carefully plan the ongoing provision of community led public services, such as libraries, museums, information centres, while continuing to provide those mentioned in section 4 that we already do provide at parish level.  We as a parish council are committing to doing that, but it needs district council co-operation too.



	Queniborough
	Thank you for the opportunity for the Parish Council to comment. I suspect that their views reflect that of many Councils in that they welcome any move to decision making that is closer to the locality that it effects but are very concerned about the finance that needs to follow it. We have already seen one example locally of the County Council asking the Parish to contribute to a service if it still wants to receive it. If this continues then PArish Councils, with their low level of funding, will have little scope to make any use of any new powers or opportunities.

Regards,

	Surrey and Sussex Associations of Local Councils
	Government seeks views on the following :

[a]   What is the scope for neighbourhood councils to take greater control over local services ?

Very mixed, larger parish councils and town councils with capacity, vision and ambition will probably wish to be involved in the preservation of local services; the average parish council will look for every reason under the sun to avoid involvement.  Principal authorities should be imaginative in their approach to T & PC s and, whilst the desire to achieve devolution may exist strongly and genuinely at Cabinet, Chief Executive and Director level, the same cannot be said for middle ranking officers who do not embrace the vision. [ Examples exist to back up this statement ]

[b]   What help will neighbourhood councils need to enable them to run any services devolved to them ?

It has always been said that ‘finance must follow function’ but events have overtaken this, particularly in the decision to preserve or discontinue discretionary services. To encourage T & PC s to take on services could require ‘tapered’ funding where financial support is offered on a reducing basis to zero over say, 3 years. Along side this will be capacity building where the principal authority makes appropriately experienced staff available to assist the T or PC in the early stages of transfer.

[c]   What would make it easier to establish new neighbourhood councils in areas where local people want them ?

By removing any involvement by the District or Borough Council; examples exist in Sussex where there has been determined resistance by this level of principal authority to prevent the creation of a new local council. Without any appeal mechanism against the decision of that principal authority matters go no further and the desire of the community is thwarted. A middle ground option would be to give the responsibility to the County Council in three tier areas – one stage removed from local politics and better able to see the wider picture. Reinstatement of a simple, speedy appeal mechanism is essential to preserve public confidence in the system.

[d]  Do additional checks and balances need to be created to ensure proper financial control ?

It is not necessary to change the regime under which T & PCs currently operate; all councils are subject to internal and external audit with the rights of electors to draw the external auditor’s attention to matters of concern. Provided this is retained nothing needs to be added.

[e]  How can we improve the delegation and financial framework for neighbourhood councils ?

Whilst most T & PCs budget properly and share their thoughts with the community, some, mostly small councils, tend to regard the maintenance of a very low precept as their key role rather than considering how they might use the power of precept to benefit their residents. This does bring into question the viability of many of our small parish councils as we move forward into the challenging times ahead. Perhaps we have reached a point where in order to continue as independent councils, every 3 years all councils must demonstrate the achievement of basics – something akin to a compulsory Quality Council standard. Failure to be able to do so would put that council under the wing of a competent, supportive adjoining council, rather like a school in special measures. The involvement of the community in the assessment of the council’s competence would be key to this.

[f]  How do we ensure appropriate accountability for services run by communities to ensure that those not involved directly are not disadvantaged ?

If the service is run by a T or PC measures already exist for the work of that council to be challenged by its electors, either in an open meeting or through the audit process. Any non statutory body taking on a function should be properly constituted and accountable to either its shareholders, investors or the Charity Commission. Typically this might be a Company Limited by Guarantee with a published Governing Document setting out the Objects and Powers under which it is intended to operate; this would be overseen by the Charity Commission. Equally a properly constituted Community Interest Company might be established.



	Warwickshire and West Midlands Association of Local Councils
	This Association represents 169 parish and town councils in Warwickshire, Solihull, Coventry and Birmingham.  The following responses to the consultation questions posed in section 4 Neighbourhood Services were based on a discussion event for parish and town councils representatives.  The councils represented varied in size from those with an electorate of a little over 200 to those with an electorate of over 5000. 

Overall the Association represents councils with an electorate as high as 30,000.

NB Throughout this response it is assumed that the term neighbourhood  councils used in the consultation paper refers to parish and town councils.

1. What is the scope for neighbourhood councils to take greater control over local services?

At present too many Neighbourhood councils (parish councils), particularly in rural areas,  are too small in terms of electorate size to take greater control of local services, than those undertaken at present, for example some grass cutting. This means there is lack of capacity, expertise and resource. Financial due to the small council tax base and human resource  as councillors are volunteers and frequently there is only one part time officer, without relevant expertise. They would be unable to deliver the same standard of service as principal authorities and cannot take advantage of the economies of scale without clustering or more effective co-operation between tiers of local government.  This would result in an imbalance of service between one community and another.  

2. What help would neighbourhood councils need to enable them to run any services devolved to them ?

We can make the following suggestions:

Direct finance from Government to expand the capacity of P/N councils including a share of Business rates 

Greater co-operation between all tiers and compulsion on principal authorities to devolve finance  with service and assets. 

Training in relevant expertise and free access to legal and planning expertise and services

Training in management of relationships between groups and individuals

Provide greater incentives for current clerks to undertake training.  The award of one increase on salary scale is at discretion of the council, this should be automatic. 

Provide greater resources to the support bodies for councils at the grass root level, which are the County Associations of Local Councils

Fast efficient broadband in all areas.

