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FOREWORD

From the Welsh Assembly Government
Minister for Finance, Local Government and
Public Services, Sue Essex AM.

Community and town councils have for long been the silent
r partners in local government. They are the tier of local

government which is closest to local people and should be the
tier with which the public most closely identifies, but nationally little is known about
them. Community and town councils are responsible to their local electorate for
delivering a wide range of services and for the provision and upkeep of local
amenities. They also represent the views of local people to their county/county
borough councils and other bodies.

This study, funded by the Welsh Assembly Government and undertaken by the
Institute of Geography and Earth Sciences at Aberystwyth University, is the first
comprehensive review of the work of community and town councils in Wales. It
catalogues all the activities undertaken by local councils. | am pleased to see that the
vast majority of community and town councils actively contribute to their areas’ well
being. The report also outlines the constraints which local councils face and sets out
a number of proposals for enhancing community and town councils’ roles, should
councils wish to take on additional responsibilities. The researchers consider that
community and town councils have the potential to contribute significantly to the
quality of life of local people and to local democracy.

This enhanced role involves close working between the local councils and their
county /county borough councils and other bodies. It also involves developing the
capacity amongst elected members and officers to deliver those services which
would be more appropriately delivered locally. This means working in partnership
with others, including other community councils for the benefit of their areas.

The report merits wide discussion within all tiers of local government and by those
organisations which impinge on local government and the public. It will ensure that
the Assembly’s proposals for community and town councils are based on hard facts
and an awareness of the views of local councils, other bodies and the public. |
encourage you to read the report and to comment on its conclusions and
recommendations.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

S1  Community and town councils are the grassroots level of government in
Wales. Serving populations ranging from 155 to 45,053 people, the 737 councils
provide an important institutional vehicle for local collective action — to provide for
and respond to local needs; to advocate community interests; and to organise and
promote community events. Collectively, community and town councils across Wales
engage some 8,000 individuals in voluntary service as councillors, and are
responsible for managing an aggregate annual budget in excess of £25 million.

S$2  The existence of community and town councils enhances the local government
system as a whole and provide a number of benefits to the communities that they
serve. These include local responsiveness, the dedicated representation of local
interests, the ability to mobilise community activity, and the capacity to provide
additionality to the services and facilities operated by county and county borough
councils. Compared with other forms of grassroots organisation, including community
associations and residents’ groups, community and town councils have a number of
advantages that follow from their statutory foundation. These include accountability to
local people through elections, stability and continuity, tax-raising powers and the
capacity fo act as a catalyst for promoting participation in public service.

S3  There are, however, growing pressures for reform, both to the structure of
community and town councils, and to their working practices. More active councils
have found themselves limited in their capacity to act by legislative and financial
constraints, and frustrated in their engagement with other bodies by poor liaison
arrangements. At the same time, concerns have been expressed about the
inclusiveness of some councils, the low level of contested elections, the procedures for
consulting and communicating with local people, and the training and expertise of
clerks and councillors. There are many good practices with respect to all these areas
of concern, but the pattern of practice across Wales is variable. This study was
commissioned by the Welsh Assembly Government to examine these issues and to
make recommendations as to the role, functions and future potential of community
and town councils in Wales.

S4  The report draws on information collected through a wide range of research
methods including: surveys of all community and town councils and all county and
county borough councils; case studies of twenty councils, including questionnaire
surveys of councillors, interviews and focus groups; interviews with planning officers
and other key stakeholders and informants; four public seminars; and the analysis of
written submissions. Further details of the research and discussion of the issues are
contained in the full report and in four research papers which are available on the
study’s website at www.aber.ac.uk/communitygovernance. The remainder of this
summary presents an overview of the key findings and recommendations.



KEY FINDINGS

The characteristics and distribution of community and town
councils

S5  The 737 community and town councils in Wales collectively cover 96% of the
nation’s land surface, and 70.1% of its population. There is complete territorial
coverage by community and town councils in thirteen of the 22 county and county
boroughs, yet there are also 115 officially-defined ‘communities’ in Wales for which
no council exists. More than half of the population in Cardiff, Merthyr Tydfil,
Newport, Swansea and Rhondda Cynon Taff are not served by a local-level council,
along with around a third of the population in Blaenau Gwent, Caerphilly and Neath
Port Talbot.

S6  There are strong arguments for community councils to be established in all
parts of Wales, especially if their role could be enhanced. As well as the benefits
outlined in paragraph S2 above, uniform coverage across Wales would strengthen
the capacity and visibility of this tier of government and help to address issues such
as double taxation. There is evidence of support for the establishment of councils in
communities where they do not currently exist. The current mechanism for establishing
new councils is, however, perceived to be obstructive. Indeed it is arguably easier for
an existing council to be dissolved. The threat of dissolution — which does not exist
for equivalent councils in England — can militate against the stability and effectiveness
of community and town councils.

S7  The population size of community and town council areas range from 155
(Llanwrthwl, Powys) to 45,053 (Barry). Just over a fifth of councils serve a population
of fewer than 500 people, and nearly half serve a population of fewer than 1,000
people. At the same time, there are eight councils with populations in excess of
20,000 people. The size of a community has a significant influence on the capacity
of a council to raise funds, mobilise resources and provide services and amenities,
and consequently places limitations on the future potential of smaller councils.
However, there is considerable attachment to the present communities and resistance
to any suggestion of a compulsory amalgamation of smaller councils. A mechanism
exists under the Local Government Act (1972) for the voluntary grouping of
communities under a common council (and for this process to be reversed), as has
been successfully followed by Cwm, Waen and Tremeirchion Council in
Denbighshire. We consider that this voluntary route offers a model for enhancing the
capacity of smaller councils.



The role of community and town councils in providing services
and amenities

$8  Community and town councils are responsible for the provision of a wide
range of public services and amenities. At minimum, even small community councils
will typically be responsible for signs, noticeboards, public seating, bus shelters and
war memorials. Larger councils are not only likely to provide a more extensive range
of facilities, but may also provide higher-order amenities such as community centres
and indoor recreation facilities. A number of councils have also initiated innovative
projects to meet specific local needs, including, for example, a community taskforce
and a summer playscheme operated by Cwmbran Community Council, and a
community resource centre developed by Offa Community Council.

S9  There is significant interest from community and town councils, and
particularly from larger councils, in increasing their role in the provision of services
and amenities. Many locallevel councils have argued that they are more able than
principal councils to be responsive to local needs and accountable to the community,
and that the enhancement of their role in service delivery would promote a sense of
community ‘ownership’ of services, facilities and amenities, and act as a stimulus for
greater participation by local residents as community and town councillors. The
capacity of smaller community councils to take on additional functions is, however,
limited by resources, expertise and the infrequency of council meetings. A number of
smaller councils expressed concern that they would be ‘forced’ to assume additional
responsibilities against their will if any significant transfer of functions were to be
proposed. There are also issues concerning the loss of economies of scale and of the
strategic co-ordination of services across a wider territory that need to be considered
in evaluating the potential for responsibilities for specific services to be devolved to
community and town councils.

S10 Many of the 32 areas in which community and town councils have a statutory
ability to act are concurrent functions held jointly with county and county borough
councils. At present many of these functions are performed across large parts of
Wales by the county or county borough council. As such, whilst we do not consider
there to be a strong argument for increasing the statutory functions of community and
town councils, we do consider that their involvement in service provision could be
developed by encouraging the greater delegation of responsibilities for concurrent
functions by county and county borough councils. The extent of the delegation of
functions from principal councils to community and town councils in Wales is
currently limited. Only around twofifths of community and town councils have any
responsibilities delegated to them by their principal councils, most frequently with
respect to public rights of way, street lighting and street naming. The promotion of
Charter agreements between county and county borough councils and community
and town councils is recommended as a means of formalising the framework for
delegating functions, encouraging the greater use of this facility.



S11  An expanded role for community and town councils in the provision of
services and amenities would generate new pressures on councils in terms of
personnel, financial management, legal liability and technical knowledge and
expertise. In the public interest it will be necessary to ensure that councils drawing
down delegated functions are able to respond satisfactorily to these pressures. It is
recommended that to be eligible for the delegation of functions, community and town
councils should be required to first pass an ‘accreditation test’ by meeting criteria
related to the ratio of elected members to co-opted members, training, frequency of
meetings, public participation in council meetings and consultation and
communication with the community.

S$12 The accreditation criteria will favour larger community and town councils. In
order to make the opportunity to apply for delegated functions as inclusive as
possible, accreditation might also be awarded to groupings of councils. Such
groupings might, for example, follow the model of good practice of Hawarden,
Shotton and Broughton and Bretton councils in Flintshire, which have pooled
resources fo operate a joint maintenance service responsible for street lighting,
playing fields and building maintenance, and a joint administrative service.

S$13 Partnership working also offers the opportunity to increase a council’s sphere
of activity, both in terms of partnership between councils and partnerships with other
bodies, including local community organisations and county and county borough
councils. At least a fifth of councils are involved in some form of partnership working,
including members of independently constituted partnership organisations, and co-
funded partnership projects. Principal councils are the most frequent partners, but
partners are also widely drawn from the public, private and voluntary sectors.
Projects undertaken through partnership working include closed-circuit television
(CCTV) schemes, the provision of bus shelters and play equipment, skateboard parks,
heritage schemes and museums, building refurbishment or redevelopment, and
environmental initiatives such as tree-planting, land reclamation and creating wildlife
areas and walks.

S$14 Challenges can also arise in the practice of partnership working, especially if
other partners include principal councils and public agencies. As volunteers,
representatives from community and town councils believe that they are less well
prepared and less able to contribute to business than the professional officers
representing other partners. As such, councillors may have less of an influence on the
agenda and decisions made by partnerships than they desire. Improving the
effectiveness of partnership working by community and town councils requires
greater awareness of the circumstances of local-level council representatives by other
partners, particularly public sector partners, but also better advice and training for
local councillors involved in partnership activity.



The representational role of community and town councils

S15 The representation of local interests is a crucial part of the work of community
and town councillors, and is regarded by three out of four councillors as one of the
key means by which they can ‘best serve’ their community. Community and town
councils engage with a wide variety of bodies, at differing scales and with varying
degrees of frequency, and even small community councils may typically have up to a
dozen items of correspondence with external bodies, including principal councils, to
report at their meetings.

S$16 The greatest challenges faced by community and town councils in representing
local interests are insufficient time, resources and information. Consultation exercises
often require a response on a timescale that is mismatched with a council’s schedule
of meetings. Consultation documents may be bulky or inappropriately pitched and
difficult to circulate to members. When councils attempt to initiate contact with
outside bodies they can experience difficulty in identifying the appropriate contact
points. More generally, councils have expressed concern about poor feedback and
slow responses to correspondence. These challenges and problems can be addressed
through the adoption of good practice on both sides. Consulting organisations need
to be aware of the constraints and capacities of community and town councils, and
need to identify clear liaison procedures. Equally, community and town councils need
to ensure that their committee structure and cycle of meetings enables them to
participate effectively in consultation exercises.

$17 The most important external relationship of most community and town councils
is that with their local county or county borough council. A typical community council
will deal with upwards of half-a-dozen matters of correspondence from, or to, the
principal council at each meeting. The quality of this relationship, however, varies
significantly, with concerns expressed by community and town councils about the
absence of clear contact points, poor co-ordination between different principal
council departments, contradictory advice issued by different departments, letters and
e-mails that are not replied to, and a lack of feedback on complaints made about
joint projects and initiatives.

S$18 There are, however, many examples of good practices that should be adopted
more widely. These include regular liaison meetings between the county or county
borough councils and local community and town councils, the designation of a
community council liaison officer within a county/county borough council, and the
representation of community and town councils on principal council area committees
(or their equivalents). A Charter agreement, such as that adopted by Caerphilly
County Borough Council, can help to formalise and promote good practice.



$19 Community and town councils have a particularly important role to play in
commenting on planning applications. It is estimated that most planning departments
send notifications of between 500 and 1500 applications to community and town
councils each year, and receive responses to over 80% of applications. In the vast
majority of cases the community council’s view corresponds with the decision of the
principal authority planning committee. However, tensions are created when the
recommendation is not followed, usually because the community council’s position is
not compatible with agreed planning policy or planning law. Such tensions could be
alleviated through a better flow of information, including the circulation of planning
newsletters, training and information events, enhanced feedback and the involvement
of community and town councils in the strategic planning process.

$20 There is also potential for the opportunities that exist for community and town
councils to contribute to the planning process to be increased. The successful
experiment by Monmouthshire County Council of permitting community and town
council representatives to address meetings of the planning committee could be more
widely adopted, as could the practice of inviting community and town councillors to
attend site visits. In the longer term, planning authorities might wish to consider
delegating decisions on minor planning matters to accredited community and town
councils on the model pioneered by Taunton Deane Borough Council in Somerset.
The community and town councils associations have also argued for the introduction
of a third-party right to appeal against the granting of planning permission. This issue
is more complex, raising concerns about the cost and efficiency of the planning
system, but should be researched further by the Welsh Assembly Government.

$21 Community and town councils are directly represented on a wide range of
bodies within, or with a remit including, their communities. These are frequently
organisations and committees to which they provide financial support, but also
include primary school governing bodies to which they have a statutory right of
appointment. Arrangements of this nature are mutually beneficial, providing
accountability for public funds, democratic legitimacy, and helping to ensure co-
ordination of community activities. There is scope for community and town councils to
be represented on other publicly-funded bodies and initiatives, including secondary
school governing bodies and the partnerships established under the Communities
First, Business Improvement Districts and Rural Community Action programmes. The
representation of community and town councils on national park authorities should
also be considered.

$22 The community and town council sector as a whole is represented at a
national level by its representative associations. The forthcoming merger of these
organisations info a single association, One Voice Wales, will enhance the quality of
this representation. One Voice Wales has the potential to play a leading role in the
future development of community and town councils and it will be important to ensure
that it adopts a structure and a remit which maximise its capacity to perform this role
effectively.



The engagement of community and town councils with their
communities

$23 One of the great strengths of community and town councils is that they are
closer to local people than any other tier of government. Yet, in practice, the quality
and openness of interaction with the public by locallevel councils can vary
significantly. Historically, many community and town councils relied on informal
interaction between their members and local residents, who knew each other as
neighbours, customers, co-workers, or fellow members of clubs, sports teams,
churches and chapels. The changing nature of Welsh society has undermined these
traditional informal relationships. It can no longer be assumed that ‘everyone’ will
know who the community or town councillors are, or that opportunities exist where
councillors will routinely meet other local residents. Instead, it has become necessary
for councils to establish more formal mechanisms for engaging with their
communities, including public participation in council meetings and various forms of
consultation exercises.

$24 Members of the public have a statutory right to attend meetings of community
and town councils, but may only speak at the discretion of the chairperson. Around
about a quarter of community and town councils have introduced a formal period for
public participation in their meetings, and as many again permit electors to speak on
a more occasional, informal, basis. In the majority of cases, regular public
attendance at council meetings is small; however, the formal provision of
opportunities for participation is an important democratic initiative, and, when used,
can help to ensure that the council is responsive to local concerns, and to encourage
public interest in council business.

$25 The language of council business can be a sensitive and controversial topic. In
18% of community and town councils, Welsh is the sole or predominant language
used in meetings. Similarly, around 12% of councils record their minutes in Welsh
only, and a very small minority circulate agendas only in Welsh. Such practices
reflect the importance of the Welsh language in the communities concerned and are
to be commended for helping to keep Welsh at the heart of community life. However,
they can also be perceived by the non-Welsh speaking residents of those
communities as exclusionary practices that restrict democratic participation.
Community and town councils are now required to produce a Welsh Language
Scheme. This requirement will help to ensure that agenda, minutes and other
appropriate documents are accessible to all members of the community, but it will
also generate additional resource demands that need to be monitored, and, if
necessary, assisted.

$26 The connectivity of a council to its community and the effectiveness of its
representation of local interests is enhanced by regular consultation with local
residents. The most appropriate means of public consultation will vary with the size
of the community and the nature of the subject under consideration. Since 1999,



more than half of the community and town councils in Wales have organised public
meetings, and a quarter have conducted surveys of various types. A smaller number
have held formal polls of local electors.

S27 More routinely, the principles of open government should require that
community and town councils are proactive in conveying information about their
meetings and activities to local people. The most appropriate means of doing this will
again vary, but may include initiatives such as the production and distribution of
newsletters and/or annual reports, or maintaining a detailed website.

