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Parish Councils

“the smallest unit of electoral democracy”
In November 2008 Communities Secretary Hazel Blears outlined plans to encourage new town and parish councils to be set up so that more decision making powers are placed in the hands of local people. 

This follows new powers to create parish councils, confirmed in February 2008, whereby local councils are able to create new town and parish councils without seeking approval from the Government. The Government hopes this shift will be a key way in which more decision making powers are made available to councils enabling them to make faster decisions on local governance and aims to bring influence, decisions and control closer to the people.

Local people are now able to petition their council with recommendations to change the way their community is governed. In response, councils now have the power to review these recommendations and take decisions on the way forward without seeking the approval of the Secretary of State as was previously required.
At the time John Healey MP, Minister for Local Government at the Department for Communities and Local Government (and born in Wakefield), said: "These decisions are best taken at local level, in the town hall rather than in Whitehall, by leaders who know their communities best.”

The new plans include over £750,000 to be allocated to the National Association of Local Councils for a range of national projects including:

· helping communities create new local parish and town  councils, particularly in urban areas including London

· encouraging both new and existing local parish and town  councils to work to meet the highest possible standards in service delivery and community engagement

· developing new good practice guidance on devolving decision making, a revitalised National Training Strategy for parish and town councils, and help for councillors to encourage greater community involvement

· encouragement for new and existing local parish and town  councils to meet approved standards through the Quality Parish and Town Council Scheme

Working with organisations including the Local Government Association, the Society of Local Council Clerks and the Participatory Budgeting Unit, the National Association of Local Councils will develop new good practice guidance on devolving decision making, a revitalised National Training Strategy for town and parish councillors, and help for councillors to encourage greater community involvement.

New and existing councils that successfully meet approved standards will be recognised through the National Association of Local Councils Quality Parish and Town Council Scheme. It is hoped that the number of Quality Councils could rise from around 650 to as many as 2,500 by April 2011.

Parish councils are seen to have been a popular and effective way to represent the views of local people, particularly in rural areas. Now Hazel Blears is looking to parish, town and neighbourhood councils to repeat their success in England’s cities, representing people in densely populated, urban areas.

She has said: “I am delighted to be able to support the creation of more town and parish councils.  As the smallest unit of electoral democracy, they play a vital and effective role in putting power in the hands of local people, to make the key decisions that affect their local communities.”

Facts & Figures

· Prior to 1974, parish councils were an exclusively rural phenomenon. Although the Local Government Act 1972 provided for parish councils to exist in urban areas - and there are now a number of urban parishes (both as a result of this legislation and the provisions for the creation of new parishes in the Local Government and Rating Act 1997) - the parish sector is still predominantly rural in nature.

· Parish and town councils are the most local tier of government in England. Parish and town councils are democratically elected to provide strong, confident leadership at the heart of their communities. There are currently about 10,000 parishes in England - around 8,700 of which have councils served by approximately 70,000 councillors - the vast majority in shire areas.

· Parish and town councils vary enormously in size, activities and circumstances, representing populations ranging from less than 100 (small rural hamlets) to up to 70,000. The majority of them are small; around 80 per cent represent populations of less than 2,500.

· The population coverage of town and parish councils in England is 17 million.

· About 90 per cent of the geographical area of England is covered by a parish.

· In the last ten years over 200 new local parish and town councils have been created.

· These local parish and town councils are all independently elected and have powers to raise their own funds from their communities through precept, with a total annual expenditure in the region of £400 million.

· Local parish and town councils provide employment for over 25,000 staff.

The Local Government & Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 led to the key changes of:

· The Power of Wellbeing

· The power to appoint additional local people to councils

· New procedures for creating parish and town councils

· The restoration of the power to create new town and parish councils in London

· A new power to change the name of councils to allow them to be called community, village or neighbourhood councils

The new Community Empowerment White Paper introduces the key new developments of:

· Full recognition of the role of town and parish councils

· New national programmes, with Government funding, to support the creation of new councils, particularly in urban areas and in the new unitary authorities

· A right of appeal to the Secretary of State against the outcomes of local governance reviews

· New community empowerment programmes at regional and principal authority level

· A new £70 million CommunityBuilders Fund

· Recognition and support of the Quality Parishes Scheme

· Encouragement to adopt participatory budgeting and explore the ways of involving local people in spending decisions

Useful links for Parish and Town Councils 

· The National Association of Local Councils website: www.nalc.gov.uk or contact 020 7637 1865

· The Society of Local Council Clerks website: www.slcc.co.uk or contact 01823 253646

· A list of the powers and duties of Parish Councils can be found at: www.nalc.gov.uk

Parishes and Petitions

Guidance on Community Governance Reviews was published in April 2008 by the Department for Communities and Local Government and The Electoral Commission. In Section 2: Undertaking Community Governance Reviews, the Guidance looks at the use of public petitions to trigger community governance reviews.

Local government electors in areas outside of London were able to petition for the constitution of a new parish and parish council under the Local Government and Rating Act 1997. Under the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007, local electors throughout England can petition their principal council for a community governance review to be undertaken. The petition must set out at least one recommendation that the petitioners want the review to consider making. These recommendations can be about a variety of matters including:
· the creation of a parish

· the name of a parish

· the establishment of a separate parish council for an existing parish 

· the alteration of boundaries of existing parishes

· the abolition of a parish

· the dissolution of a parish council

· changes to the electoral arrangements of a parish council

· whether a parish should be grouped under a common parish council or de-grouped

For a petition to be valid it must meet certain conditions. The first of these conditions is that a petition must be signed by the requisite number of local electors. It is recommended that petitioners aim to collect the requisite number of signatures based on the most recently published electoral register. It should be against this register that the petition thresholds will be assessed. The three thresholds are:

a) For an area with less than 500 local electors the petition must be signed by at least 50% of them

b) For an area with between 500 and 2,500 local electors the petition must be signed by at least 250 of them

c) For an area with more than 2,500 local electors the petition must be signed by at least 10% of them

These thresholds have been chosen to ensure that the minimum number of signatures to be obtained is neither so high that it will be impossible in most cases to collect that number nor so low as to allow a very small minority of electors to trigger a review. So, in areas with higher populations the threshold is not so high as to prevent a genuine desire for a review not being realised. Equally, in areas with smaller numbers of electors, this means that a handful of electors cannot initiate a review against the wishes of the majority of their fellow electors. The thresholds therefore help to ensure that the local democratic process is properly maintained.

The petition should define the area to which the review relates, whether on a map or otherwise, and refer to identifiable fixed boundaries. Where a proposed boundary is near an individual property, the petition must make clear on which side of the boundary the property lies. The petition must specify one or more proposed recommendations for review.

Guidance on Community Governance Reviews April 2008 can be found at: www.communities.gov.uk/publications/localgovernment/communitygovernancereviews
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