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Z A Councillor’s Guide 2006/07

Welcome to the new edition of the Councillor’s
Guide, which has been revised and updated to
reflect the latest legislation and thinking
concerning local government in England.

The Guide is focused on the needs of new
councillors rather than councillors generally, and is
published simultaneously in printed form and

as an identical, free pdf file on the IDeA
Knowledge website.

It explores things new councillors need to know at
the start of their careers in public life. It discusses
councillors’ roles and responsibilities as ward
representatives, explains how councils work

and how they are funded, examines the various
checks and balances that regulate councils and
councillors and stresses the importance of
community leadership.

Our website also carries extensive information for
councillors that is not covered by the guide and its
pages are constantly updated.

www.idea.gov.uk

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors

The IDeA’s website has eight main sections:

councillor information — an online community
for elected members, keeping councillors
abreast of the latest guidance, news and
opinions

share ideas — the discussion forums

improving your council — resources that affect
the issues that matter, from CPA and e-
government to procurement and performance
management

improving your services — ways to improve the
services your council provides

recognising success — a showcase for success
stories

local authorities — key information about every
council in England and Wales

about the IDeA - how it works

how the IDeA can help — products and services
in detail.

Labelling within site follows the Local
Government Category List, which helps with
consistency of terminology.

For more information or to comment on the IDeA
website, please contact webmaster@idea.gov.uk,
or telephone 020 7296 6880

The information contained in this guide was
believed correct at time of going to press. The
content does not purport to give legal opinion and
councillors should raise any points of law with the
relevant officer. The IDeA cannot take responsibility
for errors or omissions. References to government,
government policy, plans and intentions refer to
their status in April 2006.

If you have difficulty reading this guide please
contact councillors.guide@idea.gov.uk

a councillor’s guide 2006/07
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Roles of officers

Officers are employees of the council — the people
who put policies into effect and organise the
provision of services. Officers may also be
delegated by councillors to make policy decisions.
They are led by a chief executive and senior
managers who are appointed directly by
councillors. Council employees include teachers,
refuse collectors, social workers and home helps.

Statutory officers

Local authorities are required by law to designate a
senior manager as the ‘head of paid service’. This
will usually be the chief executive. This person is
responsible to councillors for the staffing of the
council, ensuring the work of the different
departments is co-ordinated, and making sure the
organisation runs efficiently.

There must also be a monitoring officer
responsible for warning councillors about anything
the council does that is likely to lead to legal
action or to a finding of maladministration by the
ombudsman. The council must also have a Section
101 officer, usually the director of finance, whose
task is to monitor all the financial affairs of the
council. This officer has the power to stop the
council from spending money if they think it is
unwise or unlawful.

All three of these posts are statutorily protected,
which means councillors cannot dismiss the post
holders without an independent inquiry.

Councillors should expect to be given a chart
showing the structure of their authority with the
names, titles, responsibilities and, ideally,
photographs of senior officers.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07

Management arrangements

The chief executive is the main link between the
senior managers of individual departments and
between senior managers and councillors. Chief
executives advise councillors on procedure,
legislation and policy. Each year the leader or
cabinet should conduct a performance appraisal
interview with the chief executive.

The chief executive leads a management team that
meets frequently to discuss the corporate
management of the authority and also meets
regularly with the executive or cabinet.

Senior managers or directors lead the individual
departments of the council. They may also be
called chief officers. Senior managers are
responsible for advising the cabinet and scrutiny
committees on policy and are responsible for
implementing councillors’ decisions and for service
performance. Usually, a separate group of officers
supports the scrutiny committees.

Department structures and titles of senior
managers vary. Councillors should learn about the
arrangements in their authority and which
department is responsible for each service.

Councillor-officer relationships

The relationship between the elected leader of the
council and its appointed chief executive is the
most important one in local government and has a
profound effect on the council’s performance.

Officers are employed to manage the council and
to help councillors achieve their policy goals. But
officers may have to advise councillors from time
to time that certain courses of action cannot be
carried out. Officers have a duty to give unbiased
professional advice — even if it is not what
councillors want to hear.

Officers cannot respond to personal criticism in the
same way that politicians can and temper their
remarks accordingly. Mutual respect and good
communication is the key to establishing good
member-officer relationships.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors



Close personal familiarity should be avoided. It is
important to get this right and there are some
simple things that can make it easier to establish
relationships that work. There should be clarity
about the respective roles of councillors and
officers and this can only be achieved through
discussion.

Getting the councillor-officer relationship right

requires that:

> both should aim to develop a relationship based
on mutual respect

> councillors should define the core values of
the organisation

> councillors should identify priorities, assisted
by the officers

> officers should provide clear advice and offer
alternative courses of action where they exist

» councillors and officers should communicate
clearly and openly, avoiding ambiguity and the
risk of misunderstanding

> councillors and officers should work in
partnership to turn the core values and priorities
into practical policies for implementation.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors

> talk to other councillors
> talk to officers

> take up training courses offered by the
council

> read the council’s corporate plan to gain an
overview of the council’s agenda and
priorities

> learn how the council takes decisions and
how you can influence these on behalf of
the people you represent

> take on new responsibilities with care — don’t
take on too much too soon

> if you need to make arrangements for public
service leave with your employers, speak to
them as soon as possible. You are entitled to
reasonable time off but your employer is not
obliged to pay you for it

> learn to manage the paperwork — learn what
you need to read and what you don’t, and
don’t hoard outdated or irrelevant material

> set up a good filing system

> concentrate on matters that interest you and
learn them thoroughly

> think about changing to a different policy
area at least once during your term

> communicate with fellow councillors, council
staff and officers and with constituents

> many council staff will be based at depots
and sites — try to visit them informally, but
with advance notice, to show support for
and interest in their work. Their feedback
can often be invaluable and it’s a good boost
to morale. Be relaxed and make it clear that
this is neither an inspection nor a moans
session

> set up a schedule for visiting the key groups
in your ward over your first year — including
faith groups, voluntary groups, major
employers, schools, youth centres, tenants’
and residents’ associations.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07
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councillor’s viewpoint

‘| first got elected in 1974 but things haven’t
changed much. The first big brown envelopes
start to arrive through the door and you are
determined to read everything. The first
meetings schedule comes through the post
and you are determined to attend everything.
The invites to church and community do’s
start to arrive and you are determined to go
to everything. You are determined to hold
two advice centres a week and, of course,
you said that you would personally call at
every home in the ward every year. —

Then you have a heart attack!