$28 Community and town councils have an advantage over other community
groups in that their legitimacy stems from an electoral mandate. Yet, in practice, only
a minority of community and town councils have required contested ballots to elect
their members in recent years, and many have struggled to attract candidates. In the
last set of full elections in 1999, contested ballots were held in just over a fifth of
community and town council wards. In nearly a third of wards, fewer candidates
were nominated than the number of seats available, whilst in around 40 wards, no
candidates at all were nominated. There is a need to encourage greater participation
in community and town council elections, which may involve initiatives to publicise
elections and to reduce the cost of organising elections which can act as a
disincentive to smaller councils to actively encourage candidates.

Local council finance and evaluation

$29 Community and town councils in Wales collectively manage an aggregate
budget of approximately £25 million per annum. Of this sum, £18.9 million is raised
through the precept, with an estimated further £5-6 million obtained from other
sources of income. Around twofifths of the aggregate income of community and

town councils is raised by the 30 largest councils, whilst councils serving communities
of less than 500 population have an annual income of less than £3,000. The
dependence of individual councils on the precept also varies, with four councils
setting a zero precept in 2002-3 due to the sufficiency of other income.

S$30 Patterns of expenditure by community and town councils are equally variable,
and depend on the size of the council and the range of services and facilities that it
provides. The clerk’s salary, insurance and audit fees are the only areas of
expenditure incurred by all, or virtually all, councils, and account for just over a fifth
of the aggregate expenditure of local-level councils. Other significant areas of
expenditure include village and community halls, office costs, lighting, parks and
salary costs of staff other than the clerk.

$31 Section 137 of the Local Government Act 1972 permits a local authority to

spend funds on "any purpose which in its opinion is of direct benefit to its area or to
the inhabitants", within a limit set by the Welsh Assembly Government - raised to £5
per elector in 2000 and now linked to inflation. Around three-quarters of community



and town councils incurred expenditure under this provision in 2001-2, with the
estimated aggregate expenditure amounting to just over £2 million. There is some
call from community and town councils for the ceiling on Section 137 expenditure to
be abolished. However, there are no more than half a dozen councils spending close
to the limit at present and the majority of councils are spending less than 10% of
their permitted expenditure. As such, we consider that there is little evidence to
support either the abolition or the raising of the spending limit in the near future.

$32 The developing role of community and town councils will create new demands
on council finance, not just for the enhancement of delegated functions, but for
administrative support, consultation exercises and to service greater involvement in
planning, partnership working and representational activity. It has been argued that
in order to fund such developments, community and town councils should be given a
proportion of the Revenue Support Grant (RSG) and/or proceeds from non-domestic
rates. These proposals are problematic both in principle and in practice, including
concerns about the cross-subsidisation of areas with local-level councils by those
without, and of rural communities with few rate-paying businesses by small towns
and urban communities; and about the financial management structures in place for
many smaller community councils.

$33 Additional funds for community and town councils may be more appropriately
provided centrally through the use of direct grants from the Welsh Assembly
Government. Initiatives that might form part of an initial tranche of direct grants could
include a Local Democracy Fund to cover costs associated with elections to
community and town councils; a Business and Community Grant Scheme to support
initiatives that are of primary or substantial benefit to local businesses; and a Welsh
equivalent of the English Vital Villages’ programme to permit community and town
councils to access funds for community development projects.

$34 The expansion of community and town council involvement in the provision of
services and amenities carries the potential risk of aggravating the problem of double
taxation. This arises where functions are performed in some communities by the
community or town council but by the county or county borough council in other
communities in the same local authority area. In this situation, local taxpayers can
effectively be paying for the same service twice, once through the precept, and once
through the general council tax. The problem of double taxation can be reduced by
adherence to principles of good practice. Where functions are delegated by
principal councils to community and town councils, appropriate funding should also
be transferred, such that there is no additional demand placed on the precept.
Double taxation is more difficult to address where it results from the established
provision of concurrent functions by both principal councils and local-level councils.
There are a number of strategies that could be adopted to this effect, but different
strategies are likely to be appropriate in different contexts and more needs to be
known about current practices before definitive guidance can be issued.
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$35 Principles of transparency, professionalism and public accountability should be
followed in all financial procedures of community and town councils. These principles
are already upheld by the vast majority of councils, but the further development of
their role will bring new challenges and responsibilities. Adherence to an
appropriate audit regime and the production of an annual financial statement should
be cornerstones of a council’s financial management practices. Larger councils may
additionally find it useful to participate voluntarily in the Wales Programme for
Improvement and a protocol should be developed to facilitate this.

$36 The principles listed above should not just apply with respect to the
management of a council’s finances, but should be followed in all areas of council
activity. The adoption of business plans and targets by community and town councils
provides a framework for monitoring and self-evaluation that can assist local electors
in making judgments about the performance of councils.

Councillors and clerks

$37 There are some 8,000 community and town councillors in Wales. They are
drawn from all walks of life, but they do not proportionately reflect the composition
of the population of the whole. Nearly three out of four community and town
councillors are men, compared with just under half of the population. Four out of ten
are aged over 60, compared with less than 30% of the adult population. Fewer than
one in a hundred councillors are aged under 25, and fewer than one in six are aged
under 45. Further analysis of a survey of councillors on 17 case study councils
revealed that only a third were in fulltime employment, two out of five were retired
and nearly three-quarters have either lived in the community all their life or have
been resident for more than 20 years. All councillors in the survey were white.

$38 Councils whose membership does not reflect the diversity of the communities
they serve are limited in their ability to engage with that community and fully to
represent its interests to external bodies. Inclusive councils have a richer relationship
with their communities, greater public interest in and engagement with council work,
and can be more effective advocates of community interests. Councils need to work
to increase their inclusiveness through initiatives that engage with under-represented
groups including women, ethnic minorities, young people, disabled communities and
other hard+to-reach groups.

$39 The time commitment made by many community and town councillors is
considerable. The 146 councillors surveyed for this study spent an average of 13.2
hours per month on council activity, with one councillor devoting up to 120 hours
each month to the council. This time commitment includes not just attendance at
council and committee meetings, but also preparation and paperwork, reading
consultation documents, letter writing, meetings with principal council officers and
other outside bodies, meetings with constituents, case work, attendance at civic
events, and representation of the council on other bodies and at meetings and
conferences.



S40 The time and costs involved in participating fully in council activity can act as
a deterrent to potential councillors, particularly those in full time employment or with
family commitments or who otherwise have limited free time or disposable income.
There is a strong argument for the remuneration of community and town councillors,
both as a reward for the increasing demands of the role, and in order to encourage
broader participation. The introduction of remuneration would be controversial. It
would be strongly opposed by many councillors. However, we conclude that on
balance the introduction of a basic allowance for council members, and of
regulations to permit councils to reimburse the costs of childcare and relief care for
dependent adults incurred by attendance at meetings, would be a positive
contribution to increasing the inclusiveness of councils.

S$41 Since April 2002, community and town councillors have been subject to the
same ethical framework as members of county and county borough councils. The
introduction of the new code of conduct was controversial in many councils, but may
be regarded as an important step in acknowledging the increasing responsibilities of
community and town councils, and hence the renewed emphasis on assuring high
standards of integrity and professional conduct. At the same time, the uniform
application of the code to all councils failed to recognise the diversity of community
and town councils and there is a case for reviewing the appropriateness of the code
in its present form for smaller councils.

$42 The developing role of community and town councils will also have
implications for the role and conditions of employment of clerks. Only one in twenty
councils currently employ a full time clerk, and a similar proportion have volunteer
clerks. For two-thirds of councils the clerk is the only employee, and even in larger
councils the clerk may only be supported by junior secretarial or maintenance staff.
As such, many clerks work considerably longer hours than those formally stated by
their contracts, and many clerks have been forced to inform themselves of technical
knowledge on financial management, insurance, health and safety laws and other
issues. The resources available to a clerk may also be limited, with sixty percent not
having access to a fax machine, forty percent having no access to a photocopier,
and twenty percent not having access to a computer. As councils develop their role,
both the number and nature of the personnel they employ, and the resources
provided, will need to be reviewed.

$43 The most fundamental requirement for any future development of the role of
community and town councils, is for the more comprehensive training of both clerks
and council members. At present, only a quarter of clerks have participated in any
formal training courses, and formal training of councillors is even more restricted. It
should become the normal expectation that clerks to community and town councils
will have completed a formal training programme and training of council members
should become a routine practice. One Voice Wales has an important role to play in
facilitating these opportunities by developing and hosting a comprehensive suite of
training provision for councillors, clerks and other council personnel.

11
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Conclusion

S$44  The summary of findings presented here will inevitably dilute some of the
diversity of the community and town council sector in Wales by seeking to draw
general conclusions. There are numerous examples of open, inclusive and
professional locallevel councils in Wales who are making a real difference to their
communities through a wide range of imaginative initiatives. However, there is also a
small minority of councils in Wales that are inactive, closed and disconnected from
their communities. The central objective of future policy relating to community and
tfown councils must be to promote good practice and to ensure that all communities in
Wales are able to benefit from strong local-level councils. The recommendations
contained in this report are intended to meet three broad objectives:

* To professionalise the conduct of government by community and town
councils.

* To formalise relationships between community and town councils and
other bodies, including principal councils and the Welsh Assembly
Government.

* To encourage and support all community and town councils to take
advantage of the opportunities open to them.

S45 This report should be understood as a snap-shot study of community and town
councils at a particular moment in time. There is a need to ensure that appropriate
information continues to be collected from and about community and town councils
on a regular basis in order to monitor the implementation of the recommendations
made here, and to inform the future development of policy.

S46 The recommendations made in this report are addressed to a number of
authorities, agencies and organisations, including primarily the Welsh Assembly
Government, but also One Voice Wales, the county and county borough councils,
community and town councils themselves, and a range of other institutions. Where
possible, recommendations have been made that could be introduced within the
powers of the National Assembly for Wales: however, in a few cases primary
legislation would be required. Details of the legislative requirements are documented
in Appendix |. Similarly, the report identifies those recommendations with cost
implications for the Welsh Assembly Government. The majority of recommendations
are not dependent on either legislation or the identification of significant new funds
and could be implemented over the relatively-short term future. It is anticipated that
the implementation of all recommendations could be completed within a 5 year
period.



1. Introduction

1.1 Community and town councils are the most local level of government in
Wales. Serving populations ranging from 155 to 45,053 people, the 737
community and town councils provide an important institutional vehicle for local
collective action — to provide for and respond to local needs; to advocate community
interests; and to organise and promote community events. Community and town
councils provide amenities that directly enhance the quality of life and visual
appearance of Welsh communities — from floral displays to bus shelters and
Christmas lights. They played the leading role in organizing events to mark the
Millennium and the Queen’s Golden Jubilee, and are a vital source of funding for
local community groups, sports clubs and charities, investing around £1 million in the
voluntary sector across Wales each year. Community and town councils contribute
local knowledge to the planning process, represent community interests in
consultation exercises, appoint governors to primary schools and are represented on
a range of other local committees and partnerships. They can provide local facilities
from noticeboards and playgrounds to leisure centres and playschemes; and can
support training for unemployed youth and help with basic maintenance jobs for
elderly residents. Community and town councils can play a leading role in the
regeneration of their localities, or in responding to problems of crime, social disorder
or speeding traffic. They can lead campaigns against factory closures or the loss of
local services, and can lobby for investment and environmental improvements.
Collectively, community and town councils across Wales engage some 8,000
individuals in voluntary service as councillors, and are responsible for managing an
aggregate annual budget in excess of £25 million.

1.2 Yet community and town councils are also regularly confronted by limitations
in their capacity to act, and faced with frustration in their engagement with other
bodies. These challenges can result both from external factors such as the statutory
framework in which councils operate, the local government funding system, poor
relationships with some county and county borough councils, and a lack of
awareness of the circumstances and practices of councils and other agencies; and
from internal factors such as a reliance on volunteers, lack of funds, slow and
unresponsive working practices and, in some cases, the attitudes of clerks and
councillors. These challenges need to be addressed if the aspirations of many
community and town councils to play a greater role are to be realised. There are
also considerable differences in the concerns, ambitions and current activities of
community and town councils of different sizes, in different parts of Wales, that have
to be acknowledged and accommodated in the future development of policy.

The remit and purpose of the study

1.3 The Regional Change and Development Research Group in the Institute of
Geography and Earth Sciences at the University of Wales, Aberystwyth, was
commissioned by the Welsh Assembly Government in April 2002 to conduct research
info ‘the role, function and future potential role of community and town councils in
Wales'. The project team has been led by Dr Michael Woods and Dr Bill Edwards,
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both Lecturers in Human Geography at the University of Wales, Aberystwyth, and
has included Dr Jon Anderson, Dr Graham Gardner and Rachel Gwenllian Hughes
as Research Assistants. In addition, Dr Rhys Jones, Lecturer in Human Geography at
the University of Wales, Aberystwyth, assisted with the conduct of Welsh-medium
inferviews and focus groups.

1.4  The project team has been supported by a Steering Group chaired by
Professor Eric Sunderland and comprised of members with experience and expertise
in local government and the community sector. The full membership of the Steering
Group is listed in Appendix A. We are grateful to the members of the Steering
Group for their helpful advice and guidance over the period of the research study.

1.5 The project specification directed the study to "examine the geographical
extent, representation, operation and functions of community and town councils in
Wales and their interaction with other bodies, and to assess the factors relevant to
their development, with particular reference to their potential to increase democratic
involvement, engage with policy development at strategic levels, bring decision-
making and service delivery closer to people and promote the well-being of local
communities."

1.6  In particular, the aim of the study has been to provide evidence to allow
recommendations to be made on 18 issues identified by the Welsh Assembly
Government. These include:

e the appropriate arrangements for collection of statistics on community and
town councils

e the adequacy of existing legislation for creating, merging and dissolving
councils

* initiatives to stimulate greater democratic involvement
e the potential for councils taking on additional service responsibilities
e the potential role of councils in representing the views of their areas

* the application of the Wales Programme for Improvement principles to
community and town councils

* measuring the performance of councils

e the extent and nature of changes to the number and size of councils
e the desirability of introducing incentives for enhanced performance
* the provision of training

* the sharing of good practice and the joint delivery of services

* requirements for future funding arrangements for community and town
councils

* the involvement of community and town councils in the planning process



e the engagement of councils in partnership working

* models of good practice in relations between community and town
councils and county/county borough councils

e the role and potential of local council representative associations
e the desirability of paying allowances to councillors

e improving the links between the National Assembly and councils
Programme of work and methodology

1.7  The research was undertaken over a twelve month period from April 2002 to
March 2003 and involved a wide range of data collection methods and exercises.
These include:

* A questionnaire survey of all community and town councils in Wales, to
which responses were received from 475 councils (65%).

* A questionnaire survey of all county and county borough councils in
Wales, to which responses were received from 20 of the 22 councils.

* Detailed case studies of 17 community and town councils, involving an
individual interview with the clerk, a focus group interview with
councillors, a questionnaire survey of council members, and an analysis
of council minutes.

e Telephone interviews with the clerks of a further three case study councils.

e Telephone interviews with planning officers in each of the 22 county and
county borough councils and three national park authorities.

e Telephone interviews with representatives of a range of organisations,
including the four local council associations, and other interested parties.

e Four public seminars held in January 2003 at locations around Wales,
attended by a total of over 300 people, including town and community
councillors and clerks, county councillors, representatives of local
organisations and members of the general public.

1.8 In addition, invitations to submit written evidence on any of the themes within
the remit of the study were sent to all community and town councils, the leaders of all
county and county borough councils, party groups on all county and county borough
councils, and over 100 organisations involved in working with community and town
councils or with an inferest in community issues.

1.9 Further details about the research methods employed in the study, including
details of the survey returns and of participation in the public seminars, are
contained in Appendices B-E.
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Definitions

1.10 The Local Government Act 1972 introduced the term ‘community council” as
the correct designation for the most local tier of government in Wales, replacing the
previous use of the term ‘parish council’. The 1972 Act also permits any community
council that is not subject to a grouping order to resolve to use the term ‘town
council’, a practice that has been adopted by 102 councils in Wales. In addition,
two councils use the nomenclature, ‘city council” as permitted by royal charter.

1.11 In this report, the terms ‘community and town councils’ and ‘local-level
councils’ are used as synonyms. The term ‘principal councils’ is used as a reference
to county and county borough councils. The term ‘principal local authorities” is used
in the context of the planning system to refer to all local authorities with a
development control function, including national park authorities. Where the term
‘council’ is used without qualification, it refers to a community or town council.

