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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

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.

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.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07 www.idea.gov.uk/councillors9
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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.

› 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.

top tips for councillors
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‘I 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. 

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 I have never quite
managed it myself!’

Cllr Richard Kemp

Liverpool City Council

councillor’s viewpoint
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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.

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.



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.

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.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07 www.idea.gov.uk/councillors13
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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

› 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



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

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.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07 www.idea.gov.uk/councillors15
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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

› 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



› 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 www.idea.gov.uk/councillors17
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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. I 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.
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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 
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.

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
Association), 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 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.

1

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
achieved the charter standard, an on-site
assessment is carried out by a small, trained team
of councillors and officers on behalf of SEEMP. If
the council meets the standard it is awarded
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.

snapshot
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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.’

In her 15 years as a councillor, Barbara admits
that there is a steep learning curve for newly
appointed cabinet members: ‘We are all finding
that the training and development is giving us
a better insight to modern local government.’ It
is not just Barbara who sees the benefits of
signing up to the charter. All members,
including the leader, have a personal
development plan. ‘We need to show that we
take training and development seriously. At the
end of the day we want to deliver high quality
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.’

councillors viewpoint

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 
members and portfolio holders plus black 
and minority ethnic councillors and 
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.

top tips for councillors
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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.

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.
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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.
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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: ‘I
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. I thought nobody could
know my ward better than I do. But I 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 I 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.’

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 I 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. I 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.

councillor’s viewpoint 
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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.

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.
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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

.

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 
questions 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.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07 www.idea.gov.uk/councillors28

2



www.idea.gov.uk/councillors a councillor’s guide 2006/07 29

C
iv

ic
lif

e

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

› 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.



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.

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.
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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.

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

› 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
wrongly. You need to ask the right questions
and make judgments about the rights and
wrongs of a case

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

› you could influence changes in policy and
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’ 
decisions or views as the right response

top tips for councillors



Planning and 
fettered discretion
Public opinion is often at its most vocal over
planning. Councillors may find themselves
approached over contentious planning applications
that are of great concern to the community.

While it is important to involve people in the
development of their community, councillors must
be careful how they do it.

The Nolan Committee’s third report on standards
in public life sets out the problem well. It argues
that: ‘Local democracy depends on councillors
being available to people who want to speak to
them ... it is essential for the proper operation of
the planning system that local concerns are
adequately ventilated. The most effective and
suitable way this can be done is via the locally
elected representatives.’

However, it adds: ‘Such lobbying can, unless care
and common sense are exercised by all parties
concerned, lead to the impartiality and integrity of
a councillor being called into question.’

If a councillor is seen to have decided how to vote
in advance of a planning meeting, either by their
stated support for a particular outcome or by their
participation in lobbying, they are said to have
‘fettered their discretion’ and should play no part
in the decision on the application concerned.

To avoid prejudicing their objectivity, councillors
must have a full picture of the facts and will need
to listen to opposing arguments. They should
consider the planning officers’ comments and
recommendations before making a decision.

In practice this means councillors:

› can meet with and listen to the views of 
interested parties but should explain that they 
will keep an open mind until they have heard all
the arguments, including those put forward at 
the planning meeting

› should not say or do anything that would make 
it appear that they have decided how to vote 
on an application in advance of the meeting
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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 advice from council officers 
about managing your surgeries and 
carrying out a risk assessment of 
the venues. 

Feedback

After you have made initial inquiries you
should keep the constituent up-to-date with
progress. They won’t know what’s going on
unless they are told.

Key message

Be an advocate but don’t take it personally.
Seek to influence better decisions for your
constituents, but know when to say ‘no’.
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› who are concerned that it might be alleged that
they have fettered their discretion by any 
discussions they have, should take an officer of 
the council with them when they go to listen to
the views of other people

› can still decide to get involved in a campaign 
for or against a particular application but 
will not be able to participate in the
decision-making and should not pressurise 
other councillors to vote in a particular way.

See also Standards and Ethics

Standards and Ethics
The public have a right to expect honest and
upright behaviour from their elected
representatives. Confidence in local democracy is
essential to an open and inclusive society. This can
only be achieved when those serving their
communities adhere to – and can be held
accountable for – the high standards expected 
of them.

On accepting office, councillors are required to
sign the statutory code of conduct, a set of
provisions that guides members towards the
standards of behaviour expected of them when in
office. The Standards Board for England oversees
the code of conduct and issues guidance on how
to follow the code's rules. The Standards Board
can also receive allegations that the code of
conduct has been breached and, if necessary, refer
the allegation for investigation.

The Government has proposed that a new code of
conduct should replace the current code, but at
the time of writing a new code of conduct has yet
to be drafted and enacted. This chapter
concentrates on the current situation but
councillors should be prepared for new
arrangements in the coming year. The Standards
Board will publish guidance to accompany the
proposed new code of conduct in due course.

The Nolan Committee on Standards of Conduct in
Public Life reported in 1997 that it found
standards of conduct in local government to be
generally high. However, the occasional case of
misconduct led to a public perception of
impropriety and dishonesty in local government.
The Nolan Report set out principles to which those
in public office should adhere.

Nolan Report Principles

Selflessness – holders of public office should take
decisions solely in terms of the public interest.
They should not do so in order to gain financial or
material benefits for themselves, their family or
their friends.

Integrity – holders of public office should not 
place themselves under any financial or other
obligation to outside individuals or organisations
that might influence them in the performance of
their official duties.

Objectivity – in carrying out public business,
including making public appointments, awarding
contracts or recommending individuals for rewards
and benefits, holders of public office should make
choices on merit.

Accountability – holders of public office are
accountable for their decisions and actions to the
public and must submit themselves to whatever
scrutiny is appropriate to their office.

Openness – holders of public office should be as
open as possible about all the decisions and
actions that they take. They should give reasons
for their decisions and restrict information only
when the wider public interest clearly demands.

Honesty – holders of public interest have a duty to
declare any private interests relating to their public
duties and to take steps to resolve any arising
conflicts in a way that protects the public interest.

Leadership – holders of public office should
promote and support these principles by
leadership and example.

The principles form part of an ethical framework
that seeks to modernise and reinforce the
democratic process in local government. The
framework builds on the principles outlined above
and was implemented in Part III of the Local
Government Act 2000, which contained provisions
for a Model Code of Conduct. All councillors are
required to comply with these provisions and an
agreement to abide by the code of conduct is part
of the oath of office for new councillors.



The Standards Board for England

The Standards Board was set-up under Part III of
the Local Government Act 2000 and is an
independent, non-departmental public body. Its
role is to promote and maintain high standards of
conduct in local government, investigate
allegations of misconduct, and oversee the Model
Code of Conduct.

Nolan recommended a streamlined and consistent
set of arrangements for local government so that
the standards expected could be clearly
understood by people in public office and the
public they serve. He sought to change the
negative perception and general mistrust people
had of elected representatives.

The Standards Board covers a wide range of
authorities including:

› county, unitary, borough and district councils

› parish and town councils

› police authorities

› national park authorities

› The Broads Authority

› fire and civil defence authorities

› passenger transport authorities

› Greater London Authority

› The Corporation of London

› The Council of the Isles of Scilly.

It is solely concerned with the conduct of
councillors and co-opted members. Its remit does
not extend to the conduct of authorities as a
whole, nor of officers.

The code of conduct

All elected members and co-opted members of
local authorities are covered by a code of conduct.
Each code of conduct must include the provisions
of the Model Code of Conduct, although
additional local provisions can be added so long as
they are consistent with the Model Code. 

The code of conduct in general covers individual
behaviour such as councillors not abusing their
position or misusing their authority’s resources.
There are also rules governing registration and
disclosure of interests. Whenever they are
conducting council business or representing the
council, councillors are bound by the code.

Two provisions of the code of conduct apply
whether or not councillors are conducting the
business of their authority. They may breach the
code if at any time they act in such a way that
brings their authority or office into disrepute, or
use their office to improperly secure for himself or
herself or any other person an advantage or
disadvantage.

General obligations

Under the code of conduct councillors have a
positive obligation to:

› promote equality by not discriminating 
unlawfully against any person

› treat others with respect

› not seek to improperly influence decisions to 
the advantage or disadvantage of yourself or 
anyone else

› listen to advice from their monitoring officer or 
chief finance officer in relation to the legality 
of decisions

› report a breach of the code of conduct to The 
Standards Board for England if they reasonably 
believe another member breaks the authority’s 
code of conduct

› only use the resources of the authority in 
accordance with its requirements

› make sure they don’t misuse the authority’s 
resources, in particular, for political purposes 
unless it is in order to discharge of the functions
of either the authority or their elected office.

Equally, councillors have an obligation not to:

› compromise the impartiality of anyone who 
works for, or on behalf of, the authority

› disclose confidential information without 
valid consent

› prevent anyone getting information that they 
are entitled to

› bring their office or authority into disrepute at 
any time

› use their position improperly to the advantage 
or disadvantage of themselves or anyone else.
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Personal and prejudicial interests

At council meetings, each councillor has a duty to
declare an interest if it is either a personal or
prejudicial interest.

What is a personal interest?

A personal interest in a matter is one that can be
reasonably regarded as affecting the individual,
family or friend more than other people in the
area. If a councillor has a personal interest, they
can stay, take part and vote at the meeting. A
councillor may have a personal interest if it affects:

› them

› their partner, relative or a friend

› their employer, or the employer of their partner,
relatives or friends

› any corporate body in which they, their partner,
relatives or friends hold shares with a nominal 
value of more than £5000 or of which the 
member or they are a director

› any firm in which they, their relatives or friends 
are partners

A member must also declare a personal interest 
if discussion concerns one of the following 
organisations in which they, relatives or friends 
hold a position of control or management:

› body where they are a representative or 
nominee of the authority

› body exercising public functions

› company, industrial and provident society, 
charity or body directed to charitable purposes

› body which seeks to influence public opinion 
or policy

› trade union or professional association.

The onus is very much on the individual councillor
to decide, with advice from the authority’s
Monitoring officer, if a personal interest exists. If 
a councillor believes they do have a personal
interest, they should make their declaration at the
beginning of the meeting or as soon as they are
aware of the issue being discussed.

They should also say if anything being discussed
relates to anything they are required to declare on
the register of interests. If the councillor holds a

personal interest they can still participate in the
discussion and vote. The code of conduct was
designed to encourage participation in an open
manner, not restrict participation.

What is a prejudicial interest?

The test for determining whether a member has a
prejudicial interest in a matter is if a member of
the public who knew all the relevant facts would
view a councillor’s personal interest in the issue to
be so great it would be likely to prejudice their
judgment of the public interest. If a councillor has
a prejudicial interest they must leave the meeting.
They must leave the room entirely and not try to
influence decision-making.

A councillor will also have a prejudicial interest if
they are part of an overview and scrutiny
committee considering a decision taken by another
committee of which they are a member.

Councillors must use their own judgment when
deciding if they have a prejudicial interest and
when there is doubt ask their Monitoring officer
for advice.

However, councillors may regard themselves as not
having a prejudicial interest in a matter – and in
some situations not have to withdraw from the
meeting – if that matter relates to, among 
other things :

› another relevant authority of which they are 
a member

› another public authority in which they hold a 
position of general control or management

› a body to which they have been appointed or 
nominated by the authority as its representative

› the housing functions of the authority where 
the member holds a tenancy or lease with a 
relevant authority, provided that they do not 
have arrears of rent with that relevant authority 
of more than two months, and provided that 
those functions do not relate particularly to the 
member’s tenancy or lease.

Each situation should be judged on its own merits.



Registering interests

Councillors must register any interests listed in 
part three of the Model Code of Conduct so that
the public, authority staff and fellow councillors
know which of them might give rise to a conflict
of interest.

It will also help protect councillors by
demonstrating that they are open and honest in
their dealings. Councillors are responsible for
deciding whether or not they should declare an
interest in a meeting, but it can be helpful to
know early on if others think a conflict might arise.

It is also important for public confidence that
people who are interested in an authority’s
meetings know about any interest councillors
might have to declare.

Councillors must register their interests within 28
days of being appointed by giving their Monitoring
officer written details of any they need to register.
The register of interests must be available to the
public at the authority’s office at all reasonable
hours, but may not be posted onto the Internet
without the consent of the councillor concerned.

Financial interests
› the councillor’s job and their businesses

› the name of their employer, any firm of which 
they are a partner and any company of which 
they are a paid director

› the name of any person – other than a relevant 
authority – who has helped them with expenses
associated with their election of their duties 
as a councillor

› the name of any ‘corporate interest’ – any 
corporate body that has a place of business or 
land in their authority’s constituent area; and in 
which they have a beneficial interest in shares 
with a face value worth more than £25,000 or 
one per cent of the total amount invested in 
that corporate body by shareholders

› a description of any contracts for goods, 
services or work between the authority and the 
councillor, any firm of which they are a partner, 
any company of which they are a paid director, 
or any of their corporate interests

› the address or other description of any land in 
the authority’s area in which they have a 
beneficial interest

› the address or other description of any land 
which any firm of which they are a partner, any 
company of which they are a paid director, or 
any of their corporate interests leases from 
their authority

Other interests
› councillors’ membership of, or position of 

general control or management in:

• organisations where they represent 
their authority

• other public authorities or organisations 
which deliver public services

• companies, industrial and provident societies,
charities or charitable organisations

• organisations with a main purpose which 
includes influencing public opinion or policy

• trade unions or professional associations.

Gifts and hospitality 

Councillors need to register any gifts or hospitality
worth £25 or more that they receive from the
same source in connection with their official duties
as a councillor. A culmination of small gifts that
add up to £25 or more should also be declared.

Gifts and hospitality that are not related to their
role as a councillor, such as Christmas gifts from
friends and family do not need to be registered,
nor are gifts they don’t accept. However,
councillors should always consider whether any
gifts or hospitality could be seen as being
connected to their role. If they are in doubt they
should speak to their monitoring officer.

Complaints and investigations

Anyone who believes that a councillor has
breached the code of conduct can make a written
allegation to The Standards Board.

On receiving a complaint The Standards Board’s
Referrals Unit will assess the allegation and decide
whether it should be referred for investigation.
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If an allegation against a councillor is passed for
investigation to an Ethical Standards Officer, the
councillor’s monitoring officer will be informed
that a complaint has been received and
misconduct alleged. The councillor to be
investigated will also usually be informed.
Notification will only be delayed if it might 
delay or harm the investigation. If an allegation
is not investigated The Standards Board will 
notify all concerned.

When an investigation is undertaken the Ethical
Standards Officer can reach one of five findings:

› there is no evidence of a breach

› no further action should be taken in relation to 
the matters investigated

› the matter be investigated locally and 
determined prior to ceasing an investigation or 
at the end of an investigation refer the matter 
to the standards committee for determination

› the matter requires neither investigation nor 
determination; instead, the officer can issue a 
direction to an authority to resolve the matter

› the matter should be referred to the local 
standards committee of the principal authority 
concerned or to the Adjudication Panel 
for England.