The most important lesson that a new
councillor must learn is that of time
management. You must learn how to split
your time between your councillor role and
the other important ones in your life. The
roles of being a family member, politician
and employee are every bit as important and
far more important in the long run.

So don’t read everything — read those things
that are important to your role in the council.
Split work in your ward with your colleagues.
There really is no need to attend everything
people know that you have another life as well.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07

Split council work with party colleagues —
100 per cent attendance is not necessary for
everything you are invited to. But make sure
you go to everything when the Chief Whip
says you should be there!

Pace your ward work. Be out and doing things
when you can but you and your constituents
must remember that this is not your

full-time job.

Don’t make it your full-time job. Too many
people get enticed by the lure of the town
hall and lose contact with everything else.
You will be a better councillor if you keep a
grip on reality and bring outside experience
back to the town hall with you.

And if you can do all that come and tell me
how you did it because | have never quite
managed it myself!’

CllIr Richard Kemp
Liverpool City Council

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors



The world of
local government

Effective councillors understand the broader local
government picture. Not all local authorities are
structured in the same way. They do not provide
the same services and do not necessarily even have
the same structure for elections. It is important
that councillors understand the structure of their
council and its responsibilities to the community.

Local government powers
Local authorities are created by Acts of Parliament.

They may be abolished by Parliament and their
powers are determined by Parliament. The powers
of a councillor are very different from those of an
individual citizen. Citizens are free to do anything
that is not specifically illegal. Councillors and their
authority can only do what they are specifically
permitted to do by law. Acts of Parliament lay
down specific duties that must be carried out —
mandatory acts and things that may be done by
choice, permissive and adoptive acts. Councillors
are bound by statutes and will need to take advice
on what actions they are able to take. For
example, the Local Government Act 2000
introduces a general power of ‘well-being’ in
relation to economic, environmental and social
issues. This has a significant impact on the
community leadership roles of councils and
councillors. Statutes will not stop councillors
making important policy decisions and there is
often scope for discretion in individual cases.

Central government controls many of the activities
of local government. Many decisions councillors
take require the approval of a government minister
or civil servant. Councils are bound by ministerial
directives and regulations. Many of the services
they run are inspected and audited by the Audit
Commission and other inspectorates. Some of the
decisions they reach may be subject to an appeal
to a minister or a government department. Since
local government power is embodied in statutes
and regulations, its decisions can be challenged

in the courts.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors

Local government in England

There are two distinct structures of local
government in England:

1. unitary — a single-tier structure in which an all-
purpose authority is responsible for providing
most of the services. They are to be found in
London, six other metropolitan areas and parts
of shire England

2.county and district — comprising at least two
levels of local government and found in the
remaining counties of England. Often there is a
third tier of parish or town councils as well.

Unitary authorities

There are 46 unitary authorities in non-
metropolitan areas of England. In some cases, they
have emerged from continuing shire counties — for
example, Peterborough used to be part of
Cambridgeshire. Others were formed following the
abolition of the counties of Avon, Berkshire,
Cleveland and Humberside between 1996 and
1998. Each unitary authority sends representatives
to a joint board that oversees police, fire and civil
defence arrangements across the whole area.
These boards are authorities in their own right and
set precepts or raise council taxes, but they are not
directly elected. There are also joint arrangements
in most areas for waste disposal. Some unitary
authorities have parish councils in their area.

Metropolitan districts and London

There are six metropolitan areas: West Midlands,
Greater Manchester, Merseyside, Tyne and Wear,
West Yorkshire and South Yorkshire. Each is now
divided into metropolitan districts with most of the
services being provided by elected metropolitan
district councils. These are also unitary authorities,
responsible for all services within their boundaries.
They are often called borough or city councils. In
each metropolitan area there are two joint boards
that oversee police, fire and civil defence
arrangements. There may also be joint authorities
for waste disposal and for transport.

The responsibilities of metropolitan district councils
are the same as those of unitary authorities. There
are very few parish councils in metropolitan areas.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07 12
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In London, there are:
> 32 London boroughs
> The City of London.

The mayor and the Greater London Assembly act
in a strategic way on behalf of the capital to
promote its special needs. Generally, the mayor is
responsible for developing strategies to improve
London’s transport, economy and environment,
as well as running the police and fire services.

The assembly holds the mayor to account and
makes sure services are being run effectively.

Neither takes responsibilities from the London
boroughs.

Counties and districts

There are 32 counties in England where there are
two and often three levels of local government.
Each county has an elected county council
providing strategic and more costly services like
social services and education.

Each county is divided into several districts, each
with its own elected district council providing more
local services such as the collection of council taxes
and non-domestic rates, housing benefits, health
and housing. Some of these councils are called
borough or city councils. These titles are
ceremonial and indicate that the authority has a
royal charter and a mayor.

Many district councils are further divided into
elected parish or town councils. A town council is
a parish council with a mayor. Most parish or town
councils are found in rural areas. Parishes deal with
services and problems such as allotments, for
which they have a statutory responsibility,
footpaths, bus shelters, litter and dog fouling.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07

Regional structures

Along with the devolution of powers to the
Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly, the
Government has established a regional framework
for England, which is beginning to emerge. RDAs
(Regional Development Agencies) have been
established to co-ordinate economic regeneration
strategies for each region. Each RDA has a board
of 12 members appointed by the Secretary of
State. Three members are drawn from local
government. Additionally, each region now has a
regional assembly of councillors nominated by
local authorities across the region.