1.12 Throughout this report reference is made to the ‘Welsh Assembly Government’
or the ‘Assembly Government’ except when the elected body of the Assembly is
referred to, in which case the ‘National Assembly for Wales’ is used.

Structure of the report

1.13 This report presents the key findings and recommendations of the study. It is
structured into nine chapters, including this introduction, each focused on a different
element of the study. Chapter 2 outlines the historical and legislative context of local-
level councils. Chapter 3 presents an overview of the current form and distribution of
locallevel councils, including procedures for establishing, grouping and disbanding
councils. Chapter 4 discusses the role of community and town councils in providing
services and amenities. Chapter 5 examines the representational role of community
and town councils, including involvement in the planning process. Chapter 6
explores the mechanisms through which community and town councils engage with
their communities. Chapter 7 examines the finances of community and town councils
and the options for future funding arrangements. Chapter 8 discusses the role and
work of councillors and council personnel, including clerks, and makes
recommendations on the provision of training. Chapter 9 positions the conclusions of
the study in the context of the wider local government system.

1.14 Further details of the evidence collected in the study, and more extensive
discussion of the issues covered in this report, are contained in four research papers,
submitted as interim reports to the Welsh Assembly Government. The four papers
report on existing sources of information and literature on community and town
councils; a factual survey of community and town councils; the future potential of
community and town councils in providing services and amenities; and the
representational role of community and town councils. The research papers may be
read at the study’s website at www.aber.ac.uk/communitygovernance.



2. Community and Town Councils in Wales:
The Historical and Legislaiive Context

This chapter describes the historical development of community and town councils in
Wales and the current legislative framework within which they operate.

The historical context

2.1 The community level of government in Wales was established by the Local
Government Act 1894 which created 6,880 parish councils in rural areas of
England and Wales. The Act was widely acclaimed in Wales as a radical
empowerment of the people and a return to the historic Welsh government unit of the
cwmwd. The functions and powers of parish councils were subsequently expanded
through a series of Acts of Parliament in the early twentieth century.

2.2 In urban areas and small towns, many town councils can trace an even longer
lineage through a previous incarnation as municipal boroughs or urban district
councils. Prior to the 1972 Local Government Act, municipal boroughs and urban
district councils were principal local authorities with wide-ranging powers and a
significant role in the delivery of public services. Many municipal borough and urban
district councils invested heavily in the construction of a civic infrastructure, including
town halls, libraries, parks and other facilities, many of which passed into the
ownership of the new district councils after 1974.

2.3  The Local Government Act 1972 re-organised local government in Wales into
a three tier structure of communities, districts and counties. The term ‘community
council’ was adopted for the most local tier, including the continuing former parish
councils and the ‘successor councils’ to previous municipal borough and urban
district councils. The Act transferred many of the functions of municipal borough and
urban district councils to the new district councils and limited the statutory functions of
community and town councils to broadly the range of functions still enjoyed by
community and town councils today.

2.4  The Local Government Act 1972 provided for the division of the whole of
Wales into ‘communities’ for statistical purposes. However, it excluded those
communities lying within the areas of the former boroughs of Cardiff, Merthyr Tydfil,
Newport, Port Talbot, the Rhondda and Swansea from its provisions establishing
community councils, thus creating a pattern of incomplete geographical coverage by
community and town councils that continues to persist (see paragraph 3.1).

2.5 The Act also instituted a general review of the number and boundaries of
communities in Wales, undertaken on a county by county basis between 1974 and
1983. The Special Community Reviews reduced the number of communities
(including those without councils) from 875 to 866, and, through amalgamations,
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increased the average population served by community councils. Although the review
amalgamated very small communities, such as Erddig in Clwyd with a population of
19, into larger units, it also sub-divided some large communities such as Wrexham.

2.6  The total number of community and town councils in Wales has remained
relatively stable since the conclusion of the Special Community Reviews in the 1980s,
although there have been a few minor alterations through the disbanding of councils
and grouping arrangements. One new community, Hook, in Pembrokeshire, was
created in 1999 through the subdivision of the community of Llangwm.

The legislative framework

2.7  The legislative framework within which community and town councils operate
largely derives from sections 27 to 37 of the Local Government Act 1972. These
sections (and schedule 12, parts four and five, of the Act), define the areas for which
community councils may be established (s 27), the procedures for the establishment
and dissolution of councils (s 28), orders for grouping arrangements (s 29), the
constitution of a community meeting (s 32), the constitution and powers of a
community council (s 33), the roles of the chairman and vice-chairman of councils (s
34), and the role and process of election of community councillors (s 35).

2.8  Later sections of the 1972 Act define the powers of community and town
councils with respect to particular areas and functions, including burial grounds (s
214), conference facilities (s 144), provision of entertainment and support of the arts
(s 145), provision of information (s 142), the acquisition of land (s 139), public
buildings and village halls (s 133), and the promotion of tourism (s 144). Most
notably, Section 137 of the Act enabled community councils to "incur expenditure
which in their opinion is in the interests of their area or any part of it or all or some
of its inhabitants", subject to a capping of the maximum expenditure per resident set
in Section 137(4) of the Act and subsequently modified through Statutory Instruments.

2.9 In addition, community and town councils have been granted powers by a
number of pieces of legislation relating to public health, highways, planning,
education and traffic (see appendix F). A further more substantial extension of the
powers of community councils was introduced by part three of the Local Government
and Rating Act 1997. These included powers to establish and maintain car-sharing
schemes (s 26), grant-aid bus services (s 27), fund taxi fare concessions schemes (s
28), research and provide information about public transport (s 29), provide funds
towards traffic calming schemes (s 30) and establish crime prevention schemes (s

31).



2.10 The Local Government Act 2000 introduced a new standards regime for
community councils, including a statutory code of conduct and the inclusion of
community councils under principal council standards committees. Under section
50(2) of this Act, the National Assembly for Wales was made responsible for issuing
the code of conduct for community councillors.

2.11 Under the Wales Act 1998 all Ministerial functions relating to community
councils have been transferred to the National Assembly for Wales. In practice, the
specified Ministerial functions in this regard are limited, including:

* local Government Act 1972, s 30 — power to restrict community
applications to the Local Government Boundary Commission for Wales.

* Local Government Act 1972, s 331 — power to specify the matters on
which principal councils will consult community councils.

* Local Government (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 1953, s 5 — requirement
to be consulted about the provision of bus shelters on a trunk road.

*  Parish Council Act 1957, s 5 - requirement to be consulted about the
provision of public amenities on a trunk road.

2.12 The scope of the National Assembly for Wales to introduce substantial reforms
with respect to community and town councils under its own powers is therefore
limited. Many of the recommendations made in this report will require primary
legislation in order to be implemented. The requirement for primary legislation, and
other aspects of the implementation of the report’s recommendations, are discussed
further in chapter nine.
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3. The Characteristics and Distribution of Community
and Town Councils

This chapter describes the geographical distribution of community and town councils
in Wales and the population characteristics of council areas. It discusses the merits of
establishing councils in all communities in Wales, and examines the procedures for
the establishment, dissolution and grouping of councils.

Overview

3.1  The 737 community and town councils in Wales collectively cover 96% of the
nation’s land surface, and 70.1% of its population. There is complete territorial
coverage by community and town councils in thirteen of the 22 county and county
boroughs, yet there are also 115 officially-defined ‘communities’ in Wales for which
no council exists (figure 3.1). More than half of the population in Cardiff, Merthyr
Tydfil, Newport, Swansea and Rhondda Cynon Taff are not served by a local-level
council, along with around a third of the population in Blaenau Gwent, Caerphilly
and Neath Port Talbot. The geographical distribution of community and town councils
is the legacy of a distinction drawn between previous county borough areas and
other parts of Wales in the 1974 re-organisation of local government. Although
mechanisms have existed for councils to be established in any community in Wales
since 1974, these have been used only rarely.

3.2 There is considerable diversity in the size and setting of the 737 (see

table 3.1) community and town councils. The population size of community and town
council areas range from 155 (Llanwrthwl, Powys) to 45,053 (Barry). Just over a fifth
of councils serve a population of fewer than 500 people, and nearly half serve a
population of fewer than 1,000 people (table 3.1). At the same time, there are eight
councils with populations in excess of 20,000 people. Over half of all local-level
councils are rural in character. One in ten focus on small towns, one in ten are in
urban or suburban communities, and one in eleven are in coalfield or semi-rural
locations. These characteristics influence the resources available to councils and their
capacity to assume additional responsibilities.

Population Number of %
Councils

< 500 149 20.2%
500999 199 27 .0%
1,000-2,499 195 26.5%
2,500-4,999 21 12.3%
5,000-9,999 63 8.5%
10,000-19,999 32 4.3%
> 20,000 8 1.1%
Total 737 100.0%

Table 3.1: Population of Community and Town Council Areas, 1991.

Source: Aitchison et al (1994)
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The benefits of community and town councils

3.3 Community and town councils can make a significant contribution to the
localities that they serve. As outlined in chapter one of this report, and detailed
elsewhere, councils can provide facilities and support initiatives to respond to local
needs, can organise and promote community events and can advocate and represent
community interests. These activities collectively represent a number of distinctive
benefits brought to a community by the existence of a community or town council,
that relate to both the local scale of operation of councils and their statutory status.

3.4  As the most local tier of government, community and town councils have a
stronger ability to focus on the needs and interests of specific communities than the
higher-tier county or county borough councils. This local-embededness brings four key
benefits:

* local Responsiveness: On average there is one community or town
councillor for every 250 residents in those parts of Wales with local-level
councils, compared with one county or county borough councillor for
every 2,320 residents across Wales. Most members of community and
town councils live in the communities they serve and many councils also
engage with local residents through surveys, newsletters and public
meetings (see chapter 6). As such community and town councils can be
more responsive than higher tier authorities to community needs and
interests, and to the diversity of interests and needs within a community.

*  Representation of Local Interests: Community and town councils can act as
a vehicle for the representation of local interests to external bodies.
Whereas principal councils have to balance the competing needs and
interests of the many communities across their territory, community and
town councils have a responsibility for a single community and are able
to be uninhibited in advocating the interests of that community.

*  Mobilisation of Community Activity: Community and town councils exist at
a scale that reflects people’s patterns of social interaction and their
identification with place. They can therefore act to facilitate community
activities, organise and sponsor community events and promote
community spirit and inclusiveness. Community and town councils play a
vital role in supporting local clubs and organisations. Collectively they
donate over £1 million in grants to community groups, sports clubs,
charities and other voluntary sector organisations each year — funds that
are not available in communities without councils.

e Additionality: Community and town councils can provide additionality to
the services and facilities operated by county and county borough
councils. They have the flexibility to enhance service provision in the
community, or to provide additional services, facilities or even simple
features such as floral displays, that may lie outside the principal councils’

budgetary priorities. 23
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3.5 Many of the above functions might also be perfomed in some communities by
community associations, residents’ groups, tenants’ associations or other local
organisations. In communities where councils have not been established such groups
may act as a de facto alternative to a community council. However, community and
town councils have the additional benefit of being statutory bodies, which gives them
a further four advantages:

*  Accountability: The authority of community and town councils comes from
their electoral mandate. Unlike the officers of non-statutory community
associations, community and town councillors are accountable to the local
electorate and may be removed at election time. Furthermore, they are
accountable to the whole community, not to a paid-up membership, and
therefore have an incentive to engage with and represent all sectors of the
community, not just those most predisposed to join local societies.

e Stability and Continuity: The statutory constitution of community and town
councils gives them a relative security of existence. Unlike non-statutory
community associations, they are not dependent on recruiting members or
securing a continuity of funding from grantmaking bodies. This means
that community and town councils can plan on a longerterm basis and
have more capacity to take on larger-scale projects.

* Taxraising Powers: The ability of community and town councils to precept
the council tax is one of their most significant powers. Whilst they may be
restricted in accessing funds in other contexts (see chapter 7), the ability
to precept provides a relative stability of income (again supporting long-
term planning) and a means of raising funds from the community for
reinvestment in the community for communal benefit.

*  Promotion of Public Service: Participation as a community or town
councillor more substantially engages an individual in public service in
local government than participation in a non-statutory community
association. Community and town councils can provide a ‘training
ground’ for individuals who may subsequently progress to serve as county
or county borough councillors, or to stand for higher political office.

3.6 It should be acknowledged that there are costs associated with community and
town councils. The aggregate precept levied by community and town councils in
Wales equates to approximately £9.50 for every resident they serve, whilst overall
aggregate expenditure by community and town councils equates to approximately
£12.50 per resident. It would be erroneous, however, to assume that these costs
would be saved if community and town councils were not to exist, or that establishing
new community and fown councils would increase council tax charges in the areas
concerned by these amounts. Some of this expenditure relates to concurrent functions
that are or would be undertaken by the principal authority in the absence of a
community or town council. To the extent that costs are generated by additional,
discretionary expenditure by community and town councils, councils are accountable
to their electorates for spending decisions.



3.7 The level of response to the study from members of the public indicates
significant ambivalence in public opinion towards the role and future potential of
community and town councils. However, where contributions were received, either in
discussion at public seminars or through written submissions, positive comments
about community and town councils in general have outweighed negative comments,
and more submissions were received in favour of the establishment of community and
town councils in all parts of Wales than were received in favour of abolishing or
weakening the role of community and town councils.

3.8 ltis our conclusion, therefore, that the benefits of community and town councils
outweigh the associated costs and that there is a strong argument for the
establishment of community councils in all parts of Wales.

The establishment and dissolution of councils

3.9  The Local Government Act 1972 provides for a community to apply to the
relevant principal council for the establishment of a community council, if, (i) a
community meeting attended by at least 30% of the electorate, or, if that number
exceeds 300, at least 300 electors, has resolved to hold a poll of all local
government electors in the community; and (i) the proposal to establish a council has
been supported by a majority of those voting in the poll.

3.10 There appears to be limited public awareness of the above procedure, and
there are very few examples of the successful creation of new councils through this
mechanism. Evidence from attempts to establish councils in Cwmavon (Neath Port
Talbot) and Treharris (Merthyr Tydfil) suggests that the need to convene a well-
attended public meeting, the availability of appropriate meeting venues, and
disinterest from principal councils, can all present obstacles for campaigns to
establish new councils.

3.11 In contrast, it should be noted that the Local Government and Rating Act 1997
introduced new procedures for the establishment of local-level councils in England,
which do not apply in Wales. These have led to the creation of over 80 new parish
councils in England since 1998. No new community councils have been established
in Wales in the same period, with the exception of Hook Community Council which
was created as the result of a boundary review.

3.12 However, it should also be acknowledged that the current procedure in Wales
embodies a principle that community and town councils exist by public consent that
is unique for a statutory tier of local government in Britain. The extent to which this
principle should be retained is a political decision. As such, recommendation R3.1
below outlines a number of options for promoting the creation of new community
councils, involving differing degrees of public engagement.
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Recommendation R3.1

The Welsh Assembly Government should encourage the creation of councils in those
communities where they do not currently exist. There are four options that could be
examined in this respect:

Greater awareness of the opportunities that currently exist for new
community councils to be established can be promoted through
information campaigns by the Welsh Assembly Government, One Voice
Wales and community development initiatives. These might include
workshops, press advertisements and an accessible guide to establishing
local councils on the Welsh Assembly Government or One Voice Wales’
website.

The legislative framework could be revised to introduce a right of local
government electors to petition for the establishment of a new community
council (with a petition requiring the signatures of 250 local government
electors or 10% of the electorate, whichever is greater, to be accepted);
and empower principal authorities to create new community councils by
order. These changes would bring the legislative framework in Wales in
line with that for England established by the Local Government and Rating
Act 1997.

All county and county borough councils containing communities that are
not served by a town or community council could be required to organise
polls in each such community on the option of establishing a council.
There could be a further requirement for the polls to be repeated at a
regular interval in those communities where there is no support for a
council at present.

The Welsh Assembly Government could seek primary legislation to bring
into existence community councils for all communities in Wales.

3.13 Recommendations contained elsewhere in this report for developing the role of
community and town councils in the provision of services and amenities would
require that councils be able to plan on a medium and long-term timescale with
reasonable security of tenure. We consider that the current procedure for a local-level
council to be disbanded by a poll of local government electors is incompatible with
this requirement.

Recommendation R3.2

The Welsh Assembly Government should sponsor legislation to repeal Section 28
paragraph 4 of the Local Government Act 1972, that permits a community or town
council to be disbanded. The recommendations for the development of the roles
performed by community and town councils stated elsewhere in this report will
require that councils are able to operate with a security of tenure. Procedures for the
appropriate alteration of communities for reasons of geographical or population
change already exist within the powers of the Local Government Boundary
Commission for Wales.