The Adjudication Panel for England

The Adjudication Panel for England is constituted
separately from the Standards Board. It was
established under the Local Government Act 2000
to hear and adjudicate on matters concerning
councillors’ conduct.

When the Panel finds misconduct has occurred, it
can decide on suspension from being a member 
or a co-opted member for up to one year,
disqualification for being or becoming a 
member for up to five years, or to take no
disciplinary action.

Standards committee hearings

Completed investigation reports can be sent to
Monitoring officers for a standards committee to
decide whether or not a councillor has failed to
follow the code of conduct.

Following a hearing the standards committee can
make one of the following findings:

1. the councillor has not failed to follow the 
authority’s code conduct

2. the councillor has failed to follow the
authority’s code of conduct but no action needs
to be taken

3. the councillor has failed to follow the authority’s
code of conduct and should be penalised.

If the standards committee finds that a councillor
has failed to follow the code of conduct and that
he or she should be penalised, it may do any one
or a combination of the following:

› censure the councillor – the only penalty 
available when dealing with someone who is no
longer a member of the authority

› restrict the councillor’s access to the resources 
of the authority for up to three months, which 
could include limiting access to the premises

› suspend or partly suspend the councillor for up 
to three months

› suspend or partly suspend the councillor for up 
to three months on the condition that the 
suspension or partial suspension will end if the 
member apologises in writing, receives any 
training, or takes part in any conciliation that 
the standards committee orders them to.

Conciliation involves an independent person 
helping the relevant people try to reach an 
agreement on the matter.

Monitoring officer investigations

The Standards Board can refer allegations for local
investigation by a Monitoring officer or a
nominated deputy at any point before an
investigation is complete.



Standards committees

Standards committees have seven functions. 
They must:

1. give the council advice on adopting a local 
code of conduct

2. monitor the effectiveness of the code

3. train councillors on the code, or 
arrange training

4. promote and maintain high standards of 
conduct for councillors

5. help councillors follow the code of conduct

6. adjudicate on cases referred by The 
Standards Board

7. decide whether to grant dispensation requests 
from members.

Standards committees must have at least three
members, of whom at least one must be an
independent lay citizen and at least one must 
be a councillor.

Local authorities operating executive arrangement
may not include the directly elected mayor or
leader on their standards committee, and a
member of the executive may not be its chair.
Standards committees of English district and
unitary councils are also the standards committees
for the parish councils within their boundaries, and
in these cases must include at least one parish
member, although Standards Board guidance
states a preference for at least two members.

Further information

The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister at
www.odpm.gov.uk

The Committee on Standards in Public Life at
www.public-standards.gov.uk

The Standards Board for England at
www.standardsboard.co.uk

The Adjudication Panel for England at
www.adjudicationpanel.co.uk

Local Government Association at www.lga.gov.uk

National Association of Local Councils at
www.nalc.gov.uk

Local Government Ombudsman at
www.lgo.gov.uk

Freedom of information
The Freedom of Information Act 2000 gives people
rights of access to the information held by councils
and other public authorities. This should lead to
better public understanding of how public
authorities carry out their duties, why they make
the decisions they do and how they spend 
public money.

The Act creates two principal obligations for
councils, from which other obligations stem:

1. all councils must adopt and maintain a 
publication scheme, setting out details of 
information they will routinely make available, 
how the information can be obtained and 
whether there is any charge for it

2. all councils must comply with requests for the 
information they hold unless an exemption from
disclosure applies. Councils normally have a 
maximum of 20 working days to respond to a 
request but there are circumstances when this 
time limit can be extended.

For more information visit the Information
Commissioner’s website at
www.informationcommissioner.gov.uk.
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› Chelmsford Borough Council keeps its 
councillors informed about what’s going on 
via a specially designed portal called the 
Members’ Zone

› information about the London Borough of 
Islington’s four area committees is available 
through the Areas On Line section of the 
borough’s website, which features 
discussion boards that gather opinions on 
local issues

› for South Norfolk District Council, getting 
closer to the people means connecting 
parish councils to the district and the 
county. Connecting them to the Internet 
has provided community resources in more 
than 100 separate parishes

› consultation is a way of life for councils. 
Bristol City Council has made it easy for 
residents to find out what consultations are 
happening and how they influence council 
decisions

› Basildon District Council has encouraged its 
young citizens to design and voice opinion 
through their own website

› citizens in the London Borough of Camden 
can watch and listen to councillors in 
council meetings via live webcasting from 
the council chamber.

For more case studies on local e-democracy, 
download the IDeA/Socitm/LGA research 
Casting the Net Wider from the IDeA 
Knowledge website.

snapshot

‘It may seem easier to represent your residents
when your party is in control but there is
plenty that can be done for them in
opposition. When you challenge majority party
policies, you have to make sure that your
arguments are clear and truly representative of
residents’ views. Keep residents up to date on
issues that may affect them and let them
know you are at their service.

The methods we use to keep our residents
informed and engaged are tried and tested.
We publish a regular newsletter, liaise with the
local press, keep our website up-to-date, and
hold surgeries and consultations. If you are a
new member and not getting a response to
these techniques, don’t give up. It may just
take some time for residents to feel
comfortable with you.

One example of the contact we have with our
residents was when the council had a choice
of two traffic-calming schemes. We targeted
200 households along the proposed route
prior to the release of the official council
documents. By delivering tick-box
questionnaires in person and asking people to
place the completed forms sticking out of their
letterboxes, we got a great response. As well
as gathering opinions towards the traffic
scheme, we collected useful data for our next
campaign.’ 

Cllr Julie Morris  

Epsom and Ewell Borough

www.epsom-ewell.gov.uk

councillor’s viewpoint



Data protection
The Data Protection Act gives people rights
regarding personal information that others hold
about them and imposes controls on individuals
and organisations that use personal information.
The Act applies to councillors in the same way that
it does to council employees and covers paper
records and computerised systems using
equipment owned by councillors or provided by
the council.

It is a complex subject and councillors seeking
more information should visit the IDeA Knowledge
website or go to www.hmso.gov.uk/acts to read
the Act in full.

Councillors are regarded as data controllers if they
process personal data and are required to notify
the Information Commissioner of the reasons why
they hold and process personal data. 

The Commissioner is at
www.informationcommissioner.gov.uk.

When holding and processing personal data about
individuals in the course of council business,
councillors are covered by the council’s
notification.

If the data is to be used for other purposes – for
political activity for example – councillors are
required to notify the Commissioner. Notification
costs £35 a year. Councillors using personal data
must keep it secure and misuse of data is a
punishable offence.

The council’s notification will include details of the
information it will make available to councillors.
This encourages disclosure of information that
councillors need to do their job properly.
Councillors should talk with their council’s data
protection officer and check the council’s
notification to make sure they are covered. This is
particularly important when the data is of a
sensitive nature such as ethnicity, faith, sexual
orientation, political allegiance and so on.

Broadly speaking, under Schedules Two and Three
of the Act, councillors can process data if:

› the data subject has given consent to the 
processing

› the processing is necessary for a contract

› the processing is necessary to protect the data 
subject’s interests

› the processing is necessary – a) for the 
administration of justice, b) for the exercise of 
any functions conferred on any person by or 
under any enactment, and c) for the exercise of 
any other functions of a public nature exercised 
in the public interest by any person

› it is necessary for legitimate interests of the 
councillor or the data subject or if the Secretary 
of State makes a particular order.
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Key principles

Personal data must be:

1. processed fairly and lawfully and at least 
one of the conditions in Schedules Two or 
three of the Act must also be met

2. obtained for one or more specified and 
lawful purposes and must not be used in 
other ways

3. adequate, relevant and not excessive in 
relation to the purpose or purposes for 
which they are used

4. accurate and, where necessary, kept 
up to date

5. kept for no longer than is necessary for the 
purpose or purposes it was obtained

6. processed in accordance with the rights of 
data subjects.

snapshot
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Finance and the budget
The revenue and capital budgets of a local
authority represent two of the ways in which
councillors can make their policies and strategies
come alive. The principles, processes and formulas
of local government finance are fairly
straightforward: income is received from a 
variety of sources and spent on services that
benefit local people.

The budget year starts on 1 April each year and
finishes on 31 March the following year. New
councillors will join the council after the revenue
and capital budgets for the year have been agreed
but there is a role for councillors in their first year
in monitoring the budgets and ensuring they 
are spent on delivering the council’s policies 
and strategies.

Revenue and capital budgets are expressed in
monetary terms but cover all the resources of the
council - money, employees, assets and so on.

Budgets are among the many tools councillors
have for carrying out the policies of the council.
The starting point is for councils to look closely at
what they are trying to do. The budget process
concerns choices that may be:

› politically led

› policy led

› aimed at redirecting the way existing 
services spend

› an aid to cross-departmental working.

The key thing for a councillor is to ensure that the
strategy and policies agreed by the council
influence and inform the budget-setting process.

Expenditure

Revenue expenditure is money that councils can
spend on day-to-day things such as salaries,
electricity and printing – things that ‘get used up’
and have no resale value.

Capital expenditure is money spent on the:

› acquisition, reclamation, enhancement or 
laying out of land

› acquisition, construction, preparation, 
enhancement or replacement of roads, buildings
and other structures

› acquisition, installation or replacement of 
movable or unmovable plant, machinery, 
apparatus, vehicles and vessels.

The definition is a wide one and when there is any
doubt the relevant officers should be asked to
determine whether expenditure is capital or not.

Sources of funds

Most income comes from:

› general government grant, which councils can 
spend as they wish

› specific government grant, which must be spent
for the purpose it is given

› charges the council sets for some 
of the services it provides, like leisure facilities

› council tax

› business rates that are set 
nationally, collected locally, but then 
redistributed by central government to
councils on a population basis.

The biggest sources of income are RSG (Revenue
Support Grant) and the business rate grant. A
government-determined formula decides how
much each council receives from these grants.

Central government

Central government plans public spending on a
three-year basis reviewed every two years. The
Spending Review 2004 determined overall levels of
public spending for 2005/06, 2006/07 and
2007/08. The review took the proposed level of
spending for 2005/06 as its starting point. The
Government then determined the spending for the
financial years 2006/07 and 2007/08 for all public
services including local government.

The total amount of local government spending
the Government is prepared to support is known
as TAS (Total Assumed Spending). In 2005/06 the
TAS figure for councils in England came to more
than £79 billion.

The funding of local authorities is based on the
idea of equalisation. Government grants to
individual local authorities are intended to take
account of relative spending needs and the
resources that can be raised locally. Councils with
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particularly high needs or a low tax base receive
more in central support than councils with
relatively lower needs or a larger tax base.

The budget

The ruling group or coalition will determine a set
of budget proposals, which they will present to full
council. The leader of the council and cabinet
members will have worked up the proposals, after
taking advice from relevant officers. 

The council must be clear about what it is trying to
do. It must have a broad strategy that sets down
what it is trying to achieve. The budget enables
councillors to:

› review spending priorities

› monitor actual spending

› control spending by service departments and 
budget holders

› enable redirection of resources

› plan ahead.

Budgets can also be used to:

› identify gaps in provision

› forecast future demands

› identify financial options.

Most important, the budget is used to set the
council tax.

The budget cycle

Since the council tax must be set and councils may
collect precepts on behalf of other bodies such as
the police, fire authority and so on, budgets must
be agreed on an annual basis. However, planning
for the longer term is still very important.

The four main stages of the budgeting process
councillors must think about are:

› planning and setting the budget – what does 
the council want to achieve?

› scrutinising the proposed budget – does the 
budget comply with the policies of the council?

› monitoring the budget throughout the year – is 
the budget over or under-spent?

› reviewing the budget – did the budgets 
allocated achieve the desired type and level
of service?

The revenue budget and the council tax level 
must be approved by a statutory date, normally
around 10 March each year. It is normal practice
for the capital budget to be approved at the 
same meeting.

Budget planning, setting, scrutinising and
monitoring can be a time-consuming exercise but
it is important that all councillors are involved in or
take an interest in the budget process. If the
appropriate financial resources are not allocated at
budget setting time it is difficult, if not impossible,
to deliver on the policies the council has agreed.

BIDS (Business Improvement Districts)

The scheme, now in its first operational year,
empowers councils and local businesses in an
area to work together to establish a BIDS
scheme that agrees an addition to the business
rate. The funds generated by BIDS are
available to spend on agreed items within the
area generating the funds.

LABGI (Local Authority Business 
Growth Incentive)

This scheme, also in its first operational year,
enables councils to retain some of the
proceeds from growth in non-domestic taxes
to reward economic development activities.
The final details of the formula that
determines how much an authority can retain
were still awaited at time of going to press.

Lyons Review

The outcome of the Lyons Review is expected
towards the end of 2005. The review is
considering how local government should 
be financed and, depending on its
recommendations, could have a substantial
impact on local government.

snapshot
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Efficiency review

The first year of the efficiency review is
2005/06. Local authorities will already have
completed their forward-looking annual
efficiency statement. This statement outlines
where the council anticipates it will make its
efficiency savings, both cashable and 
non-cashable. Members should approve this
statement and be aware of all the implications
of the proposals.

Future years

The financial year 2006/07 could see a 
number of changes that will impact on local
government finance. The major changes are
likely to concern:

› the introduction of Dedicated 
Schools Budgets

› the changes arising from a review of the
Formula Spending Shares (FSS)

› the possible introduction of three 
year settlements

› the implication of SR 2006.

The following year will see the implementation
of the council tax revaluation work, which is
currently underway.

Strategy and policy
Councils need strategies and policies to enable them
to lead their communities, deliver services and
promote well-being. They need to be clear about
what they want to achieve, so that they – and their
communities, central government and inspectors –
can judge how successful they are in achieving
those objectives. They should prioritise what they
want to achieve, to make the best use of resources
to meet the needs of local people. They also need to
be able to demonstrate value for money.

Strategies should explain how the council intends to
achieve its vision. Policies should explain the actions
that will be taken in different circumstances to do
this.

Councillors are at the heart of this. They determine
what the council should be trying to achieve and are
ultimately responsible for making it happen. The
executive – or cabinet – is responsible for developing
strategy and for the overall policy approach of the
council (in district councils which have adopted
fourth option structures, this responsibility may rest
with full Council or be delegated to a policy
committee). Non-executive councillors also
contribute to the development of strategy and
corresponding policy through their involvement in
overview and scrutiny.

Every council has a duty to develop a community
strategy, in consultation with partners, which sets
out how it will promote the economic, social and
environmental well-being of the area served.
Councils normally do this by forming LSPs (Local
Strategic Partnerships) with their partners to help
develop and implement the strategy. In areas with
significant deprivation, councils must establish LSPs
to tackle neighbourhood renewal.

LSPs provide a mechanism for ensuring councils and
other public bodies adopt a common and 
co-ordinated approach to meeting local needs.
Councils’ leadership role through LSPs has been
enhanced by the introduction of LAAs (Local 
Area Agreements).
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Through the LAA, councils, their partners and
central government agree targets – achieving a
balance between national and local priorities – and
how resources may be used more flexibly to
achieve common objectives. They will then work 
in partnership to deliver them. Initially piloted in
2005, the Government expects them to be
introduced across all county and single-tier areas 
in England by 2007.