There are also 10 government regional offices,
staffed by civil servants. They act as the local
representatives of the Department for Education
and Science, the Office of the Deputy Prime
Minister and the Department of Trade and
Industry.

They have a broad remit to work in partnership
with local people and organisations to maximise
the competitiveness, prosperity and quality of life
in their regions.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors



Council services

Councils provide three types of service to their
communities:

> statutory services — such as refuse collection —
that councils must provide

> regulatory services — such as pub licensing — that
councils must also provide

> discretionary services — such as tourism that
councils may choose to provide.

Unitary councils supply all the services listed below.

In two-tier areas services are divided between the
county council and its associated district councils.

A few councils may have different arrangements
because of their location or circumstances.

Although services such as highway maintenance
are sometimes contracted out to district councils
by county councils, they remain the statutory
responsibility of the county councils. This is also
the case when council services are contracted out
to third party suppliers.

Services provided by county councils

> care and protection of children
> care for elderly people

> care for people with a disability
> community safety

> concessionary travel and public transport
support

> conservation/listed buildings

> country parks and countryside management
> cycle routes

> emergency planning

> highway maintenance

> industrial and craft units

> libraries and archives

> local economy support and development

> meals on wheels

> minerals and quarries

> museums and arts

> maintenance of public rights of way

» protecting and enhancing the environment
> public and community transport

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors

> recycling

> registration of births, deaths and marriages

> road clearance e.g. fly tipping

> road safety

> schools, school transport and other education
strategic planning for the county

> street lighting and furniture

> tourism

> trading standards and consumer protection

> traffic management and transport planning

> tree protection

> village halls and community facilities

> voluntary organisation support

> water courses

> waste disposal and recycling

> youth clubs.

Services provided by district councils

Building control
> regulatory
> public protection

car parks
cemeteries and crematoria
council Tax benefit
council Tax collection
crime and Disorder Act
> community wardens
economic development
electoral registration and elections
emergency planning

environmental health

> environmental control

> refuse collection

> private sector housing quality assessment
> street sweeping

> food and health safety

> dog wardens

> public conveniences

a councillor’s guide 2006/07
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Grounds maintenance (parks and open spaces)

housing

> strategy and development

> advice and assistance

> provision

housing benefit administration

leisure

licensing

> taxis (hackney carriage and private hire)
> entertainment

> liquor

museums and arts
national non-domestic rate

planning

> development control

> local delivery framework
> heritage

> countryside management

property searches and land charges
sea defences, watercourses and drainage
street naming

tourism

a councillor’s guide 2006/07

Elections

Councillors are all elected for a four-year term
unless they are elected at a by-election, in which
case they must stand again at the next election.

County councils are divided into electoral divisions,
with one county councillor representing each
division. Elections are held once every four years
for all the seats on the council.

Metropolitan districts are divided into wards, each
usually represented by three councillors. One third
of the seats — one per ward — are up for election
each year in three years out of four.

New unitary authorities in England have a choice
concerning the election cycle. The year in which
councillors will have to face the electorate again
will depend on when restructuring took place and
the method of election chosen by the council.

District councils in the two-tier structure are
divided into wards and also have a choice
concerning their election cycle. They may adopt
either the metropolitan district system or all the
seats in the council can be contested once every
four years.

London boroughs are divided into wards and
elections are held once every four years, but follow
a different cycle from the rest of the country.
Elections for all seats in the London boroughs have
just taken place. The next elections for mayor of
London and the Greater London Assembly will
take place in 2008.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors



Back up

Councillors make many different types of decisions
and recommendations that have far-reaching
consequences for the communities they represent
and on council staff. They also have a leadership
role that requires them to engage with and
advocate on behalf of local people.

To be efficient and effective, councillors need a
range of support services. All councils offer some
support, and this may include:

> office accommodation, such as members’
rooms, interview rooms, rooms for holding
surgeries, public meetings and consultations

> secretarial and word-processing services

> communications facilities — phones, PCs or
laptops, email, press office support and so on

> information provision for use internally, perhaps
to facilitate scrutiny, and externally, perhaps to
respond to enquiries from constituents

> help to manage casework
> research facilities

> care facilities

> training and development.

Councils vary tremendously in the degree of
support they give councillors. The level of support
offered may depend on a councillor’s role and time
commitment. Executive members and overview
and scrutiny chairs are likely to receive more
secretarial and research support than
backbenchers. Non-executive councillors may find
that they have very little dedicated support. All
councillors should have access to some form of
communication facility and training and
development in new roles and ways of working.

Allowances

Councillors are entitled to an allowance set by
their council that reflects their level of
responsibility and the amount of time they devote
to council affairs. In addition to a basic allowance,
extra payments may cover:

> special responsibilities — payable to the leader of
the council, portfolio holders, overview and
scrutiny chairs, opposition leaders and so on

» childcare and dependent carers
> travel and subsistence

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors

» co-optee’s services
> pension scheme for councillors.

The allowances are all subject to income tax.

Some incidental costs — such as use of a home
office, telephone and so on — may be deducted
before calculating the tax to be paid.

The IDeA conducts an annual survey of
councillors’ allowances and this is published on
the IDeA website.

Information technology

IT (Information technology) offers councillors a fast
and efficient means of keeping in touch with the
local community. It also gives access to the
information councillors need to influence or

make decisions.

Councillors will find that electronic
communications allow them to get much closer to
the people they represent. But new councillors will
not necessarily arrive with ready-made computer
skills. Every councillor will need to find out about
their own authority’s IT systems and how they can
access them and use them effectively. To get this
right they will need training and ongoing support.