Grouping arrangements

3.14 At present there are six ‘grouped’ community or fown councils in Wales,
whereby a single council has been established for two or more adjacent
communities. In three of these cases, the council relates to an urban area that crosses
community boundaries (Cwmbran, Colwyn Bay and Pontypool). In two cases the
council groups together two urban communities (Abertillery and Llanhilleth;
Croesyceliog and Llanyrafon), and in one case, the council is a grouping of small,
rural, communities (Cwm, Waen and Tremeirchion).

3.15 We consider the Cwm, Waen and Tremeirchion grouping to offer a model that
could be replicated more widely in rural Wales. Grouping arrangements of this type
present an opportunity for smaller councils to overcome the diseconomies of scale, to
save expenses by cutting the duplication of meetings and of clerks” work, and to
achieve a level of resources that may enable them to draw down delegated functions
from principal councils (see paragraph 4.16). Fundamentally, grouping arrangements
have the advantage of being voluntary agreements, established on the basis of
community polls, and which the individual communities in a group retain the ability
to reverse.

3.16 In addition, we envisage that forms of partnership working and federation
agreements, short of formal grouping arrangements, could be established between
locallevel councils for specified purposes. These may include, for example, the joint
provision of a facility such as a community hall; or a more formal partnership or
federation with an independent management committee and budget, responsible for
undertaking an agreed range of functions delegated by the principal council within
the constituent communities. The models of intercommunualité developed in France
provide examples of the types of structures that might be created.

Recommendation R3.3

We recommend that the Welsh Assembly Government, in consultation with One
Voice Wales, issue guidance to community and town councils on the formation of
grouped community councils and on the development of partnership and federation
arrangements for jointworking by community and town councils with respect to
specific functions. The benefits of such arrangements should be promoted. However,
the decision of individual councils to enter into such arrangements should remain
voluntary. There is no case at present for a systematic community review to be
undertaken, nor for the obligatory amalgamation of communities, but this issue
should be kept under review.
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Boundary reviews

3.17 The boundaries of communities in Wales were comprehensively reviewed and
restructured twenty years ago by the Special Community Reviews. The new
communities established by the reviews largely accommodated the geographical
changes that had occurred during the twentieth century, and subsequent
developments (for example, new housing estates) have been responded to in a series
of local reviews by the Local Government Boundary Commission for Wales and
resulting boundary change orders. It is our conclusion that this mechanism functions
effectively and is able to deal openly and appropriately with boundary concerns as
they are raised.

Recommendation R3.4

Procedures already exist for issues concerning community boundaries and the
subdivision of communities into wards or new communities to be addressed through
the Local Government Boundary Commission for Wales. There is no case for these
procedures to be reformed, although the awareness of these procedures among
community and town councils could be raised through coverage of the topic as part
of training for clerks and councillors.




4. The Role of Community and Town Councils in
Providing Services and Amenities

This chapter reviews the current involvement of community and town councils in the
provision of services and amenities, considers the arguments for expanding this role,
and outlines models through which functions might be delegated from principal councils.

Overview of current involvement

4.1 Community and town councils are responsible for the provision of a wide range
of public services and community amenities. At minimum, even small community councils
will typically be responsible for signs, noticeboards, public seating, bus shelters and
war memorials. Legislation identifies 32 areas in which community and town councils
have a statutory entitlement to act (listed in Appendix F), as well as a number of
functions on which councils are empowered to grant-aid provision by other bodies. Few
councils are active with regard to more than a handful of these functions, and around
half are performed by less than a quarter of local-level councils (tables 4.1 and 4.2).

% of councils providing
service or amenity
Signs, Noticeboards and Information Boards 75.06
Seats and Shelters 69.21
War Memorials, Public Clocks etc 39.55
Playing Fields or Playgrounds 38.20
Public Footpaths and Bridleways 32.36
Open Spaces, Village Greens and Commons 31.24
Lighting 26.64
Churchyard, Cemeteries, Burial Grounds & Crematoria 25.39
Village Hall or Community Centre 24.04
Litter Bins, Skips 24.04
Advice and Information Services 12.36
Crime Prevention (CCTV, Neighbourhood Watch) 10.56
Allotments 9.89
Car and Cycle Parks 9.66
Tourism Promotion Q.44
Traffic Calming 8.09
Roadside Verge Maintenance 6.29
Public Conveniences 5.62
Recycling Facilities 4.04
Indoor Recreational Facilities 3.37
Postal and Telephone Facilities 2.25
Water, Drainage and Sewerage Services 2.02
Community Transport Scheme 1.35
Other 9.66

Table 4.1: Provision or maintenance of services and amenities by
community and town councils, (n=445)
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% of councils grant
aiding provision
Village or Community Halls 49.89
Arts Events or Facilities 31.46
Outdoor Recreational Facilities 30.56
Seats and Shelters 27.87
Burial Grounds, Cemeteries & Crematoria 27.64
Public Entertainment 21.57
Crime Prevention Schemes 18.43
Indoor Recreational Facilities 14.61
Village Green or Open Space 13.26
Litter Bins 13.26
Tourism Promotion 11.91
Traffic Calming 9.44
Public Clocks 6.07
Other 10.34

Table 4.2: Councils providing grant-aid for the provision of certain
amenities and activities. (n = 445)

4.2 The range of functions performed by a council is strongly influenced by the
population size of the community. This reflects both the revenue-raising potential of a
council and the level and nature of demand for different services and amenities. As
table 4.3 shows, larger councils are not only likely to provide a more extensive
range of facilities, but are also likely to provide higher-order facilities such as
community centres and indoor recreation facilities.

4.3  There is significant interest from community and town councils, and
particularly from larger councils, in increasing their role in the provision of services
and amenities. Many local-level councils have argued that they are more able than
principal councils to be responsive to local needs and accountable to the community,
and that the enhancement of their role in service delivery would promote a sense of
community ‘ownership’ of services, facilities and amenities, and act as a stimulus for
greater participation by local residents as community and town councillors.

4.4  However, there is considerably less enthusiasm from principal councils for any
significant transfer of functions to community and town councils. In particular, there
are concerns about the loss of economies of scale and of the strategic co-ordination
of services across a wider territory.

4.5 The capacity of smaller community councils to take on additional functions is
limited by resources, expertise and the infrequency of council meetings. A number of
smaller councils expressed concern that they would be ‘forced’ to assume additional
responsibilities against their will if any significant transfer of functions were to be

proposed.
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Signs & Signs & Seats & Signs & Seats & Open Community
notice- notice- shelters notice- shelters spaces centres
boards boards Signs & boards Signs & Seats & Seats &
Seats & Seats & notice- Seats & notice- shelters shelters
shelters shelters | boards shelters  |boards Signs & Footpaths
War War Playing Playing War notice- Playing
memorials | memorials | fields & fields & memorials | boards fields &
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fields & fields & Footpaths | War Footpaths memorials | |\, -
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spaces Burial Burial Lighting playgrounds | fields & notice-
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Open Open Open Open Village halls Burial
spaces spaces spaces spaces Litter bins grounds
Lighting Lighting Litter bins  |Advice & | Allotments Lighting
Litter bins | Burial ir?forrnotion Tourism Advice &
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Advice & Burial prevention | .. .
information |grounds Advice &
_ o . Indoor
Tourism information .
. recreation
Crime Traffic _
. . Crime
prevention | calming '
. prevention
Burial
d Allotments
grounds
Public

conveniences

Table 4.3: Typical areas of activity for councils by population band, ranked by
number of councils active in area.

4.6

(activities undertaken by more than 20% of councils in band; activities

undertaken by more than 50% of councils are in bold).

The interest expressed by community and town councillors in enhancing the

role of local-level councils in service delivery has in many cases been informed by
involvement in twinning exchanges with communities elsewhere in the European
Union, and comparison of the functions of the respective councils (see Appendix G).
Such comparisons are instructive in demonstrating the capacity of local-level councils
with small populations to deliver higher-tier functions; however, the potential for the
direct translation of European models to Wales is limited by differences in the overall
structure of the local government system and in financial arrangements for local
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government. Reforms of this nature could only be undertaken in the context of a
whole-scale restructuring of the local government system in Wales, and further
research to evaluate the relative efficiency and quality of services delivered by
different scales of government and in the different European systems would be
required before any such move could be justified.

4.7 It may be appropriate for a substantial redistribution of functions within the
Welsh local government system to be considered at some point in the future.
However, the degree of enhanced involvement in service delivery envisaged by
community and town councils at present is relatively modest, and can be largely
accommodated within the existing legislative framework. In particular, this can be
achieved through the delegation of functions from principal councils, and by the
greater participation of community and town councils in partnership working with
other agencies and local organisations.

The delegation of functions from principal councils

4.8 legislation has defined a number of functions in which powers are held
concurrently by both principal councils and community and town councils (see
Appendix F). In most communities, many of these functions are performed by the
county or county borough council, but potential exists for responsibility to be
transferred to community and town councils. This may be done uniformly across a
principal council area, or may be discretionary, involving only a limited number of
local-level councils. In addition, principal councils may contract out functions within
their remit to community and town councils to deliver as their agents.

4.9 At present, the extent of the delegation of functions from principal councils to
community and town councils in Wales is limited. Only around two-fifths of
community and town councils have any functions delegated to them by the respective
principal council, most frequently with respect to public rights of way, street lighting
and street naming. Examples of significant delegation schemes include the
engagement of some community and town councils in Bridgend as agents for the
county borough council in the management of playing fields; and development of
Community Service Partnerships by Carmarthenshire County Council (see box).

CASE STUDY: CARMARTHENSHIRE COMMUNITY SERVICE PARTNERSHIPS

Since 2001, Carmarthenshire County Council has established ‘Community Service
Partnerships’ with eight community and town councils, whereby the local-level
councils have agreed to take on basic maintenance, cleaning and management
responsibilities for facilities typically including bus shelters, public conveniences and
recycling sites. Funding is provided by the county council, ranging from £1,800 to
£11,600 per annum, depending on the size of community. The partnership
agreements have been negotiated on an individual basis and followed a
questionnaire survey of all community and town councils in the county in 1998 to
ascertain the level of interest.




4.10 The more widespread delegation of functions will require the explicit
encouragement of delegation by the Welsh Assembly Government, and the
formalisation of delegation arrangements. This is most consistently and transparently
done as part of the adoption of ‘Charters’ between principal councils and community
and town councils (we also discuss Charters in chapter 5). Following the model
pioneered by Staffordshire County Council (see box), and subsequently adopted by a
number of other authorities, Charters can set out locally agreed procedures for the
delegation of functions and present a ‘menu’ of functions that the principal council is
willing to delegate, from which local-level councils may select the functions they wish
to draw down.

CASE STUDY: THE STAFFORDSHIRE PARISH CHARTER

The Parish Charter agreed between Staffordshire County Council and the
Staffordshire Association of Parish and Town Councils in 1995 states that the county
council will encourage local councils to take on delegated responsibility for service
delivery at the local council "where it is costeffective and practicable". The Charter
outlined a ‘menu’ of functions from which local councils are able to select services
that they wish to be delegated, including: grass cutting, hedgerow clearance, weed
clearance, ditch clearing, cleaning of street signs and furniture, management of street
name signs, street naming, management of residents’ parking schemes, car park
management, school crossing patrols, cycle training, road safety campaigns, footway
lighting, managing county council property ‘out of hours’ (e.g. libraries), footpath
management, and local emergency planning (e.g. flood warning schemes). The
Charter also indicates potential means of provision, including the use of a local
contractor, employment of a ‘village lengthsman’ or the use of the county council’s
contractor.'

4.11 The development of Charters on a voluntary basis by principal local
authorities in Wales has been limited. This in turn has placed constraints on the
opportunities available to community and town councils to draw down additional
functions and on the potential for relations between principal and local-level councils
to be formalised in an open and unambiguous manner. Used to their full potential,
Charters can help to strengthen the role of community and town councils in serving
their local communities; to promote openness in local government; to clarify financial
arrangements between councils and issues of double taxation (see chapter 7); and to
infroduce a system of accrediting community and town councils that meet certain
criteria as a means differentiating between the needs of large and small councils.
However, these benefits can only be realised if Charters are developed universally
across Wales. As such, it is our opinion that legislation is necessary in order to
require all principal councils to develop Charter agreements with community and
town councils in their areas.

1 See Clark, D. M. (1998) Local councils delivery services, Local Governance, 24(4), 275-284;
Hopkins, S. (1998) Creating working partnerships between county, district and local councils: the
Charter experience, Local Governance, 24(4), 289-296.
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4.12 Charters would be agreed on a county or county borough wide basis by the
principal council and the appropriate area committee of One Voice Wales. With
respect to the delegation of services, a Charter would set out the procedure to be
followed, the expectations of good practice to be followed by community and town
councils drawing down functions, and the circumstances in which, and procedures
whereby, the delegation of a function may be revoked. The Charter would include a
menu of functions available for delegation that would be agreed by the principal
council and the local-level councils’ representatives, and would reflect local
circumstances. The Charter would establish the framework for delegation, with
agreements for the delegation of specific functions being subsequently negotiated
with individual community and town councils. A sample Charter is illustrated in
Appendix H.

4.13 Charters would also stipulate funding arrangements for delegated functions.
Delegation should not be seen as a means of rationalising spending by transferring
the burden of responsibility, as such practices can produce problems of double
taxation (see chapter 7). Rather it is anticipated that core funding would be provided
as a ring fenced grant from the principal council to the community or town councils,
but that any additional funds required to enhance or expand the service or amenity
would be raised by the local-level council (see paragraph 7.10).

Recommendation R4.1

The Welsh Assembly Government should sponsor legislation to require all county and
county borough councils to introduce a ‘Charter’ agreement with community and
town councils in their areas, including procedures for the delegation of a specified
range of functions to accredited community and town councils. The Charter should
specify procedures for the financing of delegated functions and for revoking
delegation. A Charter should be produced in negotiation between a county or county
borough council and its local community and town councils and its content should
reflect local circumstances. The Welsh Assembly Government should have the
responsibility for monitoring the production and implementation of the Charters to
ensure fair and consistent practice.

4.14 The delegation of functions will place new personnel demands on community
and town councils. The management of delegated functions may require technical
expertise not possessed by current clerks or other employees, as well as staff to
maintain or deliver facilities or services. Delegation may lead to the creation of new
personnel positions at both a junior and a senior level (see also recommendation
R4.11). In some cases the delegation of a substantial function may involve the
transfer of employees from the principal council to the community or town council.
The Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment) regulations could apply in
these circumstances.




Recommendation R4.2

Guidance should be issued to local authorities by the Welsh Assembly Government
on the requirements of the Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment)
regulations with respect to the delegation of functions to community and town
councils. In many cases where delegation involves the transfer of staff resources, it
may be more appropriate for community and town councils to ‘buy’ the time of a
principal authority employee rather than for personnel to be transferred to a new
employer.

4.15 In many cases, the work associated with a delegated function may not be
sufficient to warrant the employment of a specific member of staff by the community
or town council. In such circumstances a number of approaches could be followed,
including the contracting out of the service or task; the ‘buying in’ of the time of a
principal council employee; or the joint employment of staff by a group of local-level
councils. A model of this approach is provided by arrangements between Hawarden
Community Council, Shotton Town Council and Broughton and Bretton Community
Council (see box).

CASE STUDY: THE HAWARDEN JOINT MAINTENANCE SERVICE

In 1985 the former Hawarden parish was divided into the new communities of
Hawarden, Shotton and Broughton and Bretton. The new councils continued to work
together in providing services such as street lighting, playing fields and building
maintenance. By pooling resources the councils are able to employ their own direct
labour force which undertakes functions carried out by the principal council in other
parts of the county. There is also a combined administration, with a joint office and
two parttime secretaries, although Shotton Town Council has its own clerk.

4.16 The delegation of functions may also place further demands on community
and town councils in terms of their decision-making and managerial structures. The
existing cycle of council meetings and/or the committee structure may be
inappropriate to deal with the type and frequency of management issues arising from
new functions. Furthermore, councillors and the clerk may be required to consider
issues for which they may lack the appropriate specialist or technical knowledge,
creating a need for training.