The Government further signalled its commitment
to LSPs as a key element in the joined-up delivery
and improvement of public services at a local level
when consulting on how to enhance their
effectiveness in early 2006.

In addition to the community strategy, councils will
have a Best Value Performance Plan and, typically,
corporate or strategic plans which show how they
intend to deliver elements of the strategy, improve
their services and modernise the organisation.
Council policies should underpin the delivery 
of the plans.

It is obviously important that council strategy and
policy are informed by the views of local people.
There are many different mechanisms and
techniques available for identifying the views of
local people. They range from traditional customer
surveys through to more innovative approaches
such as citizens’ panels or juries, focus groups,
referendums and targeted surveys.

If a council’s strategy is to meet the needs of the
community, all the processes that go towards its
development must be transparent, credible and
authentic. This should enable the council to obtain
views that are representative of the communities
they serve, providing sound evidence for the
choices to be made by councillors. Strategies
should reflect the views and needs of the
community in a recognisable and visible way.

Councils should have a rigorous approach to policy
development, with competing options fully
evaluated on the basis of robust evidence, before
decisions are finalised. In this context, overview
and scrutiny plays a valuable role by gathering
evidence and providing a forum where policy
options can be evaluated. Councillors therefore
have an important role in ensuring that council
policy is realistic and based on sound evidence 
and rationale.

When developing policies, councillors will consider
any legal implications, government policy,
community needs and aspirations, party political
issues, and the council’s resources and capacity. A
risk assessment may also be required. Councillors
influence and determine the development of a
council’s strategy and policy through:

› full council

› the executive or cabinet

› overview and scrutiny 

› participation in area forums and committees

› casework

› involvement in advisory groups

› local community groups

› membership of a political group.

It is insufficient to simply develop and approve
strategies and policies. They need to be
implemented with vigour. Councillors need to
check that action is being taken and the desired
results are being achieved through performance
monitoring. If not, then they should consider what
else needs to be done. In other words, they need
to performance-manage delivery.

More information for councillors about 
strategy and policy is available on the IDeA
Knowledge website.
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Overview and scrutiny
Introduction

Overview and scrutiny in local government is an
essential part of the councillor’s role as a
representative of the people. The majority of
councillors have been engaged in overview and
scrutiny since councils changed their system of
governance following the Local Government Act
2000. Whether involved or not, every councillor
will be affected by it.

The overview and scrutiny function is a statutory
power and a duty. It enables backbenchers to hold
the executive to account and requires them to
review policies and services on behalf of the
public. It is the most effective way for councillors
to examine the executive and those responsible for
the delivery of services – to fulfil the council’s
responsibility for ensuring community well being.

Scrutiny – basic principles

Why does scrutiny matter?

Council policy and the provision of public services
must reflect the needs of citizens and councils
have community-planning processes to ensure
the priorities of the council reflect the priorities 
of the local community. Scrutiny matters because 
it provides checks and balances between 
elections that protect the public from an 
over-powerful executive.

At a time when fewer and fewer councillors are
executive members, the majority who fulfil the
scrutiny function should be supported in making
an effective contribution, perhaps taking a lead
from the Westminster model of select committees
and learning from good practice elsewhere.

Scrutiny also matters because it can assess the
performance and delivery of services from the
perspective of citizens – and provide a direct way
for members of the public to voice their comments
and concerns.

External challenge makes an enormous
contribution to driving public service improvement.

What is scrutiny?

Scrutiny is the mechanism by which public
accountability is exercised. Councils make decisions
on behalf of the public and spend public money.
They make decisions about the future
management of public services, such as health,
education and transport, that affect the daily lives
of constituents. Public scrutiny is what
representation really means – holding executives to
account for decisions taken on behalf of the public
and in the public interest.

How can we get it right?

The Centre for Public Scrutiny has adopted the
slogan ‘better scrutiny for better government’ and
suggests four principles for effective scrutiny:

1. scrutiny should provide a ‘critical friend’ 
challenge to executives as well as external 
authorities and agencies

• this raises questions for party political 
groupings – opposition groups should not 
oppose for the sake of it nor should party 
loyalties prevent constructive scrutiny.

2. scrutiny should reflect the voices and concerns 
of the people and communities

• as consumers of public services as well as 
electors, the public must be engaged in 
scrutiny processes that help them become 
more discerning and informed and this 
should include people like school governors.

3. scrutiny should take the lead and own the 
scrutiny process on behalf of the public

• its independence from the executive is 
legitimised by full council and it is vital that 
councillors act as champions for the value 
and potential of scrutiny, actively promoting 
its status and credibility throughout 
the organisation.



4. scrutiny should make an impact on the delivery 
of public services

• to do this effectively, councillors should 
develop an understanding of scrutiny’s 
position within the corporate planning cycle, 
timing interventions to have maximum 
impact on key decisions such as budget 
setting and service planning.

Scrutiny also plays an important role in assuring
the quality of services by monitoring performance
management systems, questioning the
appropriateness of targets and the adequacy 
of resources.

Councillors involved in scrutiny do not make
decisions but do have a powerful political tool that
can be used effectively for the public good.

For more information visit the Centre for Public
Scrutiny at www.cfps.org.uk.

Best Value and CPA
A changing landscape 

The statutory duty of ‘best value’ remains the
driving force behind the evolving reform agenda
for local government. Introduced in the Local
Government Act 1999, the ‘duty of best value’
requires councils and other public sector
authorities to: ‘Make arrangements to secure
continuous improvement in the way in which 
its functions are exercised, having regard to 
a combination of economy, efficiency 
and effectiveness.’

The ODPM believes that best value enables
councils to deliver continuous improvement in all
services and to meet the needs and expectations
of service users.

In March 2005 the ODPM and HM Treasury issued
a discussion document, Securing better outcomes
– developing a new performance framework, as
part of the ‘Local:Vision’ debate. This paper sets
out the Government’s vision for improving the
quality of life for all citizens – including a new

performance framework that brings combines
national and local needs and expectations. The
new framework should support the drive for
further improvement in local services through
deregulation, devolution and decentralisation. 

In November 2005 the ODPM issued Inspection
Reform: the future of local service inspection, a
consultation paper reflecting the aspirations of this
new performance framework within the public
sector inspection regimes. The main aims of the
review are to rationalise inspection and reduce
unnecessary bureaucracy and duplication of effort.
The document includes proposals, published in the
Budget, for the rationalisation of public service
inspectorates from eleven to four covering:

› local services

› children and learners

› health and adult social services

› justice and community safety.

If agreed, the local service inspectorate will
combine the current functions of the Audit
Commission and the local authority inspection
work of the Benefit Fraud Inspectorate in England.
The ODPM is responsible for establishing the local
services inspectorate.

The outcome of these reforms and the
consultation, and what changes the Government
will implement to help local councils further drive
local service improvements, will be known later in
2006 and will be reflected in next year’s revision of
this guide.

What best value means

Local authorities are required to monitor their
activities in line with best value legislation and
must devise plans for improvement. They have to
look at things like cost and value for money issues
and whether services meet council priorities and
the needs of citizens. Councillors have an
important role to play in managing the
performance of their council. They provide:
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leadership

› for the CPA (Comprehensive Performance 
Assessment) inspection and subsequent 
ownership of the recommendations

› of the policy framework and programming of 
best value or service reviews

› of individual best value  or service reviews to 
ensure they are genuinely challenging and 
completed on time

› of difficult policy proposals and decisions 
coming out of reviews

› of performance issues raised by best value 
performance indicators and the council 
performance management systems.

monitoring and scrutiny of

› performance against targets

› the implementation of best value or 
service reviews

› representation and consultation

› local views ensuring that they are heard as part 
of best value reviews

› the development of local performance 
indicators and target setting.

communication

› about the work and findings of best value or 
service reviews to citizens, staff, partners and 
other councillors.

accountability

› service priorities, targets and performance.

Councils have increasingly used best value or
service reviews to tackle strategic issues and
improve services. The legislation and government
guidance do not actually set out how best value or
service reviews should be conducted but do
require them to test services using what are
known as the 4Cs: challenge, compare, 
compete, consult.

Councillors will find that it is important to establish
a corporate, council-wide process for conducting
best value or service reviews.

A clear process allows councillors and senior
officers to monitor and engage with the reviews
effectively.

Performance plans explain what will be delivered
to achieve strategic objectives, when it will be
delivered, and report progress.

A summary of performance information should
also be made available to local people by 31
March each year, integrated with the information
in the Council Tax leaflet. This will give people
clear and relevant information at the beginning of
the year and ahead of local elections.

One other element of the performance
management regime is audit and inspection,
backed by a wide range of sanctions for
authorities that fail to meet requirements. The
performance plan, for example, is subject to a
detailed audit by the council’s external auditor.

Every review undertaken by a council can lead to
an inspection. Inspections are carried out by the
Audit Commission, or by the specialist
inspectorates established for education, social
services, housing, housing benefits and fire and
police authorities.

Best value and other inspections will contribute to
a council’s CPA.

CPA provides clear and concise information about
each council’s performance on a scale of five from
’excellent’ to ‘weak’. High performing councils
receive extra freedoms and flexibilities related
while those performing less well are required to
plan improvements and may suffer intervention.
Councillors should study their CPA report and be
aware of the council’s response.

More information concerning best value and CPA
is published on the IDeA Knowledge and many
other websites.



Councillors and 
communications
Modern communications for councils and
councillors increasingly reflect the approaches
taken by commercial organisations. This means
that everything a council or councillor does is
believed to affect the way the public perceives
them. Some call it reputation management, some
call it marcoms, an abbreviation of marketing
communications, and some call it corporate
branding. Whatever the name, it means that the
council’s and councillors’ reputations will be
affected by citizens’ perceptions of just about
everything including:

› delivery of key services

› media coverage

› responding to citizens needs

› civic signage

› maintenance of civic sites and buildings

› litter and graffiti

› safety on the streets

› low crime rates

› good healthcare, education and transport

› sport and entertainment facilities

› their place in the community… and so on.

From this it is obvious that creating positive
perceptions of the well-being of a community is
the responsibility of a number of authorities or
organisations in addition to the council – including
individual citizens. However, the council is
invariably seen as the community leader.

This is why some councils are now appointing
communications and marketing managers to
senior positions, where they play strategic roles
alongside the leadership, rather than relying on a
press officer reporting to a head of service.

This section looks at communications and
reputation management in terms of the individual
councillor, although it’s useful to keep the bigger
picture in mind.

Publicity guidelines

All councillors should expect to generate their own
personal publicity. Leaders and portfolio holders
will promote council policy and decisions from a
corporate point of view and local political parties
may have communications strategies to support
their members but, otherwise, councillors are
responsible for their communications with
constituents and the wider community.

Strict guidelines set out the roles and
responsibilities of council press or communications
officers. For example, they are not allowed to write
or send out press releases on behalf of individual
councillors – their job is to represent the council to
the media and other audiences from a corporate
point of view. Councils are limited in the
information they are allowed to publish
concerning individual councillors.

The code of practice for local government
publications is at www.odpm.gov.uk.

The need to communicate begins with the election
campaign and continues throughout the
councillor’s career, whether they remain in
opposition, on the backbenches or attain
leadership positions.

Communication is a two-way process: as well as
letting people know what they have been doing,
councillors will need to listen to constituents and
organisations in their area.

Who needs to know?

The different groups councillors need to
communicate with include:

› constituents

› fellow councillors

› council managers and staff

› their political party or group

› local organisations and associations

› local businesses and employers

› the media

› organisations working in partnership with 
the council

› community and faith leaders

› central government and regional and 
national bodies.
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Different audiences may need to be approached
and addressed in different ways. For example, if
there is a major change in housing policy, the
things staff will need to know will be different
from the information the media will be interested
in. This is known as taking a different angle on a
story, but it doesn’t mean changing the facts.

Similarly, some councillors will be communicating
with audiences whose first language is not English,
so they will have to consider translating their
messages into different languages and using
different vehicles of communication.

Some audiences will have broadband Internet
access, some will have modems, which are slower,
and some will have very limited or no access to
email or online services – so councillors will need
to use a variety of communications techniques and
tools to reach them.

Communications tools

Weblogs

Weblogs, or blogs, are becoming increasingly
popular with councillors as simple, cheap and
effective means of communicating with their
audiences. A blog is an online journal that looks
like a website. Individuals usually publish them as
diaries and newsletters and visitors are able to
comment on each entry.

Useful sites

www.blogger.com; www.typepad.com;
www.sixapart.com/movabletype;
www.pcmag.com.
Launched by the Local Government Association,
www.councillor.info shows councillors how to
manage their blogs and there is more on blogs on
the IDeA Knowledge website too.

The blog address should be on all printed and
electronic communications.

blogs

Councillor Stella Creasy, from the London
Borough of Waltham Forest, says: ‘In the past I
emailed information about activities and issues
to hundreds of residents to keep them
informed of things going on in my ward of Lea
Bridge. The blog archives stuff I've done so
rather than me having to find old emails to re-
send, I am able to direct people to my blog.

It also allows people to comment on things
that are going on so they can participate in
discussions about issues of concern in the local
area. I see it as an extension of the other work
I do in the community, such as public meetings
and street surgeries.

Hopefully, as residents become more familiar
with the site, it can be a focal point for
discussion and information about life in Lea
Bridge, as well as a way for residents to keep a
tab on what I'm doing.’

Stella Creasy’s weblog is at:
www.leabridgelife.blogspot.com

councillor’s viewpoint

Tips on creating a successful blog:

› make sure your text can be read easily, 
avoid jazzy backgrounds or coloured text on
a coloured background 

› keep it simple and keep your entries short

› update your blog as regularly as possible 
and at the very least once a week – there’s
nothing more likely to stop people reading 
your blog than stale information

› use plain English but consider creating a 
version in a different language too

› publicise your blog – include your web 
address on your business card, email 
signature, letterhead and any publications 
you produce.

top tips



Email

Councillors use email to share information directly
with residents interested in a particular issue,
leaders of community organisations and groups of
residents who have set up a newsgroup or email
list. Email is direct and two-way and allows
councillors to be seen to be in touch, share
information and offer support to local people.
Some councillors set up an e-newsletter. This can
be a regular update of activity, campaigns and
voting record, which is emailed straight to
residents who have asked to receive it.

Websites

Many councillors now have their own websites, or
at least their own section of a website. They can
carry background information about the councillor,
their achievements, contact and surgery details
and attendance records. Advertise the website
address in all communications to encourage
people to come and have a look. If information
about a councillor is carried on more than one site,
it is important that simultaneous updates take
place so that the information is consistent and
unambiguous.

Keep copy short, crisp and to the point to keep
readers interested – and make communications
clear and focused.

Newsletters

Councillors should get to know the local
community newsletters and contact their editors to
see whether they would be willing to publish
contributions, either on a regular or an occasional
basis. As long as a column is used to let people
know what’s going on locally and the content is
kept free of party politics, many editors will be
happy to help.