The best councils give their councillors a ‘home
office’, including a PC or laptop, so that they can
access the council’s IT system and the information
they need whenever it suits them. They also have
technicians who can visit councillors at home to
deal with IT problems.

Other councils should at least give councillors
access to a computer in the town hall. The better
the support available to councillors, the more
effective they will be.

Good IT systems and skills can help councillors:
> deal with casework more quickly and efficiently

> manage their time better so they don’t have to
visit the town hall so often

> keep in touch with residents and community
groups
> access key documents or other information

online rather than waiting for them to be
delivered

a councillor’s guide 2006/07
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> access the council’s intranet, an internal version
of the Internet, to find out when meetings are
taking place, identify an officer or search for
information about specific services

> hold online meetings rather than having to get a
group of people to travel to a meeting place

> research information about a particular issue
> access government information

> look beyond the council to see how things are
done elsewhere.

Councillors’ web pages

A key goal of the Government’s drive to bring
public services online by the end of 2005 was
to improve the ability of councillors to

use technology.

An important part of this initiative required local
authorities to provide councillors with the facilities
and know-how to publish their own web pages.

councillor.info is one of a number of projects that
have helped councils respond to this requirement.
As the Government’s 2005 deadline passed, it had
provided more than 1,000 councillors in 21 English
authorities with access to a simple content
management system that enabled them to publish
their own web pages - see Councillor’s Viewpoint.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07

~ councillor’s viewpoint

The extent to which councillors can engage
citizens through the web is arguably hampered
by restrictions that prevent the use of council
services for political purposes.

The Code of Recommended Practice on Local
Authority Publicity states that publicity
produced by the local authority relating to
councillors should not be party political,
limiting the type of content that can be
displayed on authority sponsored websites.

To help councillors stay within the code, each
website in the councillor.info project has an
acceptable use policy the councillor must sign
up to, as well as a facility for members of the
public to give feedback about the type of
content displayed.

Some councillors have overcome these
restrictions simply by asking their authority to
provide links to external sites with more overt
political content, such as those of their local
and national political parties.

Bob Piper from Sandwell Metropolitan Borough
Council, one of the participants in the
councillor.info project, says: ‘My website
enables me to keep people informed and
correct or confirm local rumours. | think that it
does assist in raising the profile of myself as a
councillor and hopefully increases respect for
the council.’

Publishing a website does, however, present
challenges for councillors and their authorities
and can have a negative impact, particularly if
information is not maintained and kept up to
date.

Nic Best from Castle Morpeth Borough Council,
another participant in the project, points out
that the effectiveness of the website rests with
the councillor: ‘A website is just a tool that will
be effective in the hands of a good councillor
but destructive in the hands of a bad
councillor,” he says.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors



Some councillors, including Best and Piper,
have set up their own websites and weblogs
and linked them to their local authority web
pages. These sites allow the councillors to be
more expansive about their political views and
party involvement and, perhaps, offer greater
scope for engagement.

The websites

Bob Piper uses his website to consolidate his
community work by offering up-to-date
information on local issues like planning and
invites feedback from residents. He has a ‘Ward
News’ section on the site and includes a link to
a separate weblog where visitors are able to
read his opinions on the issues of the day.

http://www.councillor.info/sandwell/bpiper

Nic Best presents himself as a knowledgeable
councillor with a sense of humour. He provides !
explanations of issues and policy so visitors can
gain a better understanding of the work of the !
council. On a lighter note his ‘Pistachio pages’
give a more personal insight into his life as i
a councillor.

http://www.councillor.info/castlemorpeth/nbest

In Leicester, Deborah Almey has made effective
use of images on her website to highlight the
range of activities in her ward.

http://www.councillor.info/leicester/
deborahalmey

In Lancashire, Mark Perks uses his site to
provide news about his ward, information
about his involvement in local community
organisations and a link to the county council
website.

http://www.councillor.info/lancashire/mperks

* Adapted from an article in
Councillor magazine.

___________________________________________________________

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors

Research and information

Councils vary widely in the level of research
assistance and information they make available to
councillors. Those whose authority has a
comprehensive information system or intranet will
be able to take advantage of advanced and
sophisticated research tools.

Bodies such as the LGA (Local Government
Assaciation), the IDeA (Improvement and
Development Agency) and others can be valuable
sources of information and guidance based on the
experience of councils throughout the country.
Their websites are good starting points for
research. The sort of areas where councillors may
need research and information concern:

> council and government policy

> legislation and the implications of council
policies

> social and economic trends in the area

> the profile and needs of local employers

> future demographic trends that will affect
service delivery and take up.

Many councils have set up research budgets for
councillors involved in overview and scrutiny.

Some councils have political research assistants.
These officers are appointed by the council to
serve each of the political parties. Their activities
are strictly controlled but they will be able to carry
out research and some administrative work on
behalf of councillors.

Member development
and the Charter

It is important for councillors to keep up-to-date
with developments and initiatives in the public
arena and to improve their knowledge and skills
through experience, training and development.

There are no set guidelines on training and
development but most councils offer induction
courses to introduce newly elected councillors to
the workings and responsibilities of the council
and to familiarise them with systems, facilities and
the decision-making process. Sometimes these are
run in partnership with the IDeA.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07 18
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A growing number of councils have officers whose
job is to provide or organise development
opportunities for councillors. This may be by
offering development of particular interests and
specialisms and could include topics like housing,
transport, planning, scrutiny skills, working with
the media, presentation skills, enhancing political
leadership skills, assertiveness, time-management
or speed-reading courses.

In some councils, councillors have regular away
days or weekends to discuss strategic and other
issues. Others have regular joint events for officers
and councillors, to formulate strategy and build
good working relationships.