Recommendation R4.3

Community and town councils should review the appropriateness of their structures
and business procedures for the demands of assuming additional delegated
functions. This may include reviews of committee structures, the frequency of
meetings, the job descriptions of personnel, and the authorisation of clerks and sub-
committees to act on behalf of the council on urgent matters between meetings.
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Recommendation R4.4

The expansion of the role of community and town councils in the provision of services
and amenities will require the Welsh Assembly Government and One Voice Wales to
review the training needs of councillors, clerks and other personnel on a range of
managerial and specialist topics. One Voice Wales should ensure that training on
these issues is available to councils. (See also recommendation R8.10)

4.17 Given these demands on finance, personnel and council practices and
structures, it is considered that not all community and town councils will have the
capacity adequately to perform additional delegated functions. In the interests of
maintaining standards of accountability and financial management in local
government, and of guaranteeing the quality of public services, community and town
councils wishing to assume additional delegated functions should be required to
demonstrate that they meet certain minimum standards.

Recommendation R4.5

We recommend that in order to draw down delegated functions under a Charter
agreement, a town or community council must first be required to pass an
accreditation procedure. The accreditation procedure should require councils to meet
specified criteria on the ratio of elected to co-opted members; the training or
experience of the clerk; training undertaken by councillors; the management
structure, including the committee structure and the frequency of meetings; and
mechanisms for public engagement and accountability. The procedure should be
structured in a clear and simple manner, with self-assessment to be undertaken by
councils and accreditation to be awarded by the appropriate principal authority. The
Welsh Assembly Government should have the responsibility for monitoring the
implementation of the accreditation process, and councils denied accreditation
should have a right of appeal to the responsible Minister.

4.18 |If the proposed approach is to be effective in increasing the role of community
and town councils in service provision, the accreditation procedure will need to be
accessible, simple to implement, and non-bureaucratic. The elements involved in the
assessment procedure and the criteria to be met should be negotiated between the
Welsh Assembly Government, the Welsh Local Government Association and One
Voice Wales. However, it is anticipated that the assessment would take the form of a
simple checklist that could be completed by the community or town councils
themselves as a self-evaluation exercise, with accreditation awarded by the principal
council by means of a comparison of the return against the stated criteria.

4.19 ltis inevitable that the requirements of the accreditation process will favour
larger community and town councils more than smaller councils. Many smaller

councils would not be able to meet appropriate criteria on training, management
structure and public engagement. As such, the accreditation system may act as an
incentive for smaller councils to enter into grouping arrangements as described in




paragraphs 3.14-3.15. However, full grouping may not always be appropriate
where only a limited number of basic functions are to be delegated, or where co-
operation would be between councils of significantly different sizes. In such
circumstances it may be appropriate for other forms of partnership or jointworking
arrangements between councils to be recognised for accreditation. This might
involve, for example, two or more councils forming a joint committee to maintain
footpaths; or, at a more sophisticated scale, a group of councils forming a
‘partnership’ or ‘federation’, with a joint management committee and budget, to
deliver a range of delegated functions and employing staff on the Hawarden model
described above, whilst the councils retained their autonomy on other models.

Recommendation R4.6

The Welsh Assembly Government and One Voice Wales should encourage smaller
community councils to qualify for accreditation through working with other councils.
One model would be to form a ‘grouped council using the existing procedures as
contained in the Local Government Act 1972. However, we recommend that
legislation to introduce Charter agreements should give legal recognition to a new
model of ‘joint delivery partnerships’ whereby two or more councils may form a
partnership to deliver one or more functions. The ‘joint delivery partnerships’ would
be managed by a joint committee of the participating councils and would require
formal legal recognition in order to specify procedures for funding and personnel
management. The ‘joint delivery partnerships’ would be entitled to receive partial
accreditation with respect to specified functions.

4.20 Charters should stipulate the life-span of a delegation agreement, after which
the delegation of functions may be continued or revoked. In making this assessment,
the views of users on the quality of delegated services or amenities should be taken
info account. This will require that community and town councils with delegated
functions should put in place mechanisms to monitor user satisfaction and to permit
and consider feedback from users.

Recommendation R4.7

Charter agreements should require community and town councils to stipulate
procedures for user feedback and evaluation of services and amenities provided by
the council. The nature of the procedures adopted will vary with the nature of the
service or amenity and the size of the council and of the user-group.

4.21 Where community or town councils assume significant additional
responsibilities for the delivery of services previously provided by principal councils,
it is appropriate that they should become subject to the same regulatory framework
concerning maladministration as applies to principal councils. This would involve
amending Section 25 of the Local Government Act 1974 to extend the remit of the
Local Government Ombudsman to cover maladministration in accredited community
and town councils.
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Recommendation R4.8

The Welsh Assembly Government should sponsor primary legislation to extend the
remit of the Local Government Ombudsman for Wales to cover maladministration in
accredited community and town councils.

Councils’ involvement in partnership working

4.22 Most community and town councils could substantially increase their
involvement in providing services and amenities even without acquiring any
delegated functions. Perceived restrictions on councils’ capacity, for example in terms
of access to funds, can often be overcome through working in partnership with other
organisations and agencies, including principal authorities.

4.23 Section 137 of the Local Government Act 1972, which permits a community
or town council to spend up to £5 per elector on "any purpose which in its opinion is
of direct benefit to its area or to the inhabitants", offers considerable potential to
councils to become involved in a wide range of services and amenities. Resources
obtained under Section 137 may be complemented through partnership working, by
support or sponsorship from other organisations and funds, and partners may also
provide expertise, staff, premises, publicity and so on. Good examples of innovative
schemes of this type include Cwmbran Community Council’s Taskforce, and Offa
Community Council’s resource centre (see box).

CASE STUDY: CWMBRAN COMMUNITY TASKFORCE

The Community Taskforce established and managed by Cwmbran Community
Council undertakes ‘basic’ gardening and decorating work for local people, mainly
those who would be unable to carry out the work for themselves. The work is free for
residents aged 80 and over, and there is a 50% discount for disabled residents. The
taskforce is staffed by local young people who would otherwise be unemployed.

CASE STUDY: OFFA COMMUNITY RESOURCE CENTRE

Offa Community Council in Wrexham has undertaken a number of innovative
ventures including developing a community resource centre at Luke O’Connor House.
The centre is used by partner organisations to provide training courses for local
people, supported by European Union funds.

4.24 Community and town councils can also increase their involvement in providing
services and facilities to the community through participation in formally constituted
partnership organisations with other local groups and agencies. Such partnerships
are able to obtain external grant funding that is often not directly available to the
council itself, although the council may contribute towards ‘match funding’ under
Section 137 expenditure. Other partners may provide other resources including




personnel, office space and equipment, or may represent ‘hard-to-reach’ groups
within the community such as local youth. The participation of the community or town
council in partnerships of this kind provides democratic legitimacy and ensures that
there is a common vision and purpose between the council and the partnership
organisation.

4.25 The Market Town Initiative, run by the Development Board for Rural Wales
(subsequently the Welsh Development Agency) between 1996 and 2000, included a
number of successful examples of town council participation in this type of
partnership. For example, Llanidloes Link, for which the town council provided office
and personnel resources, and Menter Aberteifi and Deudraeth 2000, which began
as initiatives of Cardigan Town Council and Penrhyndeudraeth Community Council
respectively. All three partnerships contributed to the regeneration of the towns and to
the enhancement of community facilities.

4.26 The ambiguous usage of the term ‘partnership’ means that the precise extent
of community and town council involvement in partnership working is difficult to
quantify. However, at least a fifth of councils are involved in some form of
partnership working, including members of independently constituted partnership
organisations, and co-funded partnership projects. Principal councils are the most
frequent partners, but partners are also widely drawn from the public, private and
voluntary sectors. Projects undertaken through partnership working include closed-
circuit television (CCTV) schemes, the provision of bus shelters and play equipment,
skateboard parks, heritage schemes and museums, building refurbishment or
redevelopment, and environmental initiatives such as tree-planting, land reclamation
and creating wildlife areas and walks.

Recommendation R4.9

We recommend that more community and town councils follow the practice of
partnership working between councils and local organisations, agencies and
businesses in order to secure resources for initiatives, facilities and events within the
community. Examples of good practice in partnership working should be widely
disseminated through One Voice Wales.

4.27 In many cases, the biggest obstacle to partnership working is the wariness of
council members. Councillors can be resentful of the ability of partnerships to access
funds that are not available to community and town councils in order to provide
facilities that are within the council’s functions. They can also be critical of the
perceived lack of accountability of partnerships or of other partners. There is a
perception prevalent in some councils, particularly in South Wales, that partnership
working is a ‘back door’ route for providing services and amenities that they feel the
council should be able to provide directly itself.
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4.28 Challenges can also arise in the practice of partnership working, especially if
other partners include principal councils and public agencies. As volunteers,
representatives from community and town councils may feel that they are less well
prepared and less able to contribute to business than the professional officers
representing other partners. As such, councillors may have less of an influence on the
agenda and decisions made by partnerships than they desire. Improving the
effectiveness of partnership working by community and town councils requires
greater awareness of the circumstances of local-level council representatives by other
partners, particularly public sector partners, but also better advice and training for
local councillors and council officers involved in partnership activity.

Recommendation R4.10

We recommend that the Welsh Assembly Government should fund a position in One
Voice Wales of a consultant/animateur to provide community and town councils with
advice on identifying and developing initiatives to address locally-defined needs, on
accessing different sources of funding, and on partnership working.

4.29 As with the expansion of a council’s role in service delivery through the
delegation of functions, involvement in partnership working will create demands on
community and town councils in terms of finance, personnel and working practices.
In particular, new personnel positions may be required, either within the council itself,
or in partnership organisations in which the council is involved. These may include,
for example, community development workers, youth workers and town co-ordinators.
Personnel such as community workers and town co-ordinators may additionally, as
part of the job, have a responsibility for the development of partnerships and the
identification of new projects and/or sources of funding.

Recommendation R4.11

The development of the role of community and town councils will create new
personnel positions both with community and town councils and with partnerships in
which they are involved. These positions may include community development
workers, town co-ordinators, technical officers and youth workers. Model job
specifications for these positions should be disseminated through One Voice Wales,
based on examples of good practice.




5. The Representational Role of Community and Town
Councils

This chapter discusses the role of community and town councils in representing the
interests of the community to external bodies, including principal councils and the
National Assembly for Wales. The chapter includes consideration of the involvement
of community and town councils in the planning process, and of the role and
potential of representative associations.

5.1  The representation of local interests is a crucial part of the work of community
and town councillors, and is regarded by three out of four councillors as one of the
key means by which they can ‘best serve’ their community. Community and town
councils engage with a wide variety of bodies, at differing scales and with varying
degrees of frequency, and even small community councils may typically have up to a
dozen items of correspondence with external bodies, including principal councils, to
report at their meetings. The most extensive engagement is with principal councils,
followed by the police, the National Assembly for Wales, the Countryside Council for
Wales, the Environment Agency and the health authorities (table 5.1)

5.2 The nature of the interaction between community and town councils and other
bodies can take a number of forms. Councils may be contacted simply for
information purposes, or may be asked to participate in consultation exercises, or
may be invited to a meeting or to take part in a new venture. Councils may also
contact other bodies to request information, or make complaints or highlight
problems. In addition to this formal contact between councils and other bodies,
individual community and town councillors may contact other bodies directly on
behalf of their constituents, whilst councils may raise matters with their local county or
county borough councillors, Assembly Members and the Member of Parliament.

5.3 The representations made by community and town councils can be important
and effective contributions to wider consultations, and are a fundamental element of
democratic representation in Wales. Indeed, there are strong arguments for the
representative role of local-level councils to be extended. This would essentially mean
addressing issues concerning the quality and effectiveness of the representation
process, but it may also be appropriate to review the subjects on which community
and town councils have a statutory right to be consulted. At present this list is
restricted and sometimes archaic. However, section 14 of the Local Government
(Wales) Act 1994, gives the National Assembly for Wales the power to extend the
provisions for statutory consultation to additional matters. Possible issues for inclusion
are, for example, proposals to close or discontinue public services provided by local
government, the police or the National Health Service.
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Agency Contacted Contacted by
council (%) council (%)
Police 89.2 73.6
National Assembly for Wales 86.9 66.0
Countryside Council for Wales 52.1 25.5
Environment Agency 51.7 37.8
Health Authority 51.5 21.1
NHS Trust 48.9 21.5
National Assembly Regional Committee 44.5 11.6
Community Health Council 42.4 19.6
Utility companies (water/gas/electricity) 42.2 38.4
Local Obijective 1 or Obijective 2 Partnership 34.8 18.6
Local Council for Voluntary Service 31.6 17.3
Boundary Commission 30.2 16.2
Welsh Development Agency 27.8 12.4
Bus or rail company 27 .4 27.2
Church Authorities 26.4 24.3
Post Office 25.9 29.3
National Park Authority 255 18.8
Wales in Bloom 25.1 8.2
Wales Tourist Board 22.6 8.2
Telecom company 21.5 21.9
Sports Council of Wales 18.8 7.2
Local Housing Association 18.6 15.6
Wales Council for Voluntary Action 16.9 8.4
Regional Economic Forum 13.7 3.2
Arts Council of Wales 13.5 6.5
Local Chamber of Trade 13.3 10.8
Other government department or agency 12.9 10.8
Magistrates” Courts Committee 12.0 9.3
LEADER or URBAN group 8.2 4.0
Other 4.6 4.2

Table 5.1: Number of community and town councils contacting or contacted
by other bodies in 2001-2
(Excluding principal councils, see table 5.2) (n=474)




Recommendation R5.1

We recommend that the Welsh Assembly Government should review the list of topics
on which community and town councils have a statutory right to be consulted. We do
not envisage that the list needs to be substantially extended, but consider that some
amendments may be required to reflect changing circumstances.

5.4  There are, however, a number of common difficulties that are reported by
councils involved in different forms of engagement, with different organisations.
These include the lack of a clear contact point or person; the absence of
acknowledgements of and responses to correspondence; timescales for consultation
that do not fit with meeting cycles; and the demands of reading consultation
documents placed on volunteer councillors. Many of these concerns can be
addressed through the adoption of good practice both by community and town
councils and by the organisations with which they interact, as will be discussed in the
remainder of this chapter.

Interaction with county and county borough councils

5.5 The most important external relationship of most community and town councils
is that with their local county or county borough council. A typical community council
will deal with upwards of half-a-dozen matters of correspondence from, or to, the
principal council at each meeting. Local-level councils may engage with all
departments of a principal council to a greater or lesser extent, although interaction
is most heavily concentrated with the planning and highways departments (tables 5.2

and 5.3).

Principal Authority Department Contacted Contacted by
council (%) council (%)
Planning Department 90.7 83.3
Highways Department 86.3 86.1
Finance Department 69.2 61.2
Environmental Health Department 63.1 67.5
Recreation/Leisure Department 58.0 54.6
Solicitor’s Department 50.0 50.0
Education Department 39.7 38.6
Housing Department 30.6 35.2
Other department 32.5 32.1

Table 5.2: Number of community and town councils contacting or contacted by
county and county borough council departments in 2001 (n = 445)
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Department Regularly | Occasionally Rarely
Planning 18 0 0
Highways 13 3 0
Electoral Services 8 7 1
Environmental Health 7 9 0
Recreation and Leisure / 6 2
Finance 5 6 4
Housing 3 11 1
Legal Affairs 3 9 3
Education 2 7 5
Social Services 2 7 6

Table 5.3: Frequency with which community and town councils are in contact with
principal authority departments (number of principal authorities reporting frequency)
(n = 18; NB: not all authorities submitted complete returns)

5.6  Forms of interaction between community and town councils and principal
councils include involvement in formal liaison meetings, strategic consultation
exercises, statutory consultation on planning applications and other issues,
correspondence relating to financial, electoral and licensing issues, information and
queries relating to specific services and initiatives, and complaints and
representations about local problems. Individual community and town councillors may
also directly contact principal council departments about issues such as council
housing repairs (although they have been discouraged from doing so by some
principal councils), and communication often takes place through the elected county
or county borough councillor.

5.7  The quality of the relationship between community and town councils and
county and county borough councils varies significantly, and not just between
different principal councils. Departments within the same principal council may have
more or less positive relations with local-level councils, and the perception of the
quality of the relationship may vary between different community and town councils
in the same principal council area. The perception of the quality of the relationship is
influenced by the expectation, but it can also be affected by the degree of personal
contacts involved — for example, community councillors who are also members of the
principal council, or principal council officers who are also local council clerks. This
is significant as the problems encountered by community and town councils in
dealing with principal councils often stem from poor information flows and
misunderstandings. These include the lack of clear contact points, such that letters
and telephone calls are passed around departments; letters and e-mails that are not
replied to; an absence of co-ordination between principal council departments;
contradictory advice, policies or practices between different departments; a lack of
feedback on complaints made about joint projects and initiatives; and consultations
that are invited and made too late in the process to influence plans and policies.