A number of councils produce their own residents’
newsletters or newspapers, delivered a few times a
year. Some are for council tenants while others are
for all residents.

Councillors should talk to the lead officer if they
think they have items worthy of inclusion. It’s
worth bearing in mind that these publications
represent the council as a whole and invariably

report on council policy, proposals, activity and
results, so individual backbench councillors are
unlikely to get regular exposure.

Many councillors produce and deliver their own
newsletters to update people about their work on
local issues. Their political party, if they belong to
one, may also produce regular communications.

These days, newsletters are published in 
printed form, as emails, on blogs and as
Internet downloads.

Local media

It is well worth making contact with the local
media and getting in touch before there is a story
for them, arranging a time to meet key reporters.
The golden rule is to get to know them before you
need them, and build up a trust so that you can
talk confidently both on and off the record.

There is some confusion about the status of
conversations with journalists. The key things to
understand are:

› on the record – the journalist can report and 
quote what an individual is saying and may 
attribute it to them by name

› off the record – the journalist may not report 
what they are being told although it may 
indirectly help them put a story into context. If 
the same information is repeated by another 
source, on the record, they may report it but 
must not name the original source

› attributable – the journalist names the source of
the information or quote

› non-attributable – the journalist may use the 
information or quote but cannot name the 
source. The media usually attribute this 
information to ‘insiders’ or ‘friends’.

If in doubt, say nothing.

Councillors who have a good relationship with the
local media find that the reporters come to them
for news and views. They should be honest and
forthright about the council’s successes and
failures and make a point of contacting journalists
when newsworthy items come up. This way,
councillors will come to be viewed as valuable and
credible sources of news.
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Communications planning

Although they call it news and make it seem
spontaneous, the majority of stories carried by
newspapers, radio and television have been
planned well in advance. News organisations have
forward planning diaries that tell them what is
happening, where and when, up to six months or
more ahead. Local media will know when the
council is sitting, when courts are sitting, when
school sports days are taking place and when the
local flower show is on. They know because the
organisations tell them.

Many councillors put together a rolling
communications plan, mapping out the messages
they want to send to their constituents and when
they want to send them. These plans can be very
simple – just a few notes on the calendar will serve
to remind councillors what to do and when.

They can update local media diaries via news
editors on a monthly basis and schedule the
production of newsletters and other materials,
allowing time for design and print.

Good communications reflect achievement and
signal intent.

Writing press releases

Councillors should make sure news releases
contain news. The fact that they have spoken on
issues at council is not generally enough. Human
interest and topical local stories are usually
welcome but councillors should always check
before they pass constituents’ details to the press.
The political group may also want to ensure
councillors are not contradicting local party policy
on any given issue. Press releases can be mailed in
printed form or emailed. Floppy discs and other
data storage devices are rarely used these days.

A good press release will concentrate on:

› who? – key people in the story

› what? – the main facts 

› where? – somewhere in the local area

› when? – the story should be recent news

› why? – details of why the story is important.

A good press release is made even better by a
good photograph or an idea for a photograph

If councillors are not confident about their writing
skills it is better to send a series of bullet points
setting out the facts rather than a rambling piece
of prose.

If councillors study the media they can see how
they present their stories – the editorial style, tone
of voice and so on – and learn how to present
information in the same way. Experienced press
officers write several versions of a press release to
reflect the editorial stances of different media.

Most councillors include quotes setting out their
own opinions. Contact details are essential so that
journalists can follow up stories.

The council and the press

As stated earlier, council press and
communications officers represent the corporate
affairs of the council and work primarily with lead
councillors and officers.

However, if a councillor becomes aware of media
interest in a particular aspect of council business
that could be contentious, they should consider
discussing the matter with their group leader with
a view to briefing colleagues and the press office.

Some councils have protocols governing the issue
of press releases. Councillors should check
whether their authorities have them and follow
them if they do. The leader of their political group
will probably appreciate a copy of a release or
briefing on any interview that has taken place.

When journalists follow up a story they are likely
to call other people to support the points
expressed or criticise them. It is therefore well
worth letting fellow councillors, officers, or
members of outside organisations who might be
called, know what is going on.



More information

The IDeA Knowledge website contains more
information on communications for councils and
councillors. It includes:

Connecting with Communities – a free online
resource available on the IDeA Knowledge
website, covering everything from how to put
together a communications strategy to
communications with residents, partners and staff

The Business Case for Communications: a concise
review of why investing in communications makes
sense. The publication can be downloaded from
the Connecting with Communities Toolkit or can
be ordered free by calling the ODPM’s free
literature line on 0870 1226236

Five Years of Communications: a MORI report
about local government communications, with key
issues and trends to focus on. The publication can
be downloaded from the Connecting with
Communities Toolkit or by calling the ODPM’s 
free literature line.
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Community Leadership 
This chapter is concerned with councillors’ roles in
community leadership and in building strong,
cohesive societies. It is a guide to the legal
framework for community leadership and
cohesion, identifying the characteristics of good
community leaders and areas of good practice. It
also explains the role of partnerships between
councils and other organisations, the new
arrangements for children’s social services, adult
social care and the NHS, and the growing
importance of voluntary organisations in delivering
local services.

Successful community leaders

Responsibility for community leadership rests with
councillors, so it is imperative that they work with
local communities to develop and strengthen this
role. Recognition for good, effective community
leadership has to be earned – it cannot be
conferred through the ballot box alone.

To be successful community leaders, 
councillors need:

› democratic legitimacy

› the ability to build effective partnerships with 
other local organisations and communities

› a commitment to community engagement and 
empowerment

› the ability to respond effectively to local 
priorities

› a sound understanding of local governance 
arrangements

› an understanding of the local community 
and the groups and organisations within it

› access to key people in other agencies within 
that community

› access to officers and key people within the 
local authority.

Communities comprise a rich diversity of citizens,
community groups and other organisations, many
of which will want to be involved in their own
development. Local authorities are a focal point for
the development of their communities and
councillors are in an ideal position to enable and
facilitate development.

Councillors and community leadership

Contrary to popular belief in some quarters,
community leadership is not a new thing for
councillors – it lies at the heart of the local
democratic process and has done so for a 
century or more.

So, if community leadership is not new, what’s all
the fuss about? Why the emphasis on this aspect
of the role of councils? Why the array of guidance,
seminars and other forms of support aimed at
councillors?

The answer is that today’s councillors face new
challenges and opportunities. The world of local
governance is a rapidly changing and complex
one. The profile of councils and the respect the
public has for them have been on the wane. A
fresh focus on their community leadership role
provides opportunities to make the most of recent
legislation and give communities more influence
over their own destinies.

The legislative framework in which councils
operate has changed significantly in recent years.

The power to promote the social, economic and
environmental well-being of communities should
free councils from the legal and procedural
constraints that have shackled their ability to
innovate and respond to local needs. The duty to
produce a community strategy combined with the
establishment of local strategic partnerships
provides a vehicle for establishing and delivering a
shared vision for local areas.

While community leadership has always been part
of what local authorities provide and are expected
to provide, it is now firmly established in statute.
The Local Government Act 2000 enshrined the
community leadership role in law. It gives councils
a new power ‘to do anything’ to promote the
well-being of their area as a whole – encouraging
councils to look beyond immediate service delivery
responsibilities to the wider economic, social and
environmental well-being of their areas.

It requires councils to develop a strategy for their
communities with local people and partner
organisations.
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Characteristics of effective 
community leadership

Characteristic
› listening to and involving local communities

Definition
Councillors cannot describe themselves as
leaders if they are not in touch with the
communities they purport to represent. They
need to be in touch with all parts of their
communities, including parishes and
neighbourhoods, young people and minority
ethnic groups.

Characteristic
› building vision and direction

Definition
Local communities face a complex and diverse
set of problems and challenges. They want to
know that all the relevant organisations in
their area – public, private and voluntary – are
working together towards shared goals.

Characteristic
› working effectively in partnerships

Definition
Councillors have to work with the whole
gamut of local organisations and interests in
shaping a long-term vision for the areas 
they serve.

Characteristic
› making things happen

Definition
Community leadership is about making things
happen on the ground – about delivering
outcomes for local people. Vision, direction
and effective partnership are only useful if they
deliver real change.

snapshot
Characteristic
› standing up for communities 

Definition 
Local people want to know that their elected
representatives really are considering the needs
of the whole community and making sound
judgments rather than popular choices. This
advocacy role can involve speaking out for
local people on major issues affecting the
community and acting on behalf of specific
groups of individuals, including transient
communities.

Characteristic
› empowering local communities

Definition 
Community leadership is about creating an
environment in which other leadership roles
can develop and fostering the development of
active citizenship. Councillors have to lead and
stand back at the same time, investing in the
growth and development of communities so
they are able to govern themselves.

Characteristic
› accountability to communities

Definition 
Community leadership involves being
accountable to local people through the ballot
box and through the development of active,
on-going relationships with them – for
example, by listening to and being
accountable to local communities through
citizens’ juries, people’s panels and area
forums.

Characteristic
› using community resources effectively

Definition
Communities, councils and partners have a
wide range of resources they can call on.
Community leadership is about ensuring they
are used effectively to meet local priorities,
delivering the best outcomes for local people
and actively seeking new ways of promoting
the well-being of their area.



What is community leadership?

Councillors are in key positions to make things
happen but need the skills and motivation to
succeed. The Local Government Association in its
publication Powerpack, using the new power to
promote well-being, suggests that effective
community leaders exhibit at least eight particular
characteristics (see Snapshot).

Councillors face a real challenge in balancing the
various elements of their community leadership
role. In particular they will need to think about the
meaning of leadership.

Leadership in this context does not mean taking
centre stage – it means creating conditions that
encourage, empower and facilitate the actions of
others. Councillors need to develop the skill and
experience to do this effectively.

In shire areas, county and district councillors need
to explore their respective roles and those of parish
and town councillors.

The growth in the number of organisations and
agencies active at a local level has made
community leadership more important and at the
same time more difficult. If the priority is to enable
local authorities to identify and meet their own
needs, the concept of community leadership has
to be taken seriously. Councillors have to
demonstrate their ability to fulfil the leadership
role and convince local partners that there is
something in it for them.

Community leadership goes beyond the services
delivered by the council.

The focus of community leadership must be on the
whole range of public services delivered locally,
together with contributions from the private,
voluntary and community sectors.

It must be framed around a shared vision backed
up by a shared commitment to delivering and
supporting its implementation. This really is about
partnership working, although the responsibility
for taking difficult decisions – for example, on
issues where consensus cannot be reached – lies
with councillors and cannot be avoided.

Community leadership 
– the legal framework

Part One of The Local Government Act 2000 sets
out the Government’s agenda for developing
community leadership.

It establishes the role of local authorities in
community leadership and sets a new purpose for
local government, which should be the starting
point for the introduction of new political
management structures and the test for their
effectiveness.

Part One contains a package of measures to
strengthen and support councillors as community
leaders. It includes:

› a duty to develop a comprehensive strategy for 
promoting well-being – the community strategy

› new powers to work in partnership 
– in particular, establishing local strategic 
partnerships

› broad powers to promote the economic, social 
and environmental well-being of communities

› power for the Secretary of State to remove 
legislative obstacles to the promotion 
of well-being

› power for the Secretary of State to remove 
statutory requirements on local authorities to 
produce plans.

Taken as a whole, the provisions in Part One
represent a legal framework to support councillors
as community leaders over the next decade 
and beyond.
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What does this mean?

Part One provides practical mechanisms for:

› demonstrating effective community leadership

› developing a sense of vision or direction

› integrating the work of various agencies at 
the local level

› monitoring and review.

This and other policies – including new political
management arrangements, the strengthening of
local democracy, establishing a new ethical
framework, simplifying capital finance,
strengthening local accountability, introducing an
element of local discretion in business rates and
improving services through best value – offer a
statutory basis for local authorities’ leadership role
in community governance.

The duty to develop a 
community strategy

The Act places a duty on principal local authorities
in England and Wales to produce:

› a community strategy to promote the social, 
economic and environmental well-being of their 
areas to achieve sustainable development. 
Government guidance recognises that local 
authorities themselves are best placed to decide 
how to implement the duty in their areas. It is 
expected that the strategies will reflect local 
needs and build on local circumstances.

The guidance also suggests that the community
strategy will have to meet three main objectives:

1. to provide for local communities’ articulation 
of aspirations, needs and priorities

2. to co-ordinate the actions of public, private, 
voluntary and community organisations

3. to shape and focus existing and future 
activities of these organisations to meet 
community needs.

The LGA (Local Government Association) sees
community strategies as requiring:

› outward focus on the needs of the community 
as a whole, not just the particular issues for 
which the authority has statutory responsibility

› the integration of forward planning processes 
between and within public authorities in
the area 

› shared assessment of the immediate and future 
needs of the area

› shared objectives for the way in which an 
area is to develop towards a long-term, 
sustainable future

› analysis of the resources available and required 
to implement community aspirations

› actions and activities to which partner 
organisations and stakeholders commit

› ongoing partnership approach to the 
achievement of these objectives, the 
implementation of strategies, review 
and learning

› measurement of progress

› full involvement of the community and partner 
organisations in identifying objectives and 
preparing, delivering and implementing 
these strategies.

See the section on Partnerships.
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The IDeA’s LGIP (Local Government
Improvement Programme) benchmark
identifies the core elements required for
effective community leadership:

› constitutional arrangements and scrutiny

› ethics, standards and conduct

› customer and citizen focus

› communication

› consultation and participation.

Using the LGIP benchmark, councils undergo a
week-long Peer Review of their performance
and activities.

From the results of these reviews the LGIP
team has concluded:

‘Councils are most effective when their
political and managerial leaders focus their
energies on engaging residents and partners in
developing a common understanding of the
future needs to their area. It is clear from the
reviews that senior officers and members
sitting in meetings with each other cannot
drive change. It requires them to get out and
about and engage with the people who deliver
change at the front line.’

In essence, the LGIP reviews have found that
effective community leadership is about
establishing good working relationships,
collective focus, genuine engagement,
listening to many voices, visioning, clarity of
expression, making time for others, driving
change, and more. Learning how to deploy 
all of these simultaneously is critical to the
long-term success of a community leader.

Elements of the LGIP benchmark

Element
› constitutional arrangements and scrutiny

Definition
An understanding of the constitutional
arrangements needed to give citizens effective
representation and to promote the interests of

case study
all sections of the community, along with the
capacity and commitment to create the
internal and external structures and 
processes required.

Element
› ethics, standards and conduct

Definition 
The promotion and maintenance of high
standards of conduct by councillors and staff
and the integration of an ethical framework
into the council’s corporate governance
arrangements.

Element
› customer and citizen focus

Definition 
An outward focus on the needs of those who
are the reason for the authority’s existence,
with political and management structures,
resource allocation, systems and processes
organised to this end.

Element
› communication

Definition 
Listening to and encouraging feedback and
continuous dialogue with all sections of the
community. Convincing, influencing and 
using various media appropriately and
sensitively, and building and maintaining
communications networks.