The IDeA offers development opportunities
through its Leadership Academy programmes and
Local Leadership Academy and information is on
the agency’s website — see Top Tips.

The Charter

The Charter for Member Development and the
underpinning good practice guidelines, developed
by the IDeA and the nine Regional Employers’
Organisations, helps councils build their
councillors’ skill and expertise.

Most of the regions now have their own charters
and more information can be obtained from the
Regional Employers’ Organisations, listed in the
useful contacts at the back of this guide, and from
the IDeA Knowledge website.

More information

IDeA Knowledge website. A number of
organisations also have more information about
the topics covered in this chapter. They are listed
at the back of this guide.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07

snapshot

___________________________________________________________

The SEEMP (South East Employers Organisation)
launched its own charter, jointly badged with the
IDeA.

The SEEMP requires councils that are signed up to
the charter to provide an action plan based on:

1. being fully committed to developing
councillors in order to achieve the council’s
aims and objectives

2. adopting a councillor-led strategic approach
to councillor development

3. having a member learning and development
plan that clearly identifies the difference
development activities will make

4. seeing that learning and development is
effective in building capacity

5. addressing wider development matters to
promote work-life balance and citizenship.

| When a local authority can demonstrate it has
i achieved the charter standard, an on-site i
assessment is carried out by a small, trained team
i of councillors and officers on behalf of SEEMP. If
the council meets the standard it is awarded i
! charter status.

Councillor Michael Tunwell, chairman of SEEMP, is
very positive about the strategic thrust that is
taking place in member development: ‘We want
to do all we can to support councils in their
approach to training members. It’s very important
especially since modernisation and the
introduction of cabinet and scrutiny. There is a
much more professional approach to the job and
extra responsibilities. As councillors, we need to be
trained as fully as we can.” Councillor Tunwell
compares the Charter with IiP (Investors In People):
‘It's about councils demonstrating commitment to
investing in members and, like IiP, it focuses on
individuals and the parts they play in the
organisation’s effectiveness.” He also emphasises
that councils are likely to become more successful
and more efficient by making sure that
development relates to corporate priorities.

___________________________________________________________

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors
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councillors viewpoint “\/ top tips for councillors

In the North East, Sedgefield was keen to sign
up to its regional charter. Councillor Barbara
Graham, cabinet member for welfare and
communications, has always felt passionately
that members should be given training and
development to carry out the job. ‘Although
we were rated as good by Comprehensive
Performance Assessment, they did say that
with councillor training we needed to be more
focused, particularly in relation to strategic
improvements. Since then we’ve established a
Member Development Group and set aside a
budget of £25,000.

How the IDeA can help

The IDeA offers a range of support and

development opportunities for councillors,

including:

> the Charter for Member Development
specifying roles and responsibilities for
member development in individual
authorities

> the Local Leadership Academy for all
councillors, which covers a wide range of
topics and takes place at the council offices

| > the Leadership Academy for leading

i members and portfolio holders plus black |

:  and minority ethnic councillors and i
that there is a steep learning curve for newly i ;
appointed cabinet members: ‘We are all finding :
that the training and development is giving us |
a better insight to modern local government.’ It i i
is not just Barbara who sees the benefits of
signing up to the charter. All members, i i
including the leader, have a personal
development plan. ‘We need to show that we : i
take training and development seriously. At the
end of the day we want to deliver high quality i i
services through clear democratic leadership.
We believe by following the charter approach ; |
to training and development we will better
meet the demands placed on us as councillors. i |

councillors under 35 years of age

> the Strategic Team Development Centre for
top managers and councillors jointly

> support and advice on specific challenges
and issues

> councillor mentoring
> personal development planning

> seminars for new leaders, and for those who
are chairing overview and scrutiny
committees and so on

> dedicated pages for councillors on the IDeA
Knowledge website.

: In her 15 years as a councillor, Barbara admits ~:

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors a councillor’s guide 2006/07 20
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Representing the ward

No one has a more important role than the ward
councillor in ensuring that local democracy works
and residents believe in it. Councillors are the
bridge between a community and its council.

The councillor’s job is to be the community’s
advocate in the council and not the council’s
advocate in the community. However, the role of a
good ward councillor goes beyond simple
advocacy. Representation involves building
relationships with individuals and groups, to
inform, consult and empower people and facilitate
effective community involvement in local
government.

People’s champion

The principal job of a councillor is to represent the
ward, but the task of representing a diverse and
mobile mix of communities, groups and individuals
is a complex one. Some groups are very hard to
involve. Generally speaking, the wider their range
of approaches to community contact, the more
people councillors will reach.

In addition to representing individual voters,
councillors should try to keep in touch with:

» local opinion formers such as action groups and
community group leaders, residents’ association
chairs, leaders of leisure groups and ‘stalwarts’
of the community

» highly mobile groups, including students who
pass through a community quickly without ever
becoming involved in it — in some areas, up to a
third of the residents move between one
election and the next

» groups that are differentiated by age such as the
young and the elderly

» hard-to-reach groups, people with disabilities,
members of under-represented minority ethnic
communities and the silent majority who do not
seek active community involvement.
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Representation

Electorates expect councillors to represent them on
the council. But what does this mean? To do an
effective job councillors will need to do more than
act as channels of communication between council
and ward. They will have to develop skills that
enable them to:

» communicate — good councillors inform
residents about important local issues or council
policies and seek their views. They also develop
relationships to ensure they learn about local
issues and problems when they first arise.
Councillors are often the first people to hear
about things that affect their wards and should
not assume that others already know about
them, or that information should be handed
down on a need-to-know basis. Councillors
should be proactive and make it their job to tell
people what is going on. The exceptions to this
rule are what are known as Part 2 items that
councillors receive in their council papers.
Confidential information of a sensitive or
commercial nature should not be passed on to
the public. If councillors think that certain items
have been classified Part 2 without good reason,
they can argue for change in council