5.8 At the same time, there are numerous examples of good practice adopted by
principal council departments to improve their engagement with community and town
councils. These include, for example, the use of proformas for reporting issues and
enabling local council clerks to access the principal council’s intranet. Such initiatives
need to be formalised and disseminated more widely, both between and within
authorities. A first step in this process would be for principal councils to review their
arrangements for consulting and communicating with local-level councils, as has
recently been done by Powys County Council (see box).

CASE STUDY: POWYS CONSULTATION REVIEW

In summer 2002, Powys County Council Principal Scrutiny Committee undertook a
review of the council’s consultation arrangements with community and town councils.
The questionnaire sent to local councils covered the means of contact, satisfaction
with the quality of contact arrangements, and specific comments concerning
problems encountered. The review found that over 70% of councils felt that the
county council was ‘easy to contact’ and that there were high levels of satisfaction
with its consultation arrangements and information provision in most departments.
However, it also identified significant levels of dissatisfaction with arrangements in a
minority of departments. As a result of the survey, the report made 11
recommendations for improving the interaction between the county council and local-
level councils.

Recommendation R5.2

We recommend that county and county borough councils should undertake a review
of their procedures for communicating and consulting with community and town
councils. As part of the review, examples of current good practice, such as, for
example, enabling local council clerks to access the principal authority intranet, may
be incorporated into working practices. The WLGA and One Voice Wales both have
a role to play in identifying and disseminating good practices of this kind.

5.9  Charters can help to formalise and codify the consultation arrangements
between county and county borough councils and community and town councils. In
chapter four we discussed Charters as a means of regulating the delegation of
functions. However, they can also be used to indicate matters on which consultation
will take place, identify contact points and mechanisms for community and town
councils to raise issues with the principal council, and set targets for replying to
correspondence efc. The only principal councils in Wales to have adopted a formal
Charter of this kind to date are Bridgend County Borough Council and Caerphilly
County Borough Council. The Caerphilly Charter (see box) is widely viewed to be
effective, and could form a model for wider application. A sample Charter is also
included in Appendix H.
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CASE STUDY: THE CAERPHILLY COMMUNITY COUNCIL CHARTER

The Caerphilly Community Charter was agreed by the county borough council and
the local community and town councils following re-organisation in 1996. It sets out
the information that community councils shall provide to the county borough council;
information that the county borough council shall provide to community councils;
procedures for liaison and for consultation on specific topics; and the topics on
which consultation will take place. The Charter places obligations on both the county
borough council and the community and town councils. Issues relating to its
implementation are handled by a designated Community Councils Liaison Officer.

Recommendation R5.3

Charter agreements between county and county borough councils and community
and town councils (see recommendation 4.1) should outline the agreed procedures
and principles for interaction between the two tiers of local government, including
commitments by the parties to adopt good practices.

5.10 A key element of the Caerphilly arrangement is the designation of a
Community Councils Liaison Officer. This is a parttime position whose job description
includes acting as the point of first contact for community and town councils, to
organise liaison meetings with community and town councils, and to ensure that
locallevel councils receive acknowledgement of any correspondence sent to the
county borough council. A number of other principal councils, including
Denbighshire, Swansea and Torfaen have created similar positions, whilst other
authorities have designated liaison officers or contact points in individual
departments. The designation of liaison officers at council-wide and departmental
levels helps to improve the efficiency of engagement between principal councils and
community and town councils and should be more widely employed.

Recommendation R5.4

We recommend that all county and county borough councils designate a Local
Councils Liaison Officer. The liaison officer would be responsible for issues relating to
the Charter, for supporting liaison meetings with community and town councils, and
acting as first contact point for community and town councils on any matter
concerning the principal authority.

5.11 Effective engagement between principal councils and community and town
councils is also helped by regular formal liaison meetings, which can provide a
forum for discussions and can involve locallevel councils in consultation on policy
development at an early stage. Liaison meetings of this kind (often referred to as
‘local councils fora'), are organised in a variety of forms by around three-quarters of
the principal councils in Wales. Evaluation undertaken by authorities such as
Swansea has found that these meetings are considered to be useful by most
participating locallevel councils. Some councils, however, expressed concerns that
initiatives proposed at liaison meetings were ignored by the principal council. In the




longer term, newer developments such as area committees (see below) and direct
contact between principal councils and the area committees of One Voice Wales,
may reduce the significance of formal liaison meetings. At present, however, they
provide a valuable opportunity for discussion and consultation.

Recommendation 5.5

We recommend that county and county borough councils adopt the good practice of
organising regular liaison meetings with community and town councils in their areas.

5.12 Further opportunities for engagement have been produced by recent
developments in Welsh local government. In many principal council areas,
community and town councils have been directly involved in the preparation of the
Community Strategies introduced by the Local Government Act 2000, either as
members of the Steering Board or through consultation exercises. This involvement is
significant, not just a means of representing community interests, but also in giving
locallevel councils a stake in the agreed strategy. As part of the Community Strategy
process, a number of principal councils have introduced, or plan fo introduce, area
fora or partnerships that will feed into the strategy. These complement the pre-existing
area or neighbourhood committees established by councils including
Carmarthenshire and Newport. Where such partnerships, fora or committees exist at
an appropriate scale, the inclusion of community and town council representatives is
a positive move that can provide a formal route for liaison and two-way feedback. In
Carmarthenshire, for example, each area committee includes two non-voting
representatives of community and town councils, elected by the local-level councils in
the area. Where area partnerships also involve representatives from other agencies
and organisations, as is proposed in Denbighshire, they have the potential to provide
a forum for strategic discussion and consultation across a range of fields and could
help improve the interaction of community and town councils not just with the
principal council but also with other participating agencies. It should be noted,
however, that these ‘area committees/ partnerships’ are different from the longer-
established committees that exist for the former district areas in Gwynedd and Powys.
The larger territorial remit of these latter committees means that community and town
council representation may not be appropriate.

Recommendation R5.6

We recommend that community and town councils should be fully involved in the
development and implementation of Community Strategies. Where the Community
Strategy has involved the creation of new area fora or partnerships (or where it has
built on existing area committees), the inclusion of representatives from community
and town councils on these committees is recommended as good practice. In most
cases it would be appropriate for local councils within an area committee’s territory
to be represented by one or two non-voting members. Where area committees also
include representatives of public agencies and community groups they may play an
important role in improving the representation of community interests across a range
of domains.
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5.13 The above recommendations have identified structural and procedural
changes that might be introduced by county and county borough councils to improve
their engagement with community and town councils. However, councillors also have
an important role to play, particularly those who are members of both principal and
local-level councils. There are approximately 600 individuals in Wales who are both
county or county borough councillors and community or town councillors, constituting
around 47% of all principal councillors and 7.5% of all community and town
councillors. Collectively they represent a sizeable ‘community and town council’
lobby within principal councils, who should be able to play a pro-active role in
ensuring that appropriate structures and arrangements are in place to facilitate the
effective and efficient engagement of the two tiers.

Involvement in the planning process

5.14 Principal planning authorities — county and county borough councils and
national park authorities — have a statutory obligation to advise community and town
councils of planning applications within their areas and to invite comments. The
precise volume of this engagement is difficult to ascertain as planning departments
do not routinely collate statistics on the matter. Estimates by planning officers suggest
that most planning departments send notifications of between 500 and 1500
applications to locallevel councils each year, and that responses are received for
over 80% of applications.

5.15 Community and town councils do not have any statutory right to involvement
in strategic planning or in the enforcement of planning policy. However, it is good
practice for locallevel councils to be engaged in all stages of the planning process.
Involvement in strategic planning can help to ensure that local community
perspectives on development are considered and, if appropriate, incorporated, and
can help community and town councillors to understand the rationale of subsequent
decisions on planning applications. Involvement in enforcement can also engender
greater understanding of planning policy, and can assist planning departments
whose own resources restrict their ability to monitor adherence to planning policy
across the whole of their territory.

5.16 In around 80% of cases, the view of the community or town council
corresponds with the decision made by the principal authority planning committee.
Tensions can arise, however, in the other fifth of cases, where local-level councils may
perceive that their opinion has been ‘ignored’ by the principal authority. Problems of
this nature tend to result from a misunderstanding of the requirements of planning law
and the adopted planning policy, and from a poor flow of information between the
two tiers. For example, tensions can be amplified when there is no feedback to
community and town councils on why decisions have gone against their
recommendations. Such problems can be reduced through training for community
and town councillors (see chapter 8) and the adoption of good practice in the
dissemination of planning information. Examples of the latter include the routine



feedback of planning committee minutes or file notes on relevant applications; the
distribution of planning newsletters to community and town councils; talks by
planning officers to local council meetings; and ‘open evenings’ at planning
departments for community and town council members and clerks.

Recommendation R5.7

It is good practice for community and town councils to be involved as fully as
possible in all stages of the planning process. We recommend that the Welsh
Assembly Government should encourage the greater use of community plans,
community appraisals and Planning for Real exercises organised by, or in
conjunction with, community and town councils to inform preliminary strategic
planning. We also recommend that principal authorities should identify ways of
improving the provision of information on planning to community and town councils,
including, for example, the circulation of planning newsletters to councils and the
hosting of open evenings for community and town councillors and clerks in planning
departments.

5.17 The principle of engaging community and town councils at all stages of the
planning process includes encouraging the provision of opportunities for community
and town council representation at planning committee meetings and site visits. A
number of principal authorities allow community and town councillors to attend site
visits. This is often seen as a useful, informative, practice; however, concern has also
been expressed that some community councillors abuse site visits as an opportunity to
lobby principal councillors rather than to learn about the context of the application.
Concerns of this type have also been used by some principal councils to resist
requests to allow community and town councils to address planning committees with
regard to applications in their community. Practical concerns about the demands on
time and space have also been cited. However, an experiment by Monmouthshire
County Council in entitling community and town councils to address planning
committee meetings within particular guidelines have been considered to have been
both effective and productive, and could form a model for wider application (see

box).

CASE STUDY: MONMOUTHSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL PLANNING
COMMITTEE

Monmouthshire County Council initially introduced a measure to allow one
community and town council representative to address a meeting of the planning
committee on behalf of all councils with interests in applications for consideration by
that particular meeting. This experiment was judged to be sufficiently successful for
the regulation to be relaxed to allow each individual council to be represented.
Community and town councils may make a ten minute presentation to the committee,
and must give 48 hours notice of their intention to do so.
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Recommendation R5.8

We recommend that principal planning authorities introduce mechanisms to enable
community and town councils to address planning committees on applications
concerning their community. In order to regulate this process, the procedure
employed by Monmouthshire County Council whereby one representative from a
local council may make a 10 minute presentation if 48 hours notice is given, is
recommended as a model of good practice.

5.18 Government targets for local authorities to process planning applications
within six weeks have reduced the time available for community and town councils to
comment, creating difficulties for councils where planning notifications are discussed
by the full council in monthly, or even less frequent, meetings. Community and town
councils with planning committees, which are able to meet more frequently, are better
equipped to respond to the accelerated timescale for planning decisions.

Recommendation R5.9

We recommend that community and town councils should establish planning
committees to enable appropriate consideration to be given to applications within the
timescale requested. Where the volume of applications does not warrant the
formation of a committee, consideration should be given to calling special meetings
of the council to discuss significant applications.

5.19 The more widespread use of planning committees may also help to clarify
councillors’ responsibilities against the requirements of the Code of Conduct. Some
community and town councils have previously adopted a campaigning stance on
planning issues, mobilising opposition to controversial proposals. This practice can
be incompatible with the principle of good practice in planning that all decision-
making should be seen to be objective and unbiased. The delegation of
consideration of planning applications to a committee may allow a distinction to be
drawn between those councillors with a planning responsibility who must not declare
a prior stance, and those councillors who are not directly involved in planning
considerations, who would be free to campaign on development issues in a private
capacity. The position of community and town councillors on principal council
planning committees is discussed in paragraph 8.15.

5.20 The above recommendations concern the improvement of the effectiveness of
current local-level council involvement in the planning process. The input of
community and town councils would, however, remain entirely consultative. There is
an argument that some selected community and town councils, particularly larger
councils, should be granted a more substantial role through the delegation of minor
planning decisions. A scheme of this nature has been pioneered by Taunton Deane
Borough Council in Somerset (see box). The replication of this model in Wales would
require those participating locallevel councils to be fully supported by principal
council planning staff, hence creating a resource-demand; and, most crucially, need
to guarantee standards of professionalism, for example, by only permitting
accredited councils to be considered, and by requiring that all members of
participating councils have been trained in planning issues.




CASE STUDY: DELEGATION OF PLANNING DECISIONS IN TAUNTON
DEANE

Taunton Deane Borough Council in Somerset introduced a trial scheme in 1993 to
devolve minor planning decisions to eight parish councils (with populations ranging
from 380 to 1,200). Planning officers employed by the borough council attended
and advised meetings of the parish councils discussing applications, at which
applicants and members of the public had the right to speak. By the end of 1996,
249 planning applications had been decided by parish councils — in 237 the
planning officer’s recommendation had been followed, 10 had been approved
against recommendation, and 2 refused against recommendation. No appeals had
been lodged in the first three years of the scheme’s operation.

Recommendation R5.10

Consideration should be given by principal planning authorities to the delegation of
the responsibility for decision-making on relatively minor planning applications to
selected community and town councils, following the model pioneered by Taunton
Deane Borough Council in England. It is recommended that delegation should only
be made to accredited community and town councils where all council members
have completed training on planning matters.

5.21 The planning system at present permits appeals against planning decisions to
be lodged only by applicants. Many community and town councils have argued for a
third-party right of appeal against decisions by the principal authority planning
committee to approve applications. A third-party right of appeal exists in the Republic
of Ireland, Denmark and New Zealand, and attempts have recently been made to
intfroduce a third-party right of appeal through legislation in the Scottish Parliament.
Supporters of the right of appeal argue that it would redress a perceived imbalance
in the planning system towards developers and campaigners have also questioned
whether the current absence of a third-party right to appeal contravenes the Human
Rights Act (2000). However, the possibility of introducing a third-party right of
appeal was considered by the Welsh Assembly Government’s Planning Division in
the consultation paper, Planning: Delivering for Wales, and rejected on the basis that
it would further complicate and slow down the decision making process. If a third-
party right to appeal were to be introduced, it would be likely to apply to a range of
parties, not just community and town councils, and would have implications beyond
the scope of this study. It is our conclusion that the introduction of a third-party right
to appeal should be considered, but that any decision should be preceded by further
research on the advantages, disadvantages and probable consequences.

Recommendation R5.11

The Welsh Assembly Government should commission research to examine the
arguments for and against the introduction of a third party right to appeal against
planning decisions and consider the probable consequences of such a measure.
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Engagement with the National Assembly and other bodies

5.22 Community and town councils have more extensive contact with the Welsh
Assembly Government than with any other body apart from principal councils and
the police. Correspondence between the Welsh Assembly Government and local-level
councils covers a broad range of issues, and concerns a number of departments
(table 5.4), with much taking the form of consultation exercises. However, there is
also a significant degree of correspondence over procedural matters, which in the
year examined by the survey for this study included the code of conduct and the new

audit procedures. Threefifths of councils also contacted their constituency Assembly
Member during 2001-2.

Welsh Assembly |Assembly Member

Government or MP

Local Government 92 (21%) 42 (9%)
Traffic 87 (20%) 112 (25%)
Planning 63 (14%) 85 (19%)
Environment 48 (11%) 57 (13%)
Transport 34 (8%) 49 (11%)
Welsh Language 31 (7%) 9 (2%)
Environmental Health 21 (5%) 23 (5%)
Economic Development 24 (5%) 26 (6%)
Legal Advice 17 (4%) 4 (1%)
Other Advice 17 (4%) 14 (3%)
Crime 14 (3%) 38 (9%)
Education 8 (2%) 16 (4%)
Tourism 10 (2%) 20 (4%)
Financial Advice 6 (1%) 3 (1%)
Housing 4 (1%) 19 (4%)
Other 26 (6%) 41 (9%)

Table 5.4: Subjects on which community and town councils contacted the Welsh
Assembly Government, Assembly Members and Members of Parliament, in 2001-2
(number of councils) (n=445)

5.23 lIssues raised by community and town councils concerning their engagement
with the Welsh Assembly Government include uncertainty about the appropriate
contact points, the time taken to receive responses to correspondence, and the bulk
of documentation received, especially for consultation exercises. Some councils
complained that they received too much correspondence from the Assembly
Government, whilst others expressed concern that they were not always informed
about changes in legislation which, whilst not directly aimed at community and town
councils, has an impact on them.