Element

› consultation and participation

Definition 
Creating specific and purposeful opportunities
to listen to the views of users, the community,
partners and so on as a way of learning how
to improve the authority’s performance in
responding to their needs and interests and,
where appropriate, involving them even more
actively in decision-making, service
specification and redesign.
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The community leadership role in
promoting community cohesion

The community leadership role of local authorities
is enshrined in two Acts – the Local Government
Act 2000 and the RR(A)A 2000 (Race Relations
Amendment Act). While the Local Government Act
provides a legislative basis for local authorities to
act as the stewards of social, economic and
environmental well-being of their areas, both Acts
outline the statutory duty of local authorities to
promote good community relations, and stronger,
more cohesive communities within their localities.
Taken together, they provide an imperative for
councillors to promote, influence and demonstrate
impact at local, regional and national levels.

Like most aspects of civic life, community cohesion
is something people generate themselves but it is
for councillor, along with their officers and
partners, to facilitate it.

Failure to comply with the RR(A)A’s Positive Duty to
‘promote good community relations’ can lead to a
non-compliance order and legal sanctions, so it is
important for councillors to understand the power
and potential of their responsibilities in this area.

What is community cohesion?

Community cohesion incorporates and goes
beyond the concept of race equality and social
inclusion. The National Guidance for Cohesive
Community (December 2002) defines a cohesive
community as one where:

› there is a common vision and a sense of 
belonging for all communities

› the diversity of people’s different backgrounds 
and circumstances are appreciated and 
positively valued

› people from different backgrounds have similar 
life opportunities

› strong and positive relationships are being 
developed between people from different 
backgrounds.

The Government has placed great emphasis on
community cohesion through:

› shared lessons and peer support of the 
Community Cohesion Round 4 Beacons Theme, 
ODPM (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister)

› action learning and interactive CDROM from the
recently completed £6m Pathfinder programme, 
Home Office, Cohesion and Faiths Unit

› a cross-government, Home Office-led race 
equality and community cohesion strategy, 
Improving Opportunities, Strengthening Society, 
which focuses on challenging racism and 
extremism, deriving the social, economic, moral 
and legal benefits of integration, celebrating a 
range of cultures that give Britain its cultural 
uniqueness, and positive civic engagement, 
particularly with young people

› guidance on building community cohesion 
through area-based initiatives, in schools and 
through productive relationships with the 
local media.

Visit www.communitycohesion.gov.uk for 
more information

What is at stake?

The findings of key ministerial inquiries on
community cohesion (Building Cohesive
Communities: A report of the Independent
Ministerial Group on Public Order and Community
Cohesion, Home Office 2002) show that weak
community cohesion commonly occurs when:

› there is polarisation and a sense of dislocation 
between communities

› residents have a lack of civic identity with 
the area

› people live in fear and ignorance of each other

› local people are disengaged from local 
decision-making

Community cohesion is at the heart of LAAs 
(Local Area Agreements), as a cross cutting 
theme that can be transposed across all 
four blocks:

• Children and Young People’s Services

• Safer and Stronger Communities

• Healthy Communities

• Local Economic Development.



More important for councillors, studies show that
cohesion is at risk in areas where there is a lack of
community leadership, both in terms of the council
itself and the communities it serves.

While it would be too simplistic to say that
community disturbances occur solely because of a
lack of community leadership by local politicians,
the work of the community cohesion Beacon
councils, Pathfinders, and the independent
community cohesion panel and its thematic
subgroups have all indicated that strong
community leadership by local politicians is a
central part of the solution to creating cohesive
communities.

A council’s achievements in building community
cohesion are now evaluated as part of its CPA
(Comprehensive Performance Assessment). CPA
inspection includes questions on user diversity
across its key lines of enquiry and the assessment
includes a section on safer, stronger communities.
The Audit Commission, which carries out CPA,
looks at such things as a council:

› demonstrating an understanding of local
community cohesion issues

› developing a strategy for achieving 
improvements in partnership with other 
agencies and stakeholders

› identifying and creating local indicators relevant 
to the locality to baseline and monitor levels of 
community cohesion

› promoting respect between communities, 
addressing myths and encouraging dialogue 
and co-operation

› integrating cohesion and diversity principles 
into mainstream matters such as housing, 
neighbourhood renewal, community safety 
and education.
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Blackburn with Darwen

A strategic planning away day for Blackburn
with Darwen’s LSP enabled them to identify
and discuss their community cohesion strategy.
This event, attended by 50 partners from a
range of organisations and groups in the area,
led to proposals for LSP joint working and a
draft community cohesion strategy
incorporating five key objectives:

1. to strengthen leadership and commitment 
from all sectors of the community across all 
age groups to drive meaningful participation
for everyone

2. to promote respect and pride in a diverse 
Blackburn with Darwen, developing a civic 
identity that includes people from 
different backgrounds

3. to design and implement a multi-agency 
protocol for recording and monitoring anti-
cohesion behaviour and tackling 
discrimination, racism and hate crimes

4. to promote equality of opportunity and 
social inclusion

5. to build positive relationships between 
people from different backgrounds 
and cultures.

As a follow-up, the IDeA conducted a series of
12 ‘blind spot’ consultations for Blackburn’s
LSP with different groups from the Blackburn
with Darwen community. This involved scrutiny
members in sponsoring workshops and
attending as observers. The process enabled
local people to test the draft community
cohesion strategy and identify any issues that
concerned them.

case study
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The benefits of building strong,
cohesive communities

Citizens say that being able to live in strong, safe
communities, with good neighbours and good
services that reflect their needs, improves their
quality of life and gives them a stronger sense of
identity with their locality.

There are a number of reasons for and benefits
from building strong, inclusive and cohesive
communities. Councillors promoting cohesion say
that the benefits include:

› strengthening political and managerial 
leadership

› integrated strategies and sharper customer focus

› mainstreaming and refreshing the equalities 
agenda

› laying the foundations for long-term sustainable
and civically active communities

› more focused partnership roles and outcomes

› narrowing the gap between ‘indigenous’, 
‘settled’ and ‘new’ communities

› combating ignorance and conflict while 
enriching people’s lives.

Councils say tackling cohesion challenges is hard
work but the risks of not doing it are too great,
sowing the seeds for discontent, extremism, and
acute dislocation. The PET (Preventing Extremism
Together) report and action plan identifies steps
local government, councillors and communities
can take together to ensure communities are
reassured and kept safe.

A Belonging to Blackburn with Darwen
Charter, which the IDeA helped the council to
develop, was launched by the Rt Hon Jack
Straw MP, the Blackburn with Darwen
Partnership and the IDeA.

Blackburn with Darwen later revisited its
community plan and undertook a forward
strategy exercise.

It also re-launched its Belonging to Blackburn
campaign to strengthen citizenship and a
shared future, and rationalised two of the
LSP’s forums on stronger communities and
community cohesion and social inclusion 
into one new group, the People and
Communities Forum.

For more information on the IDeA’s work in
Blackburn with Darwen contact
ruby.dixon@idea.gov.uk

The IDeA carried out an evaluation of the
effectiveness of cohesion reassurance and
action in the aftermath of the 7 July, 2005,
London bombings for the Pan-London
Stakeholder Group. Its findings suggest that
reactive cohesion reassurance in a time of crisis
is only achievable when partners have
demonstrated a commitment to pro-active
community leadership and partnership
working outside the crisis itself.

case study



Key challenges for councillors

Community cohesion poses real challenges for
councillors in terms of:

1. securing commitment to, and ownership of, the
community cohesion agenda 

2. understanding the dynamics of local
communities

3. demonstrating appropriate leadership

4. managing complexity to ensure effective
mainstream delivery of community cohesion.

1. securing commitment and ownership

Despite the definition provided by the National
Guidance, it is essential that the local approach to
community cohesion is developed and owned by
local agencies, organisations and communities. It is
the councillor’s responsibility to ensure that this is
achieved. Across the country, councillors are
working in partnership with others to integrate the
issues with their community strategies and
corporate and service planning systems, to
demonstrate commitment, develop new
approaches, and sustain progress. 

Because of its broad nature, community 
cohesion can sometimes be a difficult concept 
to understand.

Partners may already be working to break down
cultural barriers between communities or promote
equalities, but they may not necessarily see where
this fits into the wider community cohesion
agenda. Councillors are well placed to ensure that
community cohesion is understood and actionable
in the work of the council and its partners.

In the case of the West London Alliance for
Community Cohesion and the East Lancashire
Partnership, councillors are actively promoting
cohesion at local and sub-regional levels.
Elsewhere, as in Tameside Metropolitan Borough
Council and the London Borough of Southwark,
councillors have been working with local
communities to define what community cohesion
means to their residents and users, to create a
vision for the future on how cohesion might look
and feel, and building consensus on what
constitutes positive impact.

By using the community’s own language and
vision to refresh corporate and community plans,
councils have been able to monitor and ‘cohesion-
proof’ decision-making and policy direction.

In addition, by working closely with LSPs,
councillors are actively developing community and
neighbourhood renewal strategies that make a
wider contribution to the social, economic and
civic well-being of the area. In places where LSPs
and neighbourhood renewal areas do not exist,
other strategic partnership bodies can facilitate
involvement and secure ownership. Accountable
bodies can be set up specifically for strategic
cohesion and should always have links with the
council and its strategic forums.

2 understanding the dynamics

Councillors have a key role to play in building
cohesive communities at neighbourhood or ward
level. Councillors can convene local forums that
bring together different community interests as a
mechanism not only to feed into the council’s
decision-making process, but also to address
misunderstanding or conflicts between different
groups. One example of this could be where wards
in rural areas contain many small and isolated
villages and, perhaps, transient communities too.
In such cases, councillors will need to work
through the relevant governance structures, such
as parish councils, to promote community
cohesion and to monitor and tackle tension 
and conflict.

For more information on conflict resolution, see
the HO/ODPM/Housing Corporation publication
Community Conflict, Causes and Actions, by
Lemos and Crane, and subscribe to the members
RaceAction:Net website.

Most local authorities have been working with
their local partnerships to agree on a vision for
their area. It is important that local people are able
to contribute to, understand and support this
vision. The vision should include principles such as
inclusion and equality and should explain the
benefits of diversity and how it can make a place
stronger and more vibrant.
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This resonates strongly with the ODPM’s Ten Year
Vision for Local Government, which presents
community cohesion as an integral pillar of
sustainable communities, achieved through:
vibrant local leadership, new localism, civic
renewal, regeneration, mediation of community
conflicts and stronger, safer communities.

3 demonstrating leadership

Strong leadership involves countering individuals or
groups that aim to exploit or create tensions
between communities. Good leaders will find
imaginative ways to engage with communities and
create a sense of belonging within an area. This
will build resilience among people who may be
targeted by political or other extremists. Leaders
with knowledge of the local area should know
when to exert influence and when to let others
share responsibility.

A range of partners across the public, voluntary
and private sectors can help councillors in this. A
firm but fair approach will create an environment
where people are free to voice opinions and
disagree on issues while maintaining mutual
respect and confidence in the leadership.

Councillors must be receptive to new ways of
thinking and working, and be prepared to engage
with new and different players in different ways:

› being versed of their legislative duties and 
ensuring compliance with codes of conduct, 
ethics and probity

› ensuring community cohesion is embedded in 
the council’s corporate framework and reflected 
in service plans

› scrutiny of policy and procedures, monitoring, 
reviewing and contributing to policy 
development

› contributing or championing an overall strategy 
for community cohesion as members need to be
seen to drive this, and residents often identify 
their community cohesion role models as 
councillors and people visible in their 
communities

› involving communities in shaping services that 
will not only meet their needs, but that will also 
build bridges within and across communities, 
and bring segregated communities together – 
bridging and bonding

› working with and recognising the contribution 
of partners and the voluntary, community and 
faith sectors

› working with and managing the media so that 
sensational, negative stories and myths that 
present a poor public image of your locality and 
which can erode a sense of identity and well-
being are minimised, exposed and challenged by
consistent corporate messages

› recognising, valuing and using the diversity of 
experience, knowledge and skill available in the 
voluntary, community and faith sectors

› ensuring all council services deliver to 
community cohesion targets and are self-
regulated and scrutinised for community 
cohesion outcomes

› enhancing civic leadership and conflict 
resolution within and across communities as 
shown by the Oldham Peacemaker project and 
other neighbourhood renewal initiatives.

Local political and community leaders have a
crucial role in encouraging unity across divided
communities by holding discussions and planning
communications. Strong leaders will not be
complacent about myths that pose a threat to
community harmony and will take the lead in
explaining the benefits of diversity and integration.

This may involve responding directly to local
leaflets or media articles that might raise tensions
between communities. Frequently, these can be
based on misunderstanding or misinterpretation of
the facts. As leaders of communities, councillors
have the opportunity to address myths head on
and to protect those from vulnerable communities
by pointing out the facts.

See Councillors and Communications in 
chapter two.



Community leaders

Generally, views differ when gauging the role of
community leaders. Councillors often need to rely
on the views of ‘community representatives’ when
there is neither the time nor resource for broader
consultation. Councillors should seek to work
closely with community representatives who are
democratically elected, such as parish or youth
council members, and with those who are less
formally elected, such as members of tenants and
community associations, neighbourhood watch
groups and resident panels.

This work should dovetail with the inclusion
mechanisms for an area’s community strategy –
which should also be developing the knowledge
base and capacity of unaffiliated community
members and more formally recognised
representatives.

4 managing complexity

Measuring impact

In terms of regulation and performance
management, community cohesion and
partnership working will become more prominent
in future inspection regimes. There will therefore
be stronger links between the community
leadership and scrutiny roles of councillors.

The Home Office Cohesion and Faiths Unit is
developing performance indicators for community
cohesion in consultation with local authorities
themselves, the IDeA and other partners. Its
indicative guidance, Building a Picture of
Community Cohesion, provides an approach
and advice. 

In addition, some interesting findings have begun
to emerge from the Citizenship Survey (Local Boost
2003), where there is strong statistical correlation
between high levels of community cohesion and
certain analysis factors such as: levels of crime;
similar life opportunities; sense of community;
perceptions of diversity; and political trust.

Bringing community cohesion to life

The Home Office devised a model of Seven Steps
to Community Cohesion, derived from the
experience of the councils that participated in its
community cohesion Pathfinder programme. The
recommended seven steps that can enable
councillors to bring cohesion to life are:

1. demonstrating leadership and commitment

2. building partnership around a common vision

3. programme planning and management

4. engaging communities

5. changing perceptions

6. recognising the importance of community 
cohesion to the local economy

7. achieving sustainability.

Scrutiny

The ODPM's statutory guidance on overview and
scrutiny already encourages scrutiny committees to
seek views from as many communities and
interested parties as possible, to get a balanced
picture of effects of policy and executive decisions.
In particular, an overview and scrutiny committee
can conduct reviews of how certain decisions have
affected a particular community or area, taking
advice from area committees or forums, or other
community groups and representatives.

Scrutiny provides an opportunity to consider the
impact of policy proposals and service issues and
allows non-executive members to address cohesion
issues and bring their perspectives to bear on
executive decisions. Through scrutiny, facts about
controversial local issues can be explored and
presented, helping counter misinformation that
can undermine cohesion.