» facilitate and empower — people often assume
they are powerless to make any difference in
their community but councillors will often be
able to empower individuals or groups through:

- listening carefully to the issues involved

- providing relevant contacts in local
government or other services

= helping to develop a range of achievable
solutions to problems

- facilitating meetings, petitions, surveys
and so on

- offering an overview of a situation

= encouraging negotiation and compromise
between different groups

» support — councillors should offer support to
individuals, organisations and businesses in their
areas. They should represent community views
to the council and to other strategic partners
like the police and health services. They may
also become involved in campaigning on local
issues and begin working with the council
and other bodies to bring improvements to
their wards.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors



Services and contacts

Frequently, residents either don’t know which
organisation or which council department is
responsible for a particular service — or don’t know
how to contact them. Councillors can make
information like this available and easily accessible
to their constituents and some produce and deliver
short lists of key local contacts.

Understanding the ward

New councillors should get to know their wards.
They should buy a local map and mark the ward
boundaries on it and make sure they have an
up-to-date electoral roll. Councillors are entitled to
a full copy of the electoral roll, but voters can ask
to be excluded from the version available to the
general public. The roll is available on paper or in
an electronic format that can often be merged
with a data management system. This can help
considerably with casework management.

Ward walk

Councillors should go for a walk, cycle or drive
around their ward or division — even if they have
lived in the area for years — looking at roads,
pavements, play areas, open spaces and other
community facilities.

They should report things like broken fences or
equipment, potholes, graffiti and faulty streetlights
to the appropriate council department and record
action taken — useful as a demonstration of
achievement. Some councillors carry out ward
walks accompanied by fellow councillors or key
council officers so they can make decisions on the
spot. A few quick wins will make a good first
impression.

The ward walk should be a regular activity,
accompanied on occasion by key local contacts like
residents’” association chairs, town or parish
councillors or community police. It’s useful to build
a shared knowledge of problems in an area and
discuss possible solutions.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors
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councillor’s viewpoint

Councillors at Castle Point BC in Essex recently
undertook a programme of ward walks as part
of an IDeA-led programme to improve the
council’s ‘poor’ CPA rating.

Gail Boland, who walked her Boyce ward in
the Benfleet area with member peers, says: ‘|
was initially very sceptical about the whole
thing. It put my back up that somebody from
outside the area should be able to come in
and tell us what to do. | thought nobody could
know my ward better than | do. But | had to
eat my words!

The member peers were great — they pointed
out things I’d never even noticed before. We
used to have a forum for residents to express
their concerns, but ward visits really do give a
much better picture of what local people
want. At the forums the same people would
come every time, wanting to raise the same
issues.

On walks you meet loads more people — like
mothers with kids who don’t have time to
attend meetings — and you get a much wider
range of concerns and viewpoints.’

David Marchant, the council’s new chief
executive, decided to take part in the walk
too. ‘I wanted to take part so | could get to
grips with some of the issues facing the
council on the ground,” he says. ‘However, the
process really helped give me a better picture
of the issues facing members and I've been
able to take early action on some problems
that were causing frustration.

One big lesson was the ability of member peers
to demonstrate just how rewarding and
empowering it can be to engage with people at
a grass roots level. As a result of the walks we
are constructing a new neighbourhood plan.’
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David Logan, one of the member peers who
took part, says: ‘One of the great things about
ward visits is that you get to see the physical
environment up close. The environment always
has a great effect on the psychology of the
people who live there. Physical isolation is a
common problem for many authorities, and it
can lead to a parochial attitude that adversely
affects corporate performance.

In Castle Point’s case | was very impressed by
the members’ local knowledge and their
relationships with residents. The problem lay in
their ability to get things done at a corporate
level. This is often the case with ward walks —
they expose corporate weakness in the council
as a whole, rather than in individual
councillors. They can give a much broader
perspective on things than you would expect.’

Eoin Egan, who visited Benfleet’s Appleton
ward, says the council’s recovery process has
been long and hard. ‘We often feel isolated
because we have had to make some hard
decisions that are unpopular with residents,’

he says. ‘The involvement of a peer member
proved a great asset, as they have the knack of
suggesting small changes that could prove
beneficial in the long term.’

Susie Kemp, an IDeA peer who did the Castle
Point walk, says: ‘We can get so bogged down
in our everyday work as councillors that we
forget to go out and talk to people. The Castle
Point members got a positive response from
everyone they met. | think they — and probably
all — councillors need reminding to stand up
and be proud of sharing their achievements,
instead of worrying about problems all

the time.’

* Adapted from a feature in
Councillor magazine.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors



Getting to know people

The council should be able to provide a directory
of council officers and other useful contacts such
as the police, local MPs, other tiers of government
and health bodies, but councillors will need to
build up their own directories of key contacts
relevant to their area. Councillors in the same
ward can share this information to save
duplication of effort.

For example, a list of groups in the ward should
include community and residents’ associations,
places of worship, schools and playgroups,
neighbourhood watch and leisure or sports
groups. This will enable councillors to write to
people introducing themselves and arranging
to meet them.

It is also worth knowing the main employers in the
immediate area and whether a particular type of
industry or business is a major employer of local
people. Communities with large commuting
populations are likely to use council facilities
differently from those where most people

work nearby.

Councillors should also keep a diary of ward
events and attend as many as possible if it is
appropriate to do so.

Working with other councillors

Most councillors will share their ward or division
with others. There may be town or parish councils
covering all or part of it and, unless the council is
a unitary authority, there will be county, district or
borough councillors covering the area.