Recommendation R5.12

We recommend that the Welsh Assembly Government should produce in association
with One Voice Wales a ‘Community and Town Councils Charter’ stating the
procedures and principles to be followed in the Assembly’s interaction with local
councils. The content of the Charter may include commitments to designate a
community and town councils liaison officer for the Assembly, to designate liaison
officers in each of the key departments with most frequent contact with community
and town councils, and to more clearly signpost material relating to community and
town councils on the Assembly’s website.

5.24 In addition to consultation exercises by the Welsh Assembly Government,
community and town councils are also frequently engaged in consultation by a range
of other bodies, including the police, health authorities and trusts, and other public
agencies and public-supported partnerships. The engagement of community and town
councils in exercises of this kind is a positive initiative that provides a channel
through which local opinion can be fed into consultations. In practice, however, the
effectiveness of community and town council involvement is often limited by the
nature and timescale of the consultation. Responses may be required before councils
are able to meet; consultation mailings may include single copies of large documents
that are read by volunteer councillors sequentially; and some councils have indicated
that they feel obliged to reply to consultations which they consider to have little
relevance to them.

Recommendation R5.13

We recommend that public agencies and other bodies undertaking consultations
involving community and town councils follow models of good practice. These may
include the distribution of summary reports as opposed to full reports in the first
instance, the greater use of consultative fora involving a number of councils, and,
where possible, regard for the meeting cycle of councils. One Voice Wales has a
role to play in advising organisations on these matters.

Recommendation R5.14

Community and town councils themselves should also review the appropriateness of
their business practices for permitting effective participation in consultation exercises.
Councils may, for example, consider authorising a small sub-committee to review and
respond to consultation requests on behalf of the council where the consultation
timetable does not fit the council’s cycle of meetings.
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5.25 Many of the challenges faced by community and town councils in their
engagement with other bodies are similar to those faced by organisations in the
voluntary sector — a shortage of staff and resources, demanding timescales, limited
specialist knowledge and a reliance on volunteers. It has been argued that
community and town councils have more in common with the voluntary sector than
with other parts of the statutory sector. Yet, relationships between community and
town councils and the voluntary sector are variable in their quality. In some areas
they are close and constructive, in other areas poor and competitive. Closer co-
operation and co-ordination between community and town councils and the voluntary
sector at all levels, in all areas, would help to strengthen the effectiveness of
representational activity by both parties.

Recommendation R5.15

Community and town councils have many shared interests with the voluntary sector
at a community level and face many common challenges. We recommend that strong
links should be built between One Voice Wales and the Wales Council for Voluntary
Action, and between the area committees of the new association and the county
voluntary councils.

Electronic communication with community and town councils

5.26 A number of issues relating to the flow of information to community and town
councils, timescale for response, replies to correspondence and the volume of
documentation and need for multiple copies could also be addressed, at least in
part, by promoting the use of electronic communication technologies in contacts
between community and town councils, principal councils, the Welsh Assembly
Government and other bodies. At present, the limited IT resources of local-level
councils restrict the capacity for electronic communication. Only 56% of clerks
currently have access to e-mail, whilst Powys County Council found that only 16% of
community councils used e-mail as a means of communication with the county
council. The expansion of electronic communication as a matter of good practice
would therefore require an active promotional campaign, including the provision of
advice on sources of funding for investment in IT resources and on technical issues.
One Voice Wales is best positioned to lead this campaign, in conjunction with
partners from the Welsh Assembly Government, principal authorities and the IT
services sector.




Recommendation R5.16

We recommend that community and town councils should be incorporated into the
Welsh Assembly Government's e-government strategy. All community and town
councils should have a publicly advertised e-mail address at which they can be
contacted by members of the public and by other organisations. Electronic
communication should be developed as the primary means of communication
between the Welsh Assembly Government and community and town councils, and
the use of electronic communication between local councils and other bodies should
be encouraged.

Community and town council representation on other bodies

5.27 Community and town councils are directly represented on a wide range of
bodies within, or with a remit including, their communities. These are frequently
organisations and committees to which they provide financial support, but also
include primary school governing bodies to which they have a statutory right of
appointment (table 5.5). Arrangements of this nature are mutually beneficial,
providing accountability for public funds, democratic legitimacy, and helping to
ensure co-ordination of community activities.

%
Primary School Governing Body 81.7
Village or Community Hall Committee 65.7
Crime Prevention or Police Liaison Committee 48.0
Community Association 26.7
Local Festival or Cultural Event Committee 25.5
Playing Field Committee 25.3
Citizens Advice Bureau Board 19.4
Youth Group Committee 18.5
Local Trust 15.6
Sports Centre Committee 13.1
Transport Consultative Group 9.7
Road Safety Committee 1.5
Other 14.5

Table 5.5: Representation of community and town councils
on various outside bodies (n= 475)
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5.28 The representation of community and town councils on primary school
governing bodies is regarded as an especially important link. Not only can councils
help to support schools, in a variety of ways, but the relationship can also potentially
be used by councils to engage with younger members of their community. These
connections with young people can be broken when children transfer to secondary
schools, with which links are frequently weaker, and on whose governing bodies
community and town councils currently have no right to appointment.

Recommendation R5.17

The Welsh Assembly Government should consider granting community and town
councils within a secondary school catchment area the right to appoint a member of
the school governing body. Further consultation would be required on the
appropriate mechanism for appointments, and on the delimitation of catchment
areas.

5.29 In three parts of Wales — Snowdonia, the Brecon Beacons, and the
Pembrokeshire Coast — community and town councils must engage not only a county
council, but also with a national park authority. Consultation arrangements between
national park authorities and community councils are generally good, however,
issues have been raised about the lack of direct representation of local communities
on the authorities. Community councillors may occasionally serve as members of the
authority, but only by virtue of their dual mandate as county councillors or as
appointees of the Welsh Assembly Government. In contrast, the Environment Act
1995 established a statutory right of representation for local communities on national
park authorities in England, which has generally been enacted through the indirect
election of parish council representatives. The potential for introducing a similar
mechanism in Wales should be examined as part of the current review of Welsh
national parks.

Recommendation R5.18

We recommend that the review of National Park Authorities should consider whether
community and town councils wholly or partly within a national park should have
representation on the authority. The review is advised to examine the models
employed in England to nominate parish council representatives to National Park
Authorities.

5.30 As a matter of principle, all Assembly Sponsored Public Bodies and
partnerships established through Assembly initiatives should seek to engage with
community and town councils as appropriate to their scale and remit of operation.
Where bodies and partnerships operate at a community level, it is normally desirable
for the relevant community or town council to be directly represented. Where bodies
and partnerships cover a number of communities within a county, the appointment of
one or two representatives elected by community and town councils in the area may




be more appropriate. For higher tier bodies, it may be appropriate to permit
community and town councils to nominate candidates for consideration as potential
appointees, or to engage with local-level councils through liaison meetings or regular
consultation exercises.

Recommendation R5.19

We recommend that guidance be issued to all Assembly Sponsored Public Bodies on
the representation of community and town councils and their interests. The guidance
should acknowledge that the appropriate mechanisms will vary according to the
scale at which the ASPB operates, its remit and the composition of its management
board, and should present a number of models which may include the direct
representation of individual community and town councils on boards; indirect
representation on boards through One Voice Wales; a right of councils to nominate
candidates to be considered for appointment to the board; or formal consultation or
liaison arrangements.

5.31 |In particular, the current development of Business Improvement Districts,
Communities First Partnerships and Rural Community Action Partnerships involve
areas of responsibility of significant interest to community and town councils. In order
to promote co-ordination in local activities and to provide democratic legitimacy,
community and town councils should be engaged as fully as possible in the
governance structures of these initiatives.

Recommendation R5.20

It should be open to community and town councils to be represented in the
governance structures of the proposed Business Improvement Districts. In order to
address concerns about the possible overlap of functions, we recommend that One
Voice Wales should be fully consulted in the process of developing the proposals for
BIDs.

Recommendation R5.21

Guidance issued by the Welsh Assembly Government on the implementation of the
Communities First programme and of the Rural Community Action programme should
be revised to refer to the inclusion of community and town councils on local
partnerships established under these schemes as an issue for consideration.

The role and potential of the representative associations

5.32 Community and town councils in Wales have to date been represented by four
associations — the National Association of Local Councils Wales (NALC Wales), the
Wales Association of Community and Town Councils, the North Wales Association of
Town Councils and the Association of Larger Local Councils. Over three-quarters of
community and town councils are members of at least one of these associations;
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however, active participation is more limited. Only around half of councils regularly
send representatives to association meetings, and less than one in five councillors
have attended association meetings or conferences.

5.33 The representative associations play an important role in supporting and
advising members, and in lobbying on issues of strategic interest across the
community and town council sector. However, the effectiveness of representation by
the local-level council lobby can be compromised by the fragmentation into the four
groups, and by the number of councils that are not members of any association.

5.34 The formation of the new united community and town council association, One
Voice Wales, is therefore to be welcomed. The new association has a unique
opportunity to strengthen the voice of community and town councils and to represent
the interests and concerns of the sector directly to the Welsh Assembly Government,
Welsh Local Government Association, regional fora, principal councils, and other
bodies at a national and regional scale.

Recommendation R5.22

One Voice Wales will have an important role to play in enhancing the representation
of issues of concern to local councils. The association itself will have the opportunity
to advocate community and town council issues directly to the National Assembly for
Wales and to engage with other national and regional organisations and agencies.
In order to fulfil this potential effectively, we recommend that:

* The new organisation will need a strong central office and chief executive
or policy officer to enable it to engage effectively with the Welsh
Assembly Government

* The organisation will also need to ensure that its structure enables it to
continue to effectively represent local council concerns at a regional level
within Wales

* The organisation needs to be sensitive to the range and diversity in the
size, budget, activity and therefore interests of community and town
councils in Wales if it is to effectively represent them

* The organisation needs to maximise its membership among community
and town councils in Wales. To do this it will need to be able to
demonstrate that it is offering value for money to subscribers.




Recommendation R5.23

We recommend that the remit of One Voice Wales include the representation of
community and town council interests to national and regional organisations, the
promotion of good practice, raising awareness of community and town councils and
acting as a ‘clearing house’ for training for local council members, clerks and other
personnel.

Recommendation R5.24

In order to encourage councils to subscribe to One Voice Wales, it may be
appropriate that some of the training and advice services be restricted to members
only, or be provided to members at a subsidised rate.
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6. The Engagement of Community and Town Councils
with their Communities

This chapter examines how community and town councils engage with their
communities, exploring the potential for public participation in council meetings,
consultation exercises and participation in elections.

6.1  The effective representation of community interests by local-level councils
depends not just on their engagement with external bodies, but also on the way in
which they engage with their own local community. The great strength of community
and town councils is that they are closer to local people than any other tier of
government. Yet, in practice, the quality and openness of interaction with the public
by local-level councils can vary significantly.

6.2  Historically, many community and town councils relied on informal interaction
between their members and local residents, who knew each other as neighbours,
customers, co-workers, or fellow members of clubs, sports teams, churches and
chapels. The changing nature of Welsh society, including increased mobility, the
closure of local services, the decline of religious observance and the weakening of
community cohesion, has undermined these traditional informal structures. It can no
longer be assumed that ‘everyone’ will know who the community or town councillors
are, or that opportunities exist where councillors will routinely meet other local
residents. Instead, it has become necessary for councils to establish more formal
mechanisms for engaging with their communities, including public participation in
council meetings and various forms of consultation exercises.

Public participation in council meetings

6.3  Members of the public have no statutory right to participate in the meetings of
community and town councils (only to attend), but council chairpersons have the
discretion to authorise an elector to address a meeting at any point. Around about a
quarter of community and town councils have introduced a formal period for public
participation in their meetings, and as many again permit electors to speak on a
more occasional, informal, basis. The format for public participation varies, but may
typically involve a period of ten to fiffeen minutes set aside at the start of the regular
council meeting, sometimes with participants required to notify the clerk in advance
(see box). In the majority of cases, regular public attendance at council meetings is
small; however, the formal provision of opportunities for participation is an important
democratic initiative, and, when used, can help to ensure that the council is
responsive to local concerns, and to encourage public interest in council business.
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CASE STUDY: PETERSTON-SUPER-ELY

Peterston-super-Ely Community Council in the Vale of Glamorgan permits members of
the public to request that an item be included on the agenda for a council meeting.
Fourteen days notice must be given of the request, and the member of the public is
allowed five minutes at the start of the meeting to speak on the item. Members of the
public are also invited to make initial observations on any agenda item at the start of
the council meeting, and permitted up fo ten minutes to comment on any topic
discussed at the end of the meeting.

6.4 Community and town councils are legally required to post notice of a council
meeting at a conspicuous place in the community, and to allow access by local
government electors in the community to minutes of council meetings. Many councils
go beyond these minimum requirements, making the agenda and minutes of meetings
available on public noticeboards, in local libraries and, in some cases, on council
web-sites. However, there is a small minority of councils who appear not to be
meeting these legal requirements. Making details of council meetings publicly
available in this way is a vital element in local accountability and in facilitating
public attendance at meetings, and the legal obligations need to be re-inforced and
adhered to.

Recommendation Ré6.1

The Welsh Assembly Government should issue guidance to community and town
councils on engagement with the community. The guidance should include:

i) Recommendation that all community and town councils make provision for
public participation at full council meetings. The nature of this provision
may vary according to the circumstances of the council, but may typically
involve a ten-minute slot for questions early in the agenda. It may also be
appropriate in some circumstances to require that notice be given to the
clerk in advance of any questions that are to be raised.

ii) Re-affirmation of the legal requirement for community and town councils to
display notice of meetings in a public place within the community, and to
provide access to the minutes of meetings to any local government elector
from the community. A very small number of councils do not at present
appear to be fulfilling these requirements.

iii) Encouragement to community and town councils to ensure that agendas,
minutes and other appropriate documents are accessible to all members
of the community, including, where appropriate, the bilingual production
of these documents.

(See also recommendations 6.3, 6.5, 7.9 and 7.12)




6.5 The language of council business can be a sensitive and controversial topic. In
18% of community and town councils, Welsh is the sole or predominant language
used in meetings. Similarly, around 12% of councils record their minutes in Welsh
only, and a very small minority display agenda only in Welsh. Such practices reflect
the importance of the Welsh language in the communities concerned and are to be
commended for helping to keep Welsh at the heart of community life. However, they
can also be perceived by non-Welsh speaking residents of those communities as
exclusionary practices that restrict democratic participation.

6.6 Community and town councils are now required to produce a Welsh
Language Scheme under section 6(1)(a) of the Welsh Language Act 1993. The
standard Welsh Language Scheme requires councils to produce notifications and
agenda for council meetings bilingually, and permits councils to stipulate whether
minutes are to be produced in Welsh, English or bilingually. Notably, it also requires
that councils "respond to requests for information in relation to minutes, or sections of
the minutes in the preferred language of the individual." 2

6.7 The adoption of Welsh Language Schemes is a positive demonstration of
equal recognition of Welsh and English as languages of business in community and
town councils. However, it should be recognised that the adoption of Welsh
Language Schemes will generate additional resource demands on many councils,
and may present practical challenges for some councils in meeting translation
requests. Further guidance may be necessary to assist councils in the implementation
of language schemes, and the potential need for financial support, for example for
simultaneous translation, should be monitored.

Recommendation R6.2

The Welsh Language Board should monitor the adoption and implementation of
Welsh Language Schemes by community and town councils in order to assess the
potential need for further guidance on the practical aspects of implementation and
for financial support.

Consulting the community

6.8 Community and town councils have an extensive range of methods available
to them for proactively engaging with local residents through consultation exercises.
These include statutory powers to organise public meetings and community polls, as
well as the capacity to use section 137 expenditure powers to support surveys of
residents. More than half of the community and town councils in Wales have
organised public meetings since the 1999 elections on topics ranging from the
Millennium and Queen’s Golden Jubilee to planning, traffic, crime and flooding.
Surveys have been conducted by more than a quarter of local-level councils since
1999, including community appraisals and housing needs surveys, as well as
surveys related to traffic, planning, service provision and youth issues. Formal polls
are less common but can result in a marginally higher rate of participation.