This has proved to be the case with refugees and
asylum seekers.

The LGIU (Local Government Information Unit) 
and the IDeA have produced detailed guidance on
conducting scrutiny of community cohesion 
issues, which is available from the IDeA
Knowledge website.

a councillor’s guide 2006/07 www.idea.gov.uk/councillors66

3



www.idea.gov.uk/councillors a councillor’s guide 2006/07 67

C
om

m
un

ity
le

ad
er

sh
ip

The IDeA helped to produce national
practitioner guidance, Community Cohesion –
An Action Guide, which is a good source of
best practice for councillors and officers alike. 

Until now there has been no guide designed
specifically for local authority leaders and chief
executives even though the leadership role is
among the most crucial factors for successful
cohesion. As part of the national community
cohesion advisory group, the IDeA has worked
with the LGA to produce the Updated National
Community Cohesion Strategic Guidance for
chief executives and lead members. Launched
in February 2006. The guidance is in 
two parts:

1. a guide looking at some of the key themes 
and approaches such as definitions of 
cohesion; developing a vision; statutory 
responsibilities; measurement; links between
central and local government and 
civil renewal

2. a casebook of examples of how local 
authority leaders and chief executives have 
contributed directly to their authority’s work 
to promote cohesive communities, using 
different leadership styles and approaches.

Copies can be downloaded from the LGA
website and a limited number of printed
versions are available from Chris Butcher at 
the LGA or Ruby Dixon at the IDeA

snapshot

West London Alliance

Among the councils exploring ways of building
good practice on community cohesion are the
six members of the WLA (West London
Alliance), which won Cohesion Pathfinder
status from the Home Office. They are Brent,
Ealing, Hammersmith and Fulham, Harrow,
Hillingdon and Hounslow.

‘One of the reasons we bid for Pathfinder
status was to demonstrate the range of good
practice that already exists,’ says Claire
Codling, WLA community cohesion co-
ordinator. ‘We also wanted to demonstrate
that, in London, communities are generally
well integrated and have avoided the problems
experienced elsewhere.’

Councillors have come to play a vital role in
the initiative although the initial Pathfinder
programme did not include member training.
‘As we began working we realised that this
was a significant gap and that members
should be involved in our work,’ says Codling.
So the WLA invited the IDeA to become
involved in the project and use its expertise in
member development to get the ball rolling.

The initial training was held in Hounslow,
where the basic material was tested at a major
community cohesion event at which Ted
Cantle, author of the Cantle Report on the
2002 disturbances, was the keynote speaker.

Workshops subsequently took place in each
borough and, overall, 90 councillors from the
six WLA members took part in the IDeA’s
customised workshops. 

They helped them get to grips with the
background and concept of community
cohesion and also gave them opportunities to
begin applying community cohesion principles
to priority projects in each borough.

One unexpected benefit to emerge from the
workshops was the effectiveness of cross-party
working, with one chief executive remarking

case study
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that it was one of the first times they had
witnessed such co-operation between
members of different political persuasion.

The councils involved are now planning and
developing their individual responses to the
challenges of community cohesion. For
example, Ealing set out to discover what was
going on in the borough and what factors had
to be taken on board, while Harrow set up a
reference group to play a virtual scrutiny role
in ensuring community cohesion was
addressed in local strategic partnership work.

Harrow

Harrow’s leader can point to the power of
effective community work better than most.
Navin Shah laboured at the foundations of
community cohesion during the 1970s, long
before becoming a councillor and, in October
2004, was the first Indian to be elected as a
local government leader in the UK. Today, the
reporting of race and hate crimes in Harrow is
the lowest in London.

‘We have a record of harmony and peace in a
very diverse borough – 38 per cent of the
people who live here are from black and
minority ethnic communities,’ says Mr Shah. 

‘Harrow has 1,500 community associations
from minority groups alone, from one-man
bands in front rooms to long-established
organisations set up 25 years ago. Harrow
Council for Racial Equality supports new
groups, such as the Afghan, Somali and
Iranian associations, until they are sufficiently
well established to attract funds of their own. 

We had a partnership unit in Harrow before
the government set up strategic partnerships.
Community cohesion permeates everything we
do. Our approach is not to have a dedicated
unit focusing on racial equality but to make
equality part of the mainstream throughout
the work of the council in all its facets.
Through workshops, that approach is
ingrained at all levels.

For example, we deliver a quarter of a million
meals on wheels in the borough and these
include vegetarian Asian food, Halal,

African-Caribbean meals, kosher dishes,
diabetic diets and so on.

We even cover festivals – we recently served
Hindu meals to celebrate Diwali in our multi-
cultural day centre, alongside fish and chips.

Sensitivity and care in the way we provide
services binds communities together.’

Ealing

Ealing has developed community cohesion
policy covering all council services, after a
successful Pathfinder programme.

Jasbir Anand, cabinet member for equality,
diversity and community cohesion, says, ‘The
Pathfinder project finished on 30 September
2004, so we must now make sure its legacy
retains the same high profile and factor
community cohesion into all areas of work,
play and education. We are therefore
conducting a review that aims to identify gaps
in provision.

For example, we have Neighbourhood 
Renewal Funding in this borough but it is 
only attached to two wards. Key issues for 
us are the arrival of newer communities in 
the borough, the voice of the non-Asian
community and the scarcity of youth provision.’ 

Leo Thomson, deputy leader of the council,
points out that when the IDeA ran a seminar
there, as part of its work with the WLA: ‘We
were tested on our knowledge of local
community cohesion issues. For example, one
question asked what percentage of our
population originated from South Asia. Only
one person answered all the questions correctly.

One thing we’ve learned from the seminars is
that members need to act as communicators.
That means going to their local temple or
Baptist church, visiting asylum seeker charities
and knocking on doors. Councillors have a key
role to play in identifying the issues and
building links between people. Problems can
emerge in the most unlikely places and huge
difficulties can be created by the behaviour of
just one or two people.’
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‘In Leicester over the last few years we have
made great strides towards community cohesion.
We’re Britain’s most culturally diverse city and yet
we did not have the riots and uprisings that
exploded in a number of other northern towns
and cities in the summer of 2001. In fact, we
have a reputation for promoting positive
community relations and we do that through
bringing people of all cultures and faiths together
in local government and other agencies to
address the problems that face our communities.

In my experience, good community leadership is
about creating relationships with constituents at
all levels, so that everybody knows their voice will
get heard. The most important thing is to be
seen in the area you represent, so that people
realise you are working for them all year round –
not just at election time. So, attend residents’
groups and neighbourhood watch meetings 
and become the community advocate, taking 
the concerns raised in those meetings to a 
higher level. 

You will also need to find ways of contacting
‘hard-to-reach’ residents – those most likely to
feel that the political system doesn’t represent
them. You have to be imaginative – visit play
schemes and talk to parents and young people,
or local community education establishments, 
or simply by talking to people in parks and 
on the street.

Think about how you present yourself. If you go
to meetings dressed in a suit and tie, you will
always look like ‘authority’. You’ll find that by
dressing in jeans you can talk to people at all
levels – you look much more approachable.

Speak to people in plain English so that they
know what you’re talking about. Once you’re on
the council you’ll start learning all sorts of jargon,
but jargon creates barriers with people who
don’t understand it. Keeping things plain and
simple is the key to good partnership
relationships.’

Councillor Abdul Osman
Leicester City Council

www.leicester.gov.uk

councillor’s viewpoint

Modern technology and community 
leadership and cohesion

For many citizens, participating in democratic
processes and engaging with their councillors
is limited to casting their vote on Election Day.
For the majority of citizens, even this is too
much effort. It is important to find ways of
improving access to, and engaging with,
councillors.

New technology offers effective new ways of
communicating with citizens using accessible
information and media.

Websites and other technologies have the
potential to improve community consultation
and engagement and promote more active
participation in democratic processes.
Community leadership was a focus of ODPM’s
(May 2003) Defining e-government Outcomes
for 2005, which outlines the priority areas and
targets for local e-government.

To meet the targets defined under 
‘democratic renewal’, local authorities are
required to provide every councillor with 
public web pages.

Councillors can use and adapt a range of
different technologies to support their
community leadership and engagement
activities. Interactive and innovative
technologies complement, rather than replace,
traditional methods and media. New
technology applications include: sms text
messaging; web publishing; email alerts and
newsletters; Internet discussion forums;
electronic consultation; and videoconferencing.

Casting the Net Wider. Local e-democracy
2003, an LGA, Socitm and IDeA publication,
gives an overview of councils’ e-enabled
democratic processes and offers guidance for
local authority policy-makers. It is available
from the IDeA Knowledge website.

See Councillors and Communications 
in chapter two

snapshot
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Conclusion

In this chapter we have discussed the councillor’s
role in leading communities and in building strong,
inclusive and cohesive societies.

Community cohesion is about ensuring that
effective mechanisms are in place to:

› realise, capture and achieve the shared values of
a diverse mix of geographical, cultural and 
special interest community groups

› effectively deliver services that tackle common 
obstacles different communities experience in 
relation to access and take up of services.

Leading communities is about enabling
communities to face issues, deal with problems
and realise aspirations in the most effective ways
for them. It involves working in partnership with
local people and organisations to create a shared
vision of the future and then making it happen. It
requires looking outwards and learning from other
places that are doing this well. 

The IDeA is working with partners to update the
National Guidance on Community Cohesion to
help councillors access best practice and further
information.

Community relations are complicated – often there
are many different and competing needs to meet,
with increasingly limited resources and this can
lead to frustration. But the community leadership
role of councillors is central to community
cohesion. With their democratic mandate,
councillors can secure ownership, broker
compromise, alleviate tension and build 
consensus to help their communities with
confidence. There is no denying it – the 
challenge is great but ultimately it can yield 
even greater rewards.
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More information

Developing Community Strategies Toolkit 
on IDeA Knowledge

Leading Cohesive Communities (IDeA and LGA) 
- a two part guide for leaders and chief executives
and lead members (February 2006)

Trailblazing in cohesion: a toolkit for evaluating
cohesion outcomes, from fire modernisation
activity, (IDeA and Cheshire Fire and Rescue
Services, March 2006)

Gypsies and Travellers Strategy (CRE 2004-7)

Preventing Extremism Together (August 2006, HO
Cohesion and Faiths Unit Office website)

Cohesion and young people - A practical toolkit
(Blackburn with Darwen Council/Unison/IDeA,
October 2005)

Making Community Leadership Real, 
New Local Government Network, April 2005
(www.nlgn.org.uk)

Community Cohesion: An Action Guide,
LGA/IDeA/HO Practitioner Guidance, Nov 2004
(www.lga.gov.uk)

Scrutiny and Community Cohesion, LGIU, 
February 2005

HO interactive CDROM from Community Cohesion
Pathfinders programme, Home Office Cohesion
and Faith Unit, February 2005

Community Conflict, Causes and Action, Lemos
and Crane, October 2004, at
www.raceactionnet.co.uk

Community Cohesion Pathfinders Action Learning
Dissemination Report, Vantage Point for the Home
Office Community Cohesion Unit, 2003

Building a Picture of Community Cohesion in LSPs,
Home Office Community Cohesion Unit, 2003

IDeA Councillor magazine article on the West
London Alliance, New Year 2005, page 6

Community Cohesion National Guidance, LGA,
December 2003

Community Leadership – What is it? LGA, 
March 2001

Powerpack: using the new power to promote 
well-being, LGA, December 2000

Strong Local Leadership – Quality Public Services:
Chapter 2, Leading and Empowering
Communities, December 2001 

Building Cohesive Communities: A report of the
Ministerial Group on Public Order and Community
Cohesion, Home Office 

Community Cohesion: A report of the
Independent Review Team, Home Office

In Defence of Councillors, Matthew Taylor with
Paul Wheeler, IPPR/IDeA 2003

Reducing the Electoral Appeal of Racist 
Candidates in Local Government, LGIU
briefing number 3, 2004



Partnerships
Partnerships and discussions about them are to be
found everywhere in local government and are of
increasing importance, both internally and
externally. Making them work effectively and
considering the roles of councils and councillor are
some of the most important challenges facing
local government. Many councillors involved in
partnerships may not have had the opportunity or
time to think about how partnerships work and
how to make them work effectively. There is also a
degree of cynicism around, but most councillors
see the fairly obvious advantages and are often
enthusiastic about becoming involved. They also
recognise the personal, political and financial
challenges presented by working more closely 
with others. 

Many acronyms appear in any quick review of
partnerships. Apart from the array for existing
partnerships, there are many more general ones.
How about a dish of YOT, HImP and the HimPlets,
LSPs, F&Fs, NDCs, NMOs and CENs with a side
order of NRF (see snapshot: explaining the
acronym maze)? Anyone who has been around
local government for even a short time will have 
at least a passing acquaintance with this lot. 

They usually have partnership boards and rather
complicated reporting structures that can, in the
worst cases, slow activity down to a snail’s pace.
However, the best partnerships avoid death by
committee and are enlivening and, in some cases,
genuinely life-changing bodies, bringing the best
parts of a range of different organisations or
groups together. 

The range of possible partnerships within the full
spread of local authority operations and activities is
virtually limitless. Partnerships can be huge or tiny,
local or regional, successful or not. And that’s just
the formal ones. If you add the plethora of
partnerships at a genuinely local level, where
councillors work with their communities, the 
range becomes vast.

Local Strategic Partnerships

LSPs drive community planning and
neighbourhood renewal agendas. As the ODPM
puts it: ‘The guidance on Local Strategic
Partnerships recognises that tackling issues like
crime, jobs, education, health and housing requires
a range of local organisations to work in
partnership with local communities.’

LSPs are single bodies that bring together different
parts of the public sector as well as the private,
business, community and voluntary sectors to
work more closely together. They are advisory
bodies without executive powers, are non-
statutory and are aligned with local authority
boundaries. This means that individual partners
will remain responsible and accountable for
decisions on their services and resources.

LSPs are expected to operate within the context of
regional frameworks and develop effective links
with sub-regional partnerships and the
government office for the relevant region.
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Explaining the acronym maze

› YOT – Youth Offending Teams

› HimP – Health Improvement & 
Modernisation Programmes, a health 
responsibility of Primary Care Trusts but 
often in concert with local authorities

› HimPlets – more local versions of HimPs, 
commonly found in district council areas in 
two-tier areas

› LSPs – Local Strategic Partnerships

› F&Fs – freedoms and flexibilities

› NDCs – New Deal for Communities

› NRF – Neighbourhood Renewal Fund

› CEN – Community Empowerment Network

› NMO – Neighbourhood Management 
Organisation.

snapshot
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In a helpful table, the guidance goes on to outline
government thinking on why working in
partnerships is important. It says: ‘Local authorities
have many of the responsibilities and powers
needed to bring about improvements in their
communities. But other public services, local
people, business, and the voluntary and
community sectors also need to be given
opportunities to contribute.