Councillors from the same political party, or fellow
independents, are a valuable resource and may be
able to agree a degree of workload sharing.
Assuming they are not also newly elected, other
councillors will already have a good idea of the
main issues in the ward and should have contact
with key groups and individuals. They can show
new councillors the ropes and introduce them to
useful people, but all councillors need to develop
their own perspective on things and not rely on
the opinions of others.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors

Councillors from opposing political parties may
baulk at working closely together but should at
least aim to develop a positive working relation-
ship — councillors frequently find that the interests
of the ward override party loyalties.

Parish and town councils

Councillors should get to know the local parish
or town councillors and attend some of their
meetings, which often have a slot for public
participation. They may also be able to help
parish councillors access services in a higher
authority. Councillors representing the same
area on different councils can work together
to resolve local issues.

This guide does not cover parish councils.
Councillors interested in the work of parish and
town councils should visit the National Association
of Local Councils website at www.nalc.gov.uk.
The NALC publishes it own guide.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07
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Community involvement

Changes to local government have meant a
greater emphasis on community involvement.
Many councils have tried to decentralise
operations and decision-making and to increase
residents’ involvement in local affairs.

Some have developed community involvement by:

» introducing area offices so that services are
more accessible

» assigning community development officers to
groups of wards

» delegating decision-making to parish or
town councils

» developing local area committees or
town forums

) appointing town centre or community centre
managers to work with communities.

See also the chapter on community leadership.

Area offices

Area offices are usually one-stop shops where
people can register any matter they want the
council to deal with. They help to co-ordinate
local service delivery. Residents may also be able
to access services electronically, make payments
and gather information at these offices.

Community development officers

These officers work with local communities
and councillors, aiming to develop good
communications and strategic partnerships
between residents and service providers. They
work to involve whole communities, including
the hard-to-reach groups, in decisions that
affect them.

Area committees and
community forums

A number of local authorities are experimenting
with area committees and community forums and
there is a range of different models in operation
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Some area committees consist solely of elected
councillors supported by council officers. There is
usually an opportunity for public participation,
with presentations, petitions and questions
encouraged.

In community or neighbourhood forums,
committee members include co-opted
representatives of community groups as well
as councillors. They provide opportunities for
citizens to become involved in local decisions.

Area committees or community forums may:

» have delegated budgets and decision-making
functions

» develop and monitor community action plans
» drive local scrutiny

» decide planning applications (elected member-
only committees), issues and campaigns.

Getting involved

As part of their work, ward councillors may
become involved in, or lead, local campaigns.

This could involve anything from campaigning for
a zebra crossing or more affordable housing, to
starting a credit union. There may also be
politically motivated campaigns.

Councillors approached with an idea for a local

campaign they support may wish to:

» carry out some consultation to find out how
widespread support for the idea is

» help organise a campaign group that brings
together key people

» talk to council officers or to outside bodies that
may be able to help

» organise petitions or public meetings

» help people make presentations to or ask
guestions of committees

» bring different groups together to
negotiate solutions

» involve the local press, radio and television
» publicise it on their personal web page or ‘blog’.

Councillors should not feel obliged to run the
whole campaign — often their involvement will be
as a participant, supporter or facilitator. They
shouldn’t be tempted to claim more than their fair
share of the credit — involvement will help raise
their profile anyway.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors



If a councillor doesn’t support a particular local
campaign but is asked to help, they can still fulfil
their role as a facilitator by:

» telling people how to present a petition to the
council, how to speak to a committee or how to
ask questions

» advising on council policy and procedures

» giving contact numbers of bodies or individuals
that may be able to help

» being honest - they shouldn’t hint to
campaigners that they support a cause if they
oppose it

» making sure people have access to accurate
sources of information.

Surgeries and Casework

The problems and issues people raise with
councillors are known as casework. Casework may
sometimes lead on to policy development or issue
campaigning, but can be distinguished from these
by virtue of the fact that casework deals with the
resolution of a specific problem.

Casework comes through surgeries, letters,
phone calls, emails, responses to leaflets and
door-knocking. Some councillors find that there
is relatively little casework while others have
mountains of it. Usually, the higher the level of
deprivation in an area or the less efficient the
council, the more casework there will be.

If there is not much casework, councillors should
find out whether it is because they represent a
very self-sufficient community or because their
profile is too low. Most residents are unaware that
their councillor can help them resolve many issues,
and it is up to councillors to let them know that
this is part of their role.

Surgeries

People expect to be able to contact their
councillor. The traditional way of meeting
constituents is through the use of surgeries.

Surgeries enable councillors to:

» meet their constituents

» solve people’s problems

» gain support for their work and ideas

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors

» discuss the impact of council policies on
the area

» raise their profile

» be an effective advocate for the people and
communities they represent.

There are two main types of surgery — traditional
surgeries based in a building and street surgeries.

Traditional surgeries

In the traditional surgery, the councillor advertises
a time and place where they will be available to
speak to constituents. People turn up and wait to
see their councillor. Punctuality is essential.

Advantages of a traditional surgery

» having a regular time and place for surgery
makes it easier for people to know how to
contact their councillor

» the surgery can be shared with other agencies
constituents might wish to visit, such as
community police officers or advice centres

» at times when the surgery is very quiet, it’s a
handy place to catch up on paperwork

» some councils organise and publicise a
traditional surgery for a cluster of wards, with a
rota of councillors attending and council officers
on hand to provide support and pass on details
to other councillors in the area.

Disadvantages

» the location of the surgery will be more
convenient for some constituents than for
others. Councillors can get around this to some
extent by moving the location around the ward
but this minimises the benefit of having a fixed
time and place for the surgery

» only a small minority of constituents will come
to a surgery so the time might be spent more
effectively by getting out and meeting people.

Premises and safety

Council premises are convenient and should

be made available at reasonable times without
charge to councillors. However they are not always
conveniently located. Community centres, schools
or village halls can provide a good alternative but
will usually charge a fee.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07
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Buildings linked to a political party are best
avoided as they will put some people off and

may create the impression that councillors will not
represent all residents equally.