2 Welsh Language Board (2001) Standard Welsh Language Scheme for Welsh Community and town
councils, section 4.4.4.
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6.9  The most appropriate means of public consultation will vary with the size of
the community and the nature of the subject under consideration. The practice of
consultation, by whatever means, enhances the connectivity of a council with its
community and the effectiveness of its representation of local issues. As such, it may
be appropriate for credit to be given for recent consultation exercises in the
accreditation of community and town councils as proposed in recommendation 4.5.

Recommendation R6.3

Guidance from the Welsh Assembly Government to community and town councils on
engagement with the community (see recommendation 6.1) should include
encouragement for more community and town councils to undertake consultations
with their wider community through public meetings and surveys. Credit for such
initiatives may additionally be incorporated into the accreditation procedure
proposed in recommendation 4.5.

Communicating with communities

6.10 The effective engagement of communities in council activity is inextricably
linked with the promotion of public awareness of community and town councils and
their work. The meetings of just over half of community and town councils are
routinely reported in the local press, but for many councils there is no way for local
residents to obtain news about council debates and activities apart from requesting
and reading the minutes. Principles of open government should require that
community and town councils are proactive in conveying information about their
meetings and activities to local people. The most appropriate means of doing this will
vary, but may include initiatives such as the production and distribution of newsletters
or maintaining a detailed web-site.

Recommendation R6.4

We recommend that the accreditation procedure for community and town councils
should require the submission of a policy statement on the dissemination of
information to the community. Good practice in this regard may vary depending on
the size of the community and the council’s relationship with the local newspaper or
papur bro. However, we recommend that where the coverage of council meetings
and work in the press is limited, community and town councils should consider
producing their own regular newsletters.

6.11 It is good practice as part of a dissemination strategy for community and town
councils to produce an annual report on their activities for dissemination to local
residents. Annual reports are currently produced by a small number of councils,
including, for example, Llantysilio Community Council in Denbighshire whose ‘annual
information sheet’ includes details of the dates and venues of meetings, the council
budget, reports on council activities, and contact details for local organisations. The




most appropriate format for an annual report will again vary with the size and the
nature of a community. For small communities it may be sufficient for an annual
report fo consist of a paragraph in a community newsletter or displayed on a
noticeboard; for larger communities a more substantial report delivered to each
household may be more appropriate.

6.12 The development of community and town council web-sites should be
promoted as part of the Welsh Assembly Government’s e-government strategy. At
present, around an eighth of councils have operational web-sites, the most
sophisticated of which can include minutes of council meetings, contact details for
councillors, details of planning applications, events diaries, and interactive features
such as downloadable forms for grant applications (as used by Cwmbran Community
Council) and on-line booking facilities for community halls (as used by Llanwrthwl
Community Council).

Recommendation R6.5

Guidance from the Welsh Assembly Government to community and town councils on
engagement with the community (see recommendation 6.1) should additionally
encourage:

i) All community and town councils to produce an annual report to be
disseminated free of charge within the community, by means appropriate
to the size and situation of the community.

i)  Community and town councils to develop web-sites and e-mail facilities as
a means of communication with local residents. The Welsh Assembly
Government should work with One Voice Wales to provide advice to
community and town councils on the development of IT facilities, including
advice on funding.

6.13 Civic and community events and council property can all be used as tools for
increasing public awareness of community and town councils. Where possible, these
should be used not just as focal points for traditional activities appealing to the
mainstream of the community, but should also involve efforts to connect with ‘hard-to-
reach’ groups. One frequently cited example of how council offices may be
positioned as a focal point for the community is the development of ‘one-stop-shops’,
as pioneered by a number of councils, most notably Burgess Hill Town Council in
Sussex. ‘One-stop-shops’ can help to bring local people into regular contact with the
locallevel council by also providing services and information for a range of partner
organisations including, for example, the principal council, utility companies, bus
companies, employment service and tourist board. ‘One-stop-shops’ would need to
be developed in partnership with other organisations, and to be sensitive to similar
initiatives operated by the principal council, Citizens’ Advice Bureau, or other

bodies.
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Recommendation R6.6

One Voice Wales should work with appropriate partners to provide advice to
community and town councils on the establishment of ‘one-stop-information points” at
which residents would be able to access information from a range of partner
organisations, including, potentially, county and county borough council services,
public utilities, public transport, public access to the countryside information, housing
associations and the employment service.

Elections

6.14 Community and town councils have an advantage over other community
groups in that their legitimacy stems from an electoral mandate. Yet, in practice, only
a minority of community and town councils have required contested ballots to elect
their members in recent years, and many have struggled to attract candidates. In the
last set of full elections in 1999, contested ballots were held in just over a fifth of
community and town council wards. In nearly a third of wards, fewer candidates
were nominated than the number of seats available, whilst in around 40 wards, no
candidates at all were nominated (table 6.1)

Number of wards | % of wards
(n = 1634)
More candidates than seats 337 20.6%
Same number of candidates as seats 686 42.0%
Fewer candidates than seats 510 31.2%
No candidates nominated 40 2.4%
No contest (number of candidates unknown) 28 1.7%
No data 33 2.0%

Table 6.1: Candidates nominated against seats available, by ward, in elections to
community and town council elections, 1999.°

6.15 The number of candidates can be influenced by a range of factors including
the size of the electorate, the involvement of political parties, and the presence of
contentious local issues. However, low levels of participation can also reflect a lack
of public awareness of elections or of council responsibilities.

Recommendation R6.7

We recommend that One Voice Wales should be represented on the Working Party

established following the Commission on Local Government Electoral Arrangements

in Wales to promote participation in the 2004 local government elections. The remit
of the Working Party should be expanded to include the elections to community and
town councils.

3 The data presented in this table have been sourced from the questionnaire survey of community
and town councils, combined with data from Woods, M. & Edwards, B. (2003) Elections to Town,
Parish and Community Councils in England and Wales, 1998-2000. Database held by the UK Data
Archive, Essex University, Colchester.




6.16 Elections to community and town councils are managed by the relevant
principal council, with the cost usually charged to the local-level council. These costs
can be quite substantial - figures of £3.65 per elector, or £7,000 for a full set of
elections to a town council were cited — especially for councils with small budgets.
The prospect of such costs, particularly for by-elections resulting from casual
vacancies that are difficult to budget for in advance, can act as a deterrent for
councils to be proactive in encouraging candidates to come forward. The removal of
this responsibility from community and town councils could help to encourage
councils and councillors to be more proactive in promoting elections, increasing
participation and the democratic legitimacy of councils.

Recommendation R6.8

The Welsh Assembly Government should consider providing direct grants to county
and county borough councils to finance all costs incurred in the organisation of
elections and by-elections to community and town councils. The distribution of the
‘Local Democracy Fund’ would be calculated by a formula based on the number and
size of local councils in an authority area and recent evidence of electoral activity.
This initiative would remove the financial disincentive for community and town
councils proactively to promote elections and encourage candidates.

6.17 A significant proportion of community and town councillors initially joined the
council by co-option rather than election. The use of co-options to fill vacancies can
create a tendency to recruit new council members from the same limited social
background and networks as existing councillors, and can in extreme circumstances,
fuel a perception of community and town councils as ‘closed shops’. Where co-
options are unavoidable, it is good practice for the opportunity to be widely
advertised within the community, and particularly to those groups that are under-
represented on the council.

Recommendation R6.9

We re-iterate the recommendation of the Commission on Local Government Electoral
Arrangements in Wales that the Welsh Assembly Government issue guidance to
community and town councils that vacancies to be filled by co—option should be
widely advertised in their areas, with particular attention paid to informing local
community groups and young peoples’ organisations about these vacancies.
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7. Local Council Finance and Evaluation

This chapter examines the current finances of community and town councils and
discusses the options for future funding arrangements, the regulation of financial
management and requirements for evaluation.

Overview of current finances

7.1 Community and town councils in Wales collectively manage an aggregate
budget of close to £25 million per annum.* According to statistics collected by the
Welsh Assembly Government, £18.9 million of this is raised through the precept,
with a further £5-6 million estimated to be obtained from other sources of income.
The size of individual council budgets varies considerably. Around two-ifths of the
aggregate income of community and town councils is raised by the 30 largest
councils, whilst councils serving communities of less than 500 population have an
annual income of less than £3,000 (table 7.1).

Population Aggregate Mean income (£) Aggregate

(1991) income(£) income as % of
total combined

income

>500 (N=75) 207,972.63 2,772.97 1.4

500999 (N=109) 644,129.51 5,909.45 4.2

1,000-2,499

(N=110) 1,730,795.82 15,734.23 11.3

2,500-4,999

(N=55) 2,014,335.31 36,624.28 13.1

5,000-9,999

(N=41) 4,079,742.55 99,505.92 26.6

10,000-19,999

(N=25) 4,068,929.71 162,757.19 26.5

>20,000 (N=5) 2,574,022.06 514,804.41 16.8

Total (N=420) 15,319,927.59 36,476.02 100

Table 7.1: Aggregate income by population size band for 420 community & town
councils

7.2 Over three-quarters of community and fown council income is sourced from the
precept levied in Council Tax. Other sources of income include rents and lettings,
investments, grants from principal councils, fees for trading activities and charges for
recreational facilities, none of which contributes more than 5% of the aggregate
income (table 7.2). The greatest dependency on the precept is by mid-range councils,
with populations of between 2,500 and 20,000. Around 18% of the income of large

4 This estimated figure has been calculated from details of the precept set by all 737 councils,
obtained from principal councils, combined with comprehensive data on income provided by 420

councils.
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councils with over 20,000 residents derives from rents and lettings, whilst a limited
number of very small councils, with populations of under 500, obtain a substantial
proportion of their income from fees for trading activities. Four councils — Llanfihangel
Glyn Myfyr, Conwy; Nash, Newport; St David’s, Pembrokeshire; and Trelech a'r
Betws, Carmarthenshire — were able to set a zero precept in 2002-3, due to the
sufficiency of other income.

Source of funding | Total aggregate Aggregate Mean income (£)
income (£) income as % of
total combined
income
Precept 11,810,011.63 771 28,186.19
Fees for trading 255,306.39 1.7 14,183.69
Charges for
recreation facilities 226,845.59 1.5 6,481.30
Other charges &
fees 196,891.34 1.3 2,524.25
Lefting of
village/community
hall 338,256.16 2.2 6,632.47
Other rents &
lettings 738,075.13 4.8 7,769.21
Investment 432,017.49 2.8 1,542.92
Income from local
authority 336,309.52 2.2 3,503.22
Other income 986,214.34 6.4 6,050.39
Total income 15,319,927.59 100

Table 7.2: Aggregate income by source for 420 councils.

7.3  Patterns of expenditure by community and town councils are more variable,
and depend on the size of the council and the range of services and facilities that it
provides. The clerk’s salary, insurance and audit fees are the only expenditure
incurred by all, or virtually all, councils, and account for just over a fifth of the
aggregate expenditure of local-level councils. Other significant areas of expenditure
include village and community halls, office costs, lighting, parks and salary costs of
staff other than the clerk (table 7.3).

7.4  Llarger councils have a more diverse range of expenditure than smaller
councils and spending is less concentrated on core items. Thus, the clerk’s salary
constitutes nearly a third of expenditure by councils with a population of less than
500, but only 8% of spending by councils with more than 20,000 residents.
Together, salaries and administrative costs account for over half of the expenditure by
very small councils; whereas, medium sized councils spend in aggregate over half
their budget on providing services and facilities, whilst for the largest councils, salary
costs can constitute up to a third of expenditure (table 7.4).




Area of Aggregate % Aggregate | Mean No. of | % of
expenditure Expenditure Expenditure | Expenditure | councils | councils
(£) (£)
Clerk’s Salary 2,177,077.36 |17.3 5,375.50 405 100
Other Salaries 1,817,477.20 |14.4 12,709.63 143 35.3
Audit Fees 224,074.36 1.8 613.90 365 90.1
Other Office
Costs 934,600.76 7.4 2,875.69 325 80.2
Insurance 389,417.21 3.1 1,006.25 387 95.6
Parks 498,327.55 4.0 3,436.74 145 35.8
Village Halls 1,326,787.86 | 10.5 6,946.53 191 47 .2
Indoor
Recreation 320,444.47 2.5 10,681.48 30 7.4
Outdoor
Recreation 423,025.42 3.4 4,147 .31 102 25.2
Burial Grounds 460,956.36 3.7 3,545.82 130 32.1
Tourism 209,694.55 1.7 5,114.50 4] 10.1
Lighting 625,252.36 5.0 4,631.50 135 33.3
Footpaths 174,915.71 1.4 1,841.22 95 23.5
Car Parks 62,224.98 0.5 5,656.82 11 2.7
Allotments 24,800.06 0.2 918.52 27 6.7
Litter 17,180.92 0.1 613.60 28 6.9
Community
Transport 9,162.00 0.1 916.20 10 2.5
Crime 229,858.00 1.8 6,567.37 35 8.6
Other Public
Amenities 419,283.66 3.3 5,113.22 82 20.2
Communication/
Publicity 74,187.84 0.6 893.83 83 20.5
Polls/Surveys 12,895.03 0.1 859.67 15 3.7
Entering
Competitions 18,806.09 0.1 940.30 20 4.9
Twinning
Arrangements 23,435.56 0.2 901.37 26 6.4
Community Events | 320,622.90 2.5 2,649.78 121 29.9
Other Expenditure | 1,820,007.95 | 14.4 9,381.48 194 47 .9
Total
expenditure 12,614,516.16 | 100.0

Table 7.3: Revenue expenditure by purpose for 405 councils
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<500 500999 | 1000- 2500- 5000- 10000- >20000
2499 4999 9999 19999
Clerk’s Clerk’s Clerk’s Village Clerk’s Other Other
salary salary salary halls salary salaries salaries
Insurance | Insurance | Lighting Clerk’s Other Clerk’s Office
salary salaries | salary costs
Office Car parks | Parks Other Village Office Tourism
costs salaries | halls costs
Llighting | Outdoor | Outdoor | Lighting | Office Other Clerk’s
recreation | recreation costs public salary
amenities
Other Lighting Parks Community
salaries halls
Audit Other Other
fees public public
amenities amenities
Village
halls

Table 7.4: Ranked list of main spending priorities by population of council
(only items constituted 5% or more of aggregate expenditure in band included)

7.5  Section 137 of the Local Government Act 1972 permits a local authority to
spend funds on "any purpose which in its opinion is of direct benefit to its area or to
the inhabitants", within a limit set by the Welsh Assembly Government. Around three-
quarters of community and town councils incurred expenditure under this provision in
2001-2, with the estimated aggregate expenditure amounting to just over £2 million.
However, there are no more than half a dozen councils spending close to the limit
under section 137, and the majority of councils are spending less than 10% of their
permitted spend. The increase in the section 137 limit to £5 per elector by the Local
Authorities (Discretionary Expenditure Limits) (Wales) Order 2000, and introduction
of an annual inflation-linked increment, has reduced the pressure on the flexibility of
section 137 expenditure, and there is litfle evidence from our analysis of a need
either further to increase the Section 137 limit across the board, or to abolish the
cap.




Recommendation R7.1

The recent amendments to the controls on spending under Section 137 of the Local
Government Act 1972 are judged to have accommodated the needs of most councils
and it is considered that there is no case for the limit to be removed. As an
additional measure, the Minister could be empowered to permit individual councils to
exceed the limit for a limited period on a case-by-case basis. Such councils would be
required fo have met the accreditation criteria described in section 4, to demonstrate
a record of good financial management, and to demonstrate that the exception
would not substantially increase the overall council tax demand for households in the
community.

7.6 Capital income was received by 36% of community and town councils in
2001, the majority of which was sourced from capital grants and donations. Across
the 161 councils that reported capital income in the study’s survey of community and
town councils, the aggregate income was £659,111, or a mean of £4,098 per
council. Just over a quarter of councils reported direct capital expenditure, with a
mean spend of £12,979. A smaller number, around 7.4%, reported expenditure on
capital grants and loans.

7.7  Borrowing for capital investment must be approved by the Welsh Assembly
Government and must in aggregate remain within a pre-determined borrowing limit.
A small number of councils have highlighted this regulation as inhibiting borrowing,
and a relaxation of the controls has been introduced for town and parish councils in
England. The capacity exists for a similar reform to be introduced in Wales. The
significance of such a change for community and town council finances as a whole is
likely to be limited as current levels of borrowing by councils are low. Fewer than
one i