Complex problems need concerted and co-
ordinated action. Partners need to ensure they
work effectively together across all of their
activities. They need to be able to do so in ways
that avoid duplication and wasted resources.’

The establishment of an LSP is intended to provide
a framework for different organisational processes
and getting a wide range of agencies,
organisations and community interests to:

› build consensus around an agreed vision for 
the future

› see their own interests in the context of a 
bigger picture

› encourage the development of sustainable 
communities

› identify conflicting objectives and needs

› build trust and closer working relationships, 
where appropriate

› develop a clear understanding of each partner’s 
role and responsibilities

› review existing strategies and plans

› audit existing partnership and consultation 
arrangements

› share data and analysis

› share resources and provide a co-ordinated 
response to community priorities

› shape and focus existing and future activities of 
agencies

› produce the community strategy.

It is important for councillors to remember that
while there is a duty on local authorities to
produce community strategies there is no such
duty on any other public, private, voluntary or
community organisations.

The Government published its guidance on LSPs in
2001 and consulted between December 2005 and
March 2006 on their future role, how they are
organised and make decisions, how they are

accountable for what they do and their capacity to
produce and deliver Sustainable Community
Strategies and LAAs (Local Area Agreements). This
consultation fits in with the Government’s 10-year
vision for local government.

Costs

One issue that always needs to be considered is
who pays? The responsibility for establishing LSPs
lies firmly with local authorities and although the
costs of service delivery remain with service
providers there are still significant costs of
administration, communication and so on that
need to be met. In Telford, for example, the three
big public players – health, police and the council
– have established a three-way funding and
support system, using secondments to get 
things established.

Who should be involved?

Another issue is representation. Initially, many LSPs
invited ‘the usual suspects’ along to get things
going. But working with these various groupings
to gain a proper mandate and ensure
accountability can be difficult. Who do they
represent and how do they ensure they are
representing all the various groups in the sector?
One way forward might be to ensure there is a
non-aligned administrative structure to support the
LSP and that it is not automatically chaired by the
council leader.

Government guidance says councillors should be
involved in LSPs because they:

› set the strategic direction of the council’s 
services

› are in a position to ensure that the interests of 
the local community come first

› should be properly included in the LSP process 
and committed to delivering their part of any 
agreed strategies or action plans.

Different practices are emerging regarding the
number of people on an LSP. What is important is
that there is a real opportunity for councillors to
demonstrate their community leadership without
undermining the input of community and
voluntary sector groups.



LSPs and their links with community leadership
and community strategies are going to be a
crucially important factor in much of what local
authorities can do in the not too distant future.

Key Internet resources

The IDeA Knowledge website has a large
collection of resources on all aspects of partnership
working, in its Local strategic partnerships section
via www.idea.gov.uk.

The Local Government Association offers a range
of resources, including case studies of LSPs, at
www.lga.gov.uk. From the home page, click on
Our Work, then on Better Local Government, and
finally on Local Strategic Partnership.

Quest-Net’s Local Strategic Partnerships online is
particularly strong on CENs and community
involvement in LSPs generally at www.quest-
net.org. 

The ODPM published its national evaluation in
January 2006, which is available on the ODPM’s
website or at www.info4local.gov.uk.

Local Area Agreements

LAAs are made between local and central
government via government offices. Their aim is to
meet local needs while achieving national priorities
and standards. Local area agreements seek to:

› provide intelligent and mature discussion 
between local and central government, based 
on a clear framework and shared understanding
of national and local priorities

› improve local performance by allowing a more
flexible use of resources, to achieve better 
outcomes and devolve responsibility

› enhance efficiency by rationalising non-
mainstream funding and reduce bureaucracy

› help local partners join up and enhance 
community leadership.

Through LAAs, councils, representing their
partners and communities and the local
government office, agree to implement major
change concerning:

› children and young people

› safer and stronger communities

› healthier communities and older people

› economic regeneration and employment.

The key elements of local area agreements include:

› simplified funding for safer and stronger 
communities

› a performance reward grant for a small group 
of particularly challenging targets, previously 
known as Local Public Service Agreements

› a strengthened national strategy for 
neighbourhood renewal 

› a stronger role for government offices.

More information

See the IDeA Knowledge website’s Local
Agreements Network pages or contact the
Network’s helpdesk on 020 7756 7611 or
info@localagreements.net.
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Partnerships

The risks

Political

› letting go – loss of power

› lack of clarity for members and for the 
public – increased confusion

› identity crisis – what are we responsible for?

› difficult to challenge decisions made 
by ‘partnerships’.

Financial

› costs of servicing partnerships

› professional ‘opportunity costs’ (i.e. while 
they are servicing partnerships they are not 
doing something else)

› skewing of budgets

› finding matched funding.

Personal

› loss of personal power

› time

› stress

› yet more meetings, yet more paperwork

› learning various new sets of language

› culture shock.

The benefits

Political

› shared decisions – shared ownership

› sharing the blame when something 
goes wrong

› increased awareness of community needs 
using different perspectives

› more community interaction

› increased trust and understanding

› increased intellectual capital

› more inclusivity.

Financial

› savings made by not duplicating effort

› more likely to attract third-party or 
matched funding

› economies of scale.

Personal

› respect

› profile

› improving personal knowledge and 
understanding

› satisfaction of doing things right.

snapshot



Children’s services, adult
social care and the NHS
The 150 top tier councils across the country were
first required to set up social services departments
under legislation passed in 1972. Prior to that,
care services to help children and adults in need
were organised by various public services. The
social services legislation brought in integrated
departments together with the statutory post of
Director of Social Services.

More than 30 years on, these arrangements are
changing fundamentally with the creation of
children’s services departments to co-ordinate the
activities of councils in support of all children and
their families and a major rethink on adult 
social care.

Children’s services

Councils across the country are now getting to
grips with the scale of the changes brought about
as a result of the Children Act 2005 – and there is
no single model or approach recommended by the
DfES (Department for Education and Skills). What
is expected is that the new arrangements – which
have to be in place by 2008 but in most councils
will be in place by 2006 – will integrate education
and children’s social services, with a requirement
to have a Director of Children’s Services and a lead
councillor with the same brief.

Every top tier council was also required to produce
a children and young people plan, the first by April
2006, outlining how the council and its local
partner agencies, through a children’s trust, will
work towards achieving the five outcomes of the
Act. These are:

› being healthy

› staying safe

› enjoying and achieving

› making a positive contribution; and achieving 
economic well-being.

Councillors should be aware that the
arrangements for the new children’s departments
raise complex governance issues. Each authority, in
addition to ensuring its services for children are
adequate and fit for purpose, must ensure they 
are scrutinised.

Services are increasingly provided by third-party
organisations in the health, voluntary and private
sectors and they must be co-coordinated, safe and
accessible to users.

As the new children’s departments emerge they
face funding issues following the separation of the
old LEA (Local Education Authority) non-schools
children’s budgets and the children’s element of
social services departments. In most councils,
expenditure on children by social services far
exceeds the indicative government spending
formula, so there may be difficult negotiations as
to what the precise funds transfer will be, and
how ambitious plans for the reform of frontline
services can be in the early stages.

These problems have the potential to be highly
contentious so councillors should do all they can
to avoid confrontational situations. The new
children’s departments offer huge potential for
improved services but they could be undermined
if, in their creation, there was a sense of winners
and losers.

One continuing issue for children’s services
authorities will be balancing the education agenda
with better support for children, young people 
and families.

These are by no means incompatible. But the
extension of delegation of responsibilities to schools
and the changes to its role as an education authority
could reduce a council’s effectiveness as a strategic
body commissioning the full range of services
needed to meet all five outcomes of the Act.

The largest part of the budget will be passed
directly to schools and governors, for example.

These issues are part of the current debate on the
reform of the education system.

More information

Department for Education and Skills 
www.dfes.gov.uk

Every Child Matters 
www.everychildmatters.gov.uk

IDeA Knowledge website
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Adult social care

The creation of children’s services departments has
required councils to look at the future shape of
adult social care and the role of Directors of Adult
Services, also created as part of the Children Act.
Again, no single model or set of arrangements is
required and councils are taking different
approaches, particularly in unitary authorities
where combining adult services with housing and
other related departments are options.

Reorganisation on the scale expected, over time
scales that are relatively short, is giving rise to
issues concerning capacity and culture in many
councils. As the changes are planned, consulted
upon and then implemented, it is vital that
provision continues for those already receiving
assistance. Maintaining continuity during change is
a key ‘ward’ responsibility for all councillors.

The Department of Health published a Green
Paper, Independence, Well-being and Choice on
Adult Social Care Services in March 2005 – along
with draft guidance on the new post of Director of
Adult Social Services. It also brought out a series of
associated publications on the future shape of
other care services, particularly those for older
people and those with disabilities.

It may surprise councillors to learn that the DWP
(Department of Work and Pensions) is responsible
for leading and co-coordinating central
government’s involvement in services for older
people who, within the new adult services, are the
largest single group needing support. This doesn’t
mean that the DWP is responsible for local service
delivery but it has been recognised that the various
government departments have not necessarily
made it easy for people to access the services 
they need.

The white paper

The Green Paper was followed in January 2006 by
the White Paper, Your Health, Your Care, Your Say,
which set out the new direction for community
health and social care services. This is based on
three themes: 

1. putting people more in control of their own 
health and care

2. enabling and supporting health, independence
and well-being

3. rapid and convenient access to high-quality, 
cost-effective care.

For people using social care these are summarised
as follows:

› ensuring they have more control

› giving them more choices and helping them 
decide how their needs can best be met

› giving them the chance to do the things that 
others take for granted

› giving the best quality of support and protection
to those with the highest levels of need.

Central government’s agenda for local councils in
dealing with what was previously known as adult
social services is similar to its approach to children.
It requires a broad, preventative approach
including local and independent arrangements as
well as direct provision.

Historically, adult care provision has been
dominated by the needs of older people as they
become more dependent in their later years.
However, councils also had responsibilities
concerning mental health, learning disabilities, and
physical, sensory and other functional losses.

To some extent, these different provisions operated
in isolation from each other – although where this
was not the case the results appeared better. The
new agenda breaks down the barriers, involves
those who use or need the services and seeks
innovative solutions.

In future it will be unacceptable for organisational
boundaries to inhibit or disadvantage ways of
providing care that are preferred by those who
need the service.



While resources will always affect how much
support is available, they will be used in more
flexible ways. This could mean that a council will
develop a number of different ways of delivering
care appropriate to needs, and councillors have an
important role in this.

The Government’s vision for adult care is now clear
and, broadly speaking, there is much agreement
among officers and councillors and the political
parties. At the heart of the new approach is the
personalisation of services for individuals. This
means there will be increasing involvement by
people who use the services in deciding how they
would like to be supported and this is expected to
happen in a number of ways.

Councils are expected to show ever-increasing
flexibility when dealing with a person in need. It is
argued by the Department of Health that one of
the ways of achieving this is through direct
payments. This is where the needs of an individual
are assessed and costed so they can take
responsibility for organising their own care using
the money the council would have spent.

This has proved particularly beneficial for people
with physical disabilities and younger people and is
also showing great promise for people with
learning disabilities. It is now seen as a universal
approach and is available for all other categories
of adult social care.

The Government is pressing councils to increase
the number of individuals with direct payments.

Individual budgets give the same control but
without the service user managing the money or
staff directly. These should prove popular with
those daunted by the full direct payment system.
Carers, too, can receive direct payments for the
support services they need.

The Government is asking councils to involve
groups and representative bodies in the planning
of services. This involvement can be very powerful,
not only in making services more relevant but also
by achieving a higher level of ownership by those
who require the service and their carers.

The Government wants user groups themselves to
become service providers and there are excellent
examples of this in many localities.

Councils have been given a clear mandate and the
responsibility for engaging others, especially local
NHS commissioners and providers in this new
inclusive agenda.

These changes are challenging and exciting. They
offer councillors considerable influence over the
provision of services affecting their ward or their
particular interest area. Over the next few years,
councils will need to increase the number of 
major consultation exercises they undertake 
as new provisions are proposed. In most 
instances councillors will either lead or be
significant contributors.

Service users may not at first welcome the radical
change proposed by the Government. For
example, one of the Government’s plans is to
reduce the dependency on residential care of
people with high-level need in older age. The
closure of a residential home, however well
considered, has always caused much public
debate. With more user involvement and
improvement and with all the information readily
accessible, the changes will prove particularly
challenging to implement.

Another pressure councils will face in the next few
years concerns the future of their own workforces.
Councils have varied enormously in the extent to
which they have used external service providers or
externalised their previously in-house staff. Even if
government proposals develop slowly, there will be
a shift away from directly employed workforces
and this will raise issues of confidence, morale and
concern among directly employed staff.

Another key area is budgets. For more than 30
years, local government social services
departments have tried to provide more and more
with fewer and fewer resources to meet growing
needs. This has involved the use of eligibility
criteria, cash limits on programmes of care and
other mechanisms to avoid overspends. The new
agenda of user choice carries with it not just risk
but the potential for the over-commitment of
budgets in unsustainable ways.
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Local government and the NHS

The NHS locally is a key partner with local
government in shaping and delivering public
services. In most parts of the country the
organisational arrangements are set to change
again in 2006. There will be a smaller number of
PCTs (Primary Care Trusts), although efforts have
been made by the NHS to align them better with
council boundaries.

PCTs commission services from providers in the
NHS: GPs, dentists, pharmacists and opticians, and
acute and community trusts, some of which have
gained or are seeking more independence as
Foundation Trusts. During 2006 it is anticipated
that GPs will play a more active part in planning
and commissioning services, through practice-
based commissioning. PCTs also provide services
such as public health, health visiting, community
nursing and equipment.

The White Paper, Your Health, Your Care, Your Say,
sets out plans to shift the emphasis of the NHS
from acute intervention towards care closer to
home and better support for people with long
term conditions. This will be challenging to
implement given the considerable financial
pressures in the NHS.

It has been welcomed by local government as it
should help the NHS be a better partner locally in
providing children’s services and in promoting
better health and community care. One key driver
is the requirement for directors of adult services
and their local directors of public health to carry
out assessments of the needs of their area and
develop plans to meet them.

This will build on the action plans set out in the
earlier White Paper on public health, Choosing
Health. The IDeA is supporting this during 2006
with a new work programme on local
government’s contribution to better public health.

Councils have an important responsibility to
scrutinise the effectiveness of the NHS in their
area. There is a legal requirement for councils to
set up health overview and scrutiny committees
and for NHS managers to cooperate fully in their
work. It provides an opportunity, for example, for
them to better understand their role in reducing 

health inequalities and to comment on proposed
changes to the NHS in their area.

More information

Department of Health –
www.dh.gov.uk

IDeA Knowledge website.

Association of Directors of Social Services

‘ADSS: Leaders in Social Care, has, within its
membership, all statutory directors of adult social
services in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.
We also represent directors of children’s services,
and those directors of children’s trusts and chief
executives of health trusts who meet our
membership criteria. Details of our current officers
and headquarters address can be found below.