A way forward could be greater collaboration between parishes – clustering

To achieve this help required in form of models of how to work together to deliver certain services with model agreements available to enable sharing of finance, resources, legal responsibilities etc

Wider community involvement would be required.  

There is a lack of volunteers within the community, particularly those willing to take on responsibilities.  Lack of volunteers in more rural areas could be attributed to many residents commuting and their expertise is not available during the day.  To overcome this  incentives for volunteering – greater recognition in work place - allow time off work (some financial recompense?). 

By educating the  public in community spirit – the Big Society - at schools, colleges, pubs, health centres etc. Do not assume people are automatically going to give time to the community. 

3. What would make it easier to establish  new neighbourhood councils in areas where people want them?

Neighbourhood councils should be created in all areas where parish and town councils do not exist at present, without waiting for people to come forward to request them.  Waiting for a request from the community assumes people  are aware of this possibility and in large urban areas this is very unlikely.  

Present system for creation is too bureaucratic for example in this area, an application was rejected because the wording on the Community Governance Petition was incorrect.  Thus delaying the process for one community by a year. 

4. Do additional checks and balances need to be created to ensure proper financial control?

Neighbourhood councils should be subject to the Local Government Ombudsman. 

Services should only be delivered by a properly constituted council which is already subject to external audit, this may not be the case for a community voluntary group

5. How can Government improve the delegation and financial framework for neighbourhood councils?

Solve problem of double taxation once and for all.  Could be done by reinstating section 136 payments and make them compulsory for  principal authorities to pass on to neighbourhood councils, previously it was at their discretion.

Ensure part of the community infrastructure levy is handed to parishes to invest in the very local community.  For example in the past play areas and play equipment have been financed by section 106 payments. 

Delegation of planning and licensing powers would raise profile of the council, but still scope limited by capacity. 

Introduce Government regulations with regard to delegation and have national models for good practice readily available. Should not be left up to principal authorities to act as they think fit. 

Redundancies in public sector is a loss of expertise, should be made available to neighbourhood councils

Speed up the introduction of regulations to allow neighbourhood councils to make full use of internet banking. 

Modernise many aspects of the current legislation controlling neighbourhood councils, for example members should be able to take decisions on items that require urgent attention although they arise too late to meet the required notice for the agenda. 

Increase the status of the clerk – using the French model of local government. 

6.  How do we ensure appropriate accountability for services run by communities to ensure that those not involved directly are not disadvantaged?

All neighbourhood councils should be fully constituted parish and town councils, which are already subject to regulations and financial controls.  The alternative is single interest groups including NIMBY groups taking on services for their own ends and creating huge inconsistencies and inequalities between communities. – The cause of recent disturbances in inner city areas? 



	Wilmslow
	4.12 The Government would welcome views on the following: 
· What is the scope for neighbourhood councils to take greater control over local services? Probably significant, but only if it is done on a gradual basis probably through the following steps
a) Town/Parish Councils to become involved with District/County Councils in buying services tailored to their community’s needs, within the District/County’s existing budgets

b) Likely success of further involvement to be monitored at next round of elections – are there more candidates and a bigger turnout?

c) Depending on the success of a) and b) and the willingness for Town/Parish to expand their function and administration (and the associated costs) they could take on service delivery from a position of knowledge and experience, rather than uninformed good intentions.  

· What help will neighbourhood councils need to enable them to run any services devolved to them? 
a) Parallel co-operative working at all three levels Town, District and County and a coordinated and phased approach to any changes  (ie District and County not to pull out of service provision and claim to be supporting Open Public Services or Localism by offering the opportunity to manage the service to the Parish or Town Council) 
b) Transparency from existing providers to ensure that services are comprehensively costed, (i.e. without costs being hidden in central budgets)  Not only would this help neighbourhood councils considering bidding to take over any services, but it would also help LA’s in identifying where savings can be made and in knowing the true cost of the services they are providing.
c)  Increase in administrative budgets, training and experience to expand their workload into new spheres of operation.
d) A proper scheme of Councillor Allowances to recognise the increased workload and responsibility (probably based on something similar to Clerk’s appropriate salary assessments) and  an end to the discrimination of the allowances not being payable to co-opted Councillors. 
· What would make it easier to establish new neighbourhood councils in areas where local people want them? n/a
· Do additional checks and balances need to be created to ensure proper financial control?   External Audit is currently a total waste of funds, rubber stamping what a competent independent and specialist internal auditor does for far less  (£550 v £370)   The suggested referenda for various things will hugely and unnecessarily increase costs, in a similar manner to the Audit Commission regime.  Council’s are re-elected every 4 years, in reality it is hard for a Council to change its ethos and direction dramatically within that time – at each Annual Town Meeting there is the opportunity for a poll to be demanded on a particular issue, which should satisfy the needs proposed to be addressed by the new referenda.
· How can we improve the delegation and financial framework for neighbourhood councils?   
How do we ensure appropriate accountability for services run by communities to ensure that those not involved directly are not disadvantaged?  Certainly not by the contrived legislation that has been enacted in recent years.  The imposition in the grant giving sector of criteria to apparently satisfy minority needs has had the unintended consequence of excluding many rural communities from securing any funding.  Introducing any further measures in this vein would risk excluding further elements of society rather than securing a “fairer” distribution of funds and services.



	Wolston 
	Councillors from this Parish attended a discussion event, hosted by the WALC, to consider the questions as outlined in Section 4 on neighbourhood services. We received documentation from the WALC giving feedback from the event. This information reflects the views of Wolston Parish Council and therefore it fully supports the response that will be sent by WALC.
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