The building chosen should have toilets,
somewhere that could be used as a waiting room,
an interview room and, perhaps, tea and coffee
making facilities.

Councillors must consider their own safety and
shouldn’t go to their surgeries alone. If they are
not sharing the surgery with other councillors or
agencies they should try to take someone who can
act as a receptionist. They should try to avoid
rooms with only one exit and, if they do have

such a room, should position themselves

between the door and the table to avoid the

risk of being trapped.

Street surgeries

One alternative to holding traditional surgeries
is to run street surgeries, where the councillor
knocks on doors to solicit casework. When
conducting a street surgery it’s useful to take
someone to hold files and be prepared to act
as a ‘minder’ if necessary.

Advantages of street surgeries

» councillors can gather concerns, opinions and
casework from people who would not normally
attend a traditional surgery

» councillors are able to gather a more
representative sample of opinions by soliciting
views and moving around the ward or division
than they would be able to by waiting for
people to come to them

» councillors can target hard-to-reach sections of
the population

» councillors have an opportunity to look around
their patch while doing the surgery

» councillors are sometimes shown a
problem directly.

Disadvantages

» predicting where to find their councillors
becomes more difficult

» sharing surgeries with other agencies is
not usually possible

) operating in bad weather can be difficult.
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Publicity for street surgeries

Councillors can obviously use all the communica-
tions discussed earlier but it’s a good idea to send
out a street letter too. By distributing leaflets a few
days beforehand, they can tell people when they
will be in the area. It can be helpful to mark
streets visited on a map to keep a geographical
balance around the ward. Councillors shouldn’t
just turn up unannounced — people need time to
formulate their thoughts.

Conflict

People who come to see councillors about serious
or intractable problems are often stressed and
may be angry. If someone becomes aggressive
councillors should:

» be polite and assertive but never be aggressive
back as this will only escalate the situation

» offer whatever help and advice they can but not
promise more than they can deliver just to calm
people down. This will only make the situation
worse in the long run.

When someone makes unreasonable or aggressive
demands, some councillors use the broken record
technique — simply repeating what has been said
each time they are invited to respond:

‘I understand and I'll discuss your case with the
housing officer. I'll ring you next week to let you
know what’s happening.’

Councillors should avoid taking personal
responsibility for a problem because the focus of
blame or hostility will shift on to them. It’s better
for the constituent to feel that the councillor is
working in partnership with them rather than

as their agent.

There are training programmes that show
front line staff how to deal with awkward or
aggressive customers and new councillors may
find them useful.

If people are racist, sexist or offensive in other
ways, councillors should not respond but bring
the interview quickly to a close. If they are in a
building, they should stand up, walk to the door
and lead the way out.

If they feel it is safe to do so, they may wish to
explain why the remarks made are unacceptable.

www.idea.gov.uk/councillors



Some statements or comments may break the
law so councillors should keep a record of all
discussion and correspondence in case the
councillor decides to take further action or
someone makes a complaint. Any witnesses
should be identified and recorded.

Casework

Casework is rewarding and frustrating in equal
measure. Each case will be different and each
must be handled with a degree of humility as
constituents with evidence of failure by ‘the
Council’ probably see their councillor as a

last resort.

l‘ top tips for councillors

Managing casework

1. Install a dedicated telephone line
» you will be called day and night — use the
answering machine or service, especially
after normal hours

» make sure that the out going message
makes clear who you are and what
information you want from the caller.

2. Know the system — work the system
» use a simple form for casework at
surgeries to capture the key facts

» use email — it is the swiftest means of
communication within the council

» communicate with the council officers
who handle members’ enquiries or
contact the relevant executive direct, if
that is how your council operates.
Members’ Casework officers will manage
the standard of replies better and ensure
target response times are met

» only contact senior directors or the
Chief Executive on major issues

) advertise your surgeries widely in the
community and keep them to a regular
pattern

) listen to your constituent — then agree
the problem and action with them to
close down the surgery interview or
phone call
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» give clear instructions to council officers —
either to write to the constituent with a
copy for you, or to work through you

» copy the constituent in on what you have
sent to officers unless it is confidential

» organise paper work and computer files
but keep it simple

» keep it civil — avoid being rude, overly
critical or aggressive to council staff

» don’t make assumptions or make rash
promises — something may change your
perspective on the case.

3. Getting the balance right with case work
‘It’s the system’

Many cases will be about the ‘system being
wrong’ or claims that it has been administered
i wrongly. You need to ask the right questions
and make judgments about the rights and
i wrongs of a case

» use your advocacy skills - you can change
someone’s life for the better

improvement in service delivery

» look for solutions, not someone
to blame.

‘I know my rights!’

Some cases will be about constituents
‘banging their heads against a brick wall’
because they are not getting what they want.
You will frequently discover that a policy
decision or system is correct and has found
against your constituent correctly — but they
refuse to accept it

> be honest but firm about what you can
and cannot do for your constituent.

4. Learn to use your ‘councillor’s sixth sense’

»  trust your instincts — people will
sometimes try to use you or avoid telling
you everything you need to know and
may not be aware of their rights

»  trust your judgment — know when to
fight a case and when to accept officers’

. you could influence changes in policy and
: decisions or views as the right response
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» look at the bigger picture — trying to

by-pass or short cut the system or
requesting special treatment for one
constituent may make things worse
for everyone.

Difficult cases

Difficult cases require a strategy devised in
advance to manage the situation

» all surgeries have their ‘regulars’ — be
polite but firm and encourage them to
help themselves in future

» some constituents may be obsessive or
unstable — know your limits and don’t be
afraid to tell them the limits of your role
as a councillor or when their behaviour
or attitude is unacceptable

» you may face dangerous situations — you
need to take 