The ADSS proactively represents its members in a
multiplicity of forums and to an ever-widening
range of parliamentarians, local government
leaders, media and other opinion formers, whose
views and decisions impact on the daily lives of
the people for whom we have a responsibility to
care, and on the services we commission or
deliver to meet those responsibilities.

We are structured along regional as well as policy
lines. Our eleven branches cover every corner of
the UK other than Scotland. Our policy
committees and their associated sub-groups cover
every aspect of the UK’s social policy map.

Meanwhile our inclusivity group contributes to
and monitors all aspects of inclusion that arise in
the association’s activities.

It helps to lead debates on equalising
opportunities for women and black and ethnic
minority managers within social care as well 
as many other areas where social care stands 
at the cutting edge of the government’s 
inclusion policies.’

snapshot
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Daphne Obang, Chair ADSS, Director of Social
Services, Bracknell Forest BC, 01344 351932

Current policy committees

› disabilities committee – with responsibility 
for policies concerning children’s and adults’ 
physical and learning difficulties, child and 
adult mental health services, drug abuse and 
rehabilitation services as well as the wide-
ranging cross-cutting issues which interface 
primarily with health but, increasingly, 
with education.

Co-chairs: John Dixon, DSS W Sussex, 
01243 777660; Jeff Jerome, DSS Richmond, 
020 8891 7360.

› older people’s committee – which keeps a 
close eye on developments in services for 
older people, maintains a continuing 
relationship with representatives from the 
private and voluntary sector, was deeply 
involved in preparing the groundwork for 
the Government’s Green Paper on adult 
services, and which published the widely-
praised All Our Tomorrows – a briefing 
document outlining the association’s vision 
for social care for older people. More
recently, in partnership with the LGA and 
the NHS Confederation, the association 
published Our Future in our Hands as a 
contribution to the developing debate. The 
committee has been active, too, in providing 
policy advice to Parliament during the 
passage of the Mental Incapacity Bill and 
advised MPs on all aspects of elder abuse as 
it is experienced within social care services.

Co-chairs: Glenys Jones, DSS Sunderland, 
0191 553 7190; Chris Paley, DSS Thurrock, 
01375 652280

› children’s committee – effective and 
influential in setting up the children’s 
interagency group, and contributing detailed 
policy advice during preparation of Every 
Child Matters and the subsequent 
legislation. The committee’s expertise, which 
is enhanced by a core membership of 
enthusiastic assistant directors, is in constant 
demand by a wide range of policy-makers 
and professionals seeking high grade, 

practical advice from the heart of the UK’s 
child-care network.

Co-Chairs: Paul Fallon, DSS Barnet, 
020 835 95798; Andrew Webb, DCS Stockport,
0161 474 3800

› human resources – maintains solid links with 
all the main players in the social care 
workforce world: the General Social Care 
Council, the Training Organisation for the 
Personal Social Services and a variety of task 
forces examining current and forecast labour 
needs in the children’s and adult services 
workforces. The publication of Square Pegs; 
Round Holes helped establish the 
committee’s role in discussing detailed issues 
of local workforce planning and it 
contributes regularly to that debate at all 
strata of the political and media worlds.

Co-Chairs: Jo Cleary, Director Housing & Social
Services, Luton 01582 547500; Maurice Bates,
DSS Redcar & Cleveland 01642 771673.

› standards and performance management – 
keeps a close eye on and informs 
government and inspectorate debates on 
the application of performance assessment 
data to real life social care departments. As
well as commenting on the indicators and 
data collection, the committee keeps social 
care structures and research issues within 
its remit.

Chair: David Johnstone, DSS Devon, 
01392 383299.

The association’s headquarters is at Local
Government House in London’s Smith Square.
Staff there can be contacted on 020 7072 7433
or by email to marinda.oosthuizen@adss.org.uk.

President: Julie Jones, Deputy Chief Executive
Westminster City Council, 020 7641 2250; Vice
President: John Coughlan, DCS Hampshire,
01962 846400

Contact details for the 11 regional branches and
more information about the ADSS are at
www.adss.org.uk.
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Councils and the voluntary
and community sector
In recent years there has been growing recognition
of the vital role played by the voluntary and
community sector in England in delivering high
quality public services and contributing to civil
renewal. It has also become clear that the ability of
the sector to continue in this depends to a
significant extent on the existence of strong and
effective voluntary sector organisations.

Active Communities Directorate

The ACD of the Home Office, which has
sponsored this section of the Councillor’s Guide, is
responsible for the government’s work to
strengthen the voluntary and community sector
and support greater participation in society
through volunteering and giving.

The ACD is committed to promoting a vibrant and
healthy voluntary and community sector and is
responsible for driving forward the government's
support of the development of its confidence and
independence.

ChangeUp

The Treasury’s 2002 cross cutting review of the role
of the voluntary and community sector in service
delivery recognised that the sector and
government have a mutual interest in building the
sector’s capacity. The review made a series of
recommendations that aim to strengthen the
support and assistance available. In response, the
Home Office published ChangeUp, the cross-
government framework on capacity building and
infrastructure, which was developed in partnership
with the sector.

ChangeUp's aim is that by 2014 the needs of
frontline voluntary and community organisations
will be met by support that is:

› available nationwide

› structured for maximum efficiency

› offering excellent provision

› accessible to all

› truly reflecting and promoting diversity

› sustainably funded.

ChangeUp describes the kind of support frontline
organisations need and its implementation is
supported by a Home Office investment of 
£80 million from 2003 to 2006.

Capacity builders

ChangeUp acknowledges that the voluntary and
community sector should be in the driving seat in
delivering high quality, collaborative and
sustainable sector support services and
representation.

This is already being partly achieved through local
and regional consortia and through national
partnerships.

However, to ensure the right structure is in place,
in June 2005 the Home Secretary announced the
creation of the Capacity Builders Agency to:

› build on some notable early successes and 
relationships that are evolving as part of the 
programme’s implementation

› address the challenges identified in the first year
of the programme

› ensure effective implementation in the long 
term for the benefit of frontline organisations.

Backed by a further £70 million over the next two
years, this new sector-led agency will manage the
ChangeUp framework at arms-length from
government. It will:

› provide a focus for accountability and ownership
of ChangeUp

› take ownership of fund management

› ensure the programme is integrated and 
coordinated

› take mainstream diversity issues into the design 
and delivery of its activities

› ensure real-time action and long-term
evaluation.

C
om

m
un

ity
le

ad
er

sh
ip



Futurebuilders

Futurebuilders is the name of a programme to help
frontline voluntary and community organisations
develop their ability to increase the scale and
scope of their public service delivery.

This fund offers the sector a unique opportunity to
strengthen its role in public service delivery by
investing in a minimum of 225 exemplar schemes
designed to demonstrate the distinctive approach
and added value the sector can contribute. There
will be an emphasis on loan finance, evaluation,
and knowledge management and sharing, with
the ultimate test being better services for citizens.

The government’s aims for the Futurebuilders
programme are to:

› overcome obstacles to efficient service delivery

› modernise the voluntary and community sector 
for the long term

› increase the scope and scale of the voluntary 
and community sector’s service delivery.

The wider aspirations for the fund are that it will
create a step-change in voluntary and community
sector service delivery; lead to greater self-
sustainability for organisations; provide a longer
term source of investment finance for service
delivery, and deliver better services for users.

Funding will be directed to organisations directly
involved in delivering key public services
concerning:

› crime

› community cohesion

› education and learning

› support for children and young people

› health and social care.

Compacts

The Compact on Relations between Government
and the Voluntary and Community Sector in
England, first introduced in 1998, is an agreement
to improve the relationship between government
and the sector.

Background

The compact is underpinned by:

› codes of good practice on funding and 
procurement

› consultation and policy appraisal

› black and minority ethnic voluntary and 
community organisations

› volunteering and community groups.

Together, the compact and codes set out a shared
vision and principles, along with undertakings
from both sides of the relationship. They apply to
central government departments, government
offices for the regions, executive agencies and
non-departmental public bodies, and to
organisations in the voluntary and 
community sector.

Local compacts, informed by the national compact
and codes, are local level agreements for
partnership working between voluntary and
community sector organisations and public sector
bodies. Ninety-eight per cent of local authorities
have developed or are developing local compacts.

Visit the Compact Working Group’s website at
www.thecompact.org.uk for more information.

Working with local authorities 

Local public sector agencies are increasingly
required to engage directly with the voluntary and
community sector and its diverse stakeholders.
There are a number of opportunities and
challenges for the development of joint working
between local government and the sector on
community leadership at local level.

One of the most important of these is the creation
of Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs), which have
become increasingly important in developing
relationships between the public, private, voluntary
and community sectors. LSPs are being used to
drive forward a number of policy and partnership
initiatives that include sustainable community
strategies, neighbourhood strategies, compacts,
local public service agreements, and local 
area agreements
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The driver for the increase in partnership working
is the public sector reform agenda and the need to
devolve decision making to neighbourhoods.

By using the experience, skills and knowledge of
voluntary and community organisations in
designing and delivering more effective services,
local communities and users will receive services
that tackle the real issues.

The voluntary and community sector can
contribute external funding, assets and volunteers
as well as delivering changes in attitude or
behaviour such as encouraging recycling or 
healthy eating.

The corporate context

A good partnership between a local authority and
the voluntary and community sector is
fundamental to the development of a mature
working relationship. Key factors in this are
councillors’ perceptions and their understanding of
the sector and its role – specifically, their council’s
appreciation of its diversity and complexity and its
ability to engage the sector with flexibility 
and sensitivity.

Some councils are beginning to adopt a corporate
strategic approach to working with the sector,
based on previous work to develop a local
compact. In a few cases, a formal strategy and
action plan has been formulated, addressing areas
where the relationship between the voluntary and
community sector and the local authority is of
particular importance, including:

› community planning and engagement, including
area forums

› funding infrastructure organisations such as 
voluntary and community sector-type 
organisations

› contracting with voluntary and community 
sector organisations as service providers.

Factors considered to be central to the
development of an active strategic 
relationship include:

› the existence of a nominated officer or team 
within the council that takes the lead in working
with the voluntary and community sector

› the involvement of the sector in decision-making
processes such as community planning and 
regeneration programmes, and its use as a 
channel for consultation and information 
dissemination

› financial support for voluntary and community 
sector infrastructure organisations or umbrella 
groups to enable them to build the capacity of 
smaller organisations, develop volunteering 
and so on.

Effective partnership working between the
voluntary and community and public sectors
requires a mature relationship of awareness and
understanding, respect for differences and
openness and honesty. Both sectors need to work
together to achieve a partnership environment
that supports honest discussions, challenges 
and differences of opinion in a constructive 
way that can lead to the best outcomes for 
local communities.

Local authorities need to acknowledge the
independence of the sector and, in particular, of
those groups with which they develop close
relationships. Their autonomy is a factor ‘most
prized’ by communities, enabling organisations to
engage with them in a way authorities may 
find impossible.

Building trust

Also key to a successful relationship is trust. Some
of the things that lead to trust building include:

› ensuring there is mutual gain through 
the process

› achieving a shared understanding of partnership

› presenting overview and scrutiny as a legitimate 
way for the voluntary and community sector to 
lobby the local authority

› dealing with issues of voluntary and community 
sector accountability with sensitivity

› creating processes and dialogue that are open 
and accountable

› ensuring effective communication with 
participants, especially concerning invitation of 
participants and feedback of outcomes
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› ensuring different council departments work 
together in identifying appropriate voluntary and
community sector organisations to be invited 
and involved.

Many councillors will want to find ways to involve
the voluntary and community sector in the
planning and delivery of services through
consultation and engagement. The sector should
have greater involvement at local level and some
councils fail to recognise this.

The voluntary and community sector should be
given an opportunity to influence the development
of policy rather than be expected to merely react
to delivery opportunities. There is an opportunity
to avoid mistakes and minimise unrealistic
expectations from new programmes if it is involved
early on.

Experience so far suggests that voluntary
community organisations are not given an
opportunity to access funding on an equal footing.
While much guidance is available, few agencies at
local authority level act on it.

Local authorities need to ensure that voluntary
community sector organisations are properly
funded to participate as equal partners and need
to take a strategic view of the sector in the
context of the bigger picture of community
engagement, which is now a priority for all public
services. Equally important are their capacity and
skill to work effectively with the sector.

Safer and stronger communities

A stronger community is more likely to be a safer
community because increasing volunteering and
engagement, especially among younger people,
gets individuals involved in tackling problems like
crime and anti-social behaviour and can help build
a culture of respect.

A safer community is more likely to be a stronger
community because people will feel more able 
and less afraid to engage with each other and
their community.

Local Area Agreements and the
voluntary and community sector

Effective engagement of citizens and the voluntary
and community sector is essential to making the
most of this process. In practice this may involve:

› a role in the process of making agreements

› increasing the capacity of voluntary and 
community sector groups to participate in 
making or delivering priorities

› a role in delivering the outcome, for example as 
a volunteer or service provider

› public services reflecting the views and concerns
of the people they serve

› the public gaining a greater sense of ownership 
relative to the outcomes of public action

› public improvements sustained by the active 
involvement of the affected communities.

Local authorities also need to ensure that all
sections of the community are benefiting from
outcomes contained in LAAs. Agreements are
therefore likely to contain initiatives aimed at
promoting good relations between different racial
and other diverse groups.

The negotiation of LAAs is a chance for the
voluntary and community sector to strengthen
delivery by establishing links with a wider network
of local partners. For example increasing
relationships with local businesses and crime
reduction partners can help to increase efficiency
and improve delivery of shared outcomes.

Local authorities are also responsible for
commissioning a large number of services, often
jointly. Experience so far suggests voluntary and
community organisations are not given an
opportunity to tender for contracts on an equal
footing and the sector is not achieving its potential
to deliver public services.

A range of opportunities for developing this
potential emerges from the Health and Social Care
White Paper, and education and children’s reforms.
While there is much procurement guidance
around, many agencies at local authority level
appear reluctant to act on it.

See the section on Partnerships

a councillor’s guide 2006/07 www.idea.gov.uk/councillors84

3



www.idea.gov.uk/councillors a councillor’s guide 2006/07 85

Commissioning

Councils should consider how they use
commissioning. Many smaller organisations may
be able to deliver significant services from modest
resources.

One approach is based on an acknowledgement
that commissioners need to help develop the
capacity of potential service providers as part of
the process. It often cuts out an open tendering
process, as commissioners and service providers
begin to work together at an early stage to design
and specify services. This approach is useful when
smaller suppliers, such as community
organisations, are best placed to deliver services.

Fair contracting

Fair contracting recognises the principle of full cost
recovery, meaning that service providers can add
the cost of developing and managing a service to
those providing it. For it to work, commissioners
need to go for value for money rather than the
cheapest option. And voluntary and community
organisations will need help to get ‘contract
ready’. This could be provided through capacity
building and through guidelines and incentives for
joint contracting or consortium approaches. If
there is an open tendering process, smaller
voluntary organisations should be supported
through it.

The principle of full cost recovery has been
recognised by government as one that can be
implemented in all funding from government
departments (see the Treasury’s Guidance to
Funders, 2004).
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