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1. Introduction

The Overview & Scrutiny Management Committee, at their meeting on 13 March
2003, approved the Scoping Report for the Democratic Engagement Best Value
Review. Since then, the Community Overview & Scrutiny Committee has been
monitoring the progress of the review and, since July, two members of the
Community Overview & Scrutiny Committee have been playing an active part by
attending meetings of the Review Group with officers.

2. Final Report

The Final Report, including the Action Plan, was approved by the Community
Overview & Scrutiny Committee at their meeting on 6 May and forwarded to -
Management Overview & Scrutiny so they could decide whether the Final Report
fulfilled the Scope they set. The Scope is set out in the Final Report (attached) at
paragraph 1.4, pages 5-8.

3. Recommendations

The Committee is asked to:
(i) agree that the Review fulfils the Scope set in March 2003

(i)  refer the Final Report and Action Plan to the Executive and the Full
Council for approval.
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Executive Summary

The remit of this review was to examine the democratic engagement of the
authority and look for improvements. Although democratic disengagement is
recognised as a national problem, this should not preclude Carlisle City
Council taking action to improve the situation locally.

Support for Democratic Engagement

Carlisle City Council will not improve its democratic engagement unless the
measures in this report are backed up by high-level support at both political
and officer level. It is difficult to oversiress the need for political support for
democratic reengagement,

Young People

It is widely recognised that democratic disengagement is particularly acute for
young people and this review confirmed that. One of the strongest messages
to emerge from the work with the ‘attainers’ (young people entitled to vote for
the first time) was that this group considered the political parties, councillors
and candidates to b e making insufficient efforts to communicate with them.
Some respondents stated that the main reason they did not vote was because
they did not know enough about the candidates.

The Citizenship curriculum teaching provides the ideal opportunity for
Members (with some officer support) to go into schools and talk to young
people about local politics. Such an approach received strong backing in the
Citizens Panel results. Young people stressed that this should be done in an
informative and entertaining way. The proposed ‘attainers’ event could be an
annual event and would provide a good way of reaching those young people
entitied to vote for the first time.

There is also a need to build upon and extend existing initiatives such as
Young Mayor and Young Executive and integrate these into the policy making
process in the Council. At present, the engagement with young people is
usually entirely separate from the policy development processes within the
Council. Young people will guickly become cynical if their contributions are not
being recognised.

Meetings

Many people consider official meetings of the council to be boring and difficult
to follow. Of course, some elements of official business will always be of little
public interest but all meetings should be accessible and intelligible to the
general public. Recommendations are made in the report that focus on what
officers can do to improve the quality of agendas and reports. But it is also
clear that Members can take steps to improve the quality of meetings
themselves. In particular, the agendas and work programmes of the Overview
and Scrutiny committee are intended to be largely Member-led. it is worth
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noting the public appeal of open meeting to debate a single subject (48% of
respondents) and holding meetings in different parts of the district (29%).

Interaction between Members and the Public

The results of the Citizens Panel questionnaire highlight the appeal of street
surgeries (where a postcard drop is done in an area advising that a councillor
will be available to call at individual houses at a given time and date if you put
the postcard in the window) and surgeries involving others in addition to the
city councillor {county councillor and police).

There is also a considerable proportion of the public who claim to know very
little about their councilior or what he or she does. The most popular remedy
for this (from the Citizens Panel work) was for councillors to make greater use
of leaflets to each households.

It is also clear that Members need greater support to carry out their local
democratic roles. For some Members, this support consists of training
opportunities; others expressed a need for improved flows of information

within the authority.
Voting

One of the findings to emerge from the questionnaire completed by the
‘attainers’ was that for those already voting, there was a preference for the
traditional methods of voting — in a polling booth. But for the large numbers
who did not vote, there was enthusiasm for alternative methods such as
internet, phone texting and alternative locations for polling stations. These
findings were echoed by the Citizens Panel. '

Although the mechanisms of voting are defined by national government, it is
strongly suggested that Members look to put the authority at the forefront of
pilot efforts to try out different mechanisms for voting.

Consultation

The results of the Citizens Panel show that the public are unconvinced that
they have a real impact on council policy. The review aiso found evidence that
consultation work carried out by the authority does not always use best
practice, particularly with regard to co-ordination, feedback and evaluation. As
part of the Best Value Review, therefore, we have drawn up a Corporate
Consultation Policy which stresses the dangers of consultation fatigue and the
importance of carrying out high quality consultation. Members and officers
must ensure that consultation is used selectively and in a meaningful way.

Action Plan
The review found that the extent and quality of democratic engagement was

variable, A wide range of improvements are incorporated into the
improvement plan and some actions have already been implemented.
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1 Introduction

1.1 What is the Problem?

The problem is the perceived low level of engagement between Carlisle City
Council and the citizens of the district.

The disengagement b etween loca!l councils and their communities is by no
means unique to Carlisle — it is perceived to be a problem across much of the
UK. In Carlisle, the limited level of engagement is apparent from turnouts of
around 30% at local elections, low public attendance at meetings of the
Council and limited engagement in policy consultation. There is some
evidence at both national and local level that disengagement: is p articularly
acute for young people.

In practical terms, this means that the democratic accountability of the
authority is reduced. If few people understand or are interested in the
council's activities then its accountability is diminished. Further, if few people
are engaging with the policies pursued then there is little guarantee that those
policies are in line with the wishes of the citizens of Carlisle.

1.2 The National Policy Background

Concern over this issue formed part of the focus of the Government's White
Paper Modemn Local Government: In Touch with the People which was
published in 1998. The paper was framed around the need for stronger links
between councils and the communities they serve — to provide a ‘bigger say’
and a ‘better deal' for local people. The document also established the
community leadership role of local authorities and specificaily brought the new
duty on councils to promote the economic, social and environmental well-
being of their areas.

Following the publication of the White Paper in 1998, the Government
produced Local Leadership, Local Choice which provided a more detailed
vision of this area and also included a draft bill. This draft bill was refined and
ultimately introduced as legislation to form the Local Government Act 2000.
The Act incorporates the various strands of Government policy and
establishes new constitutions for councils to make them more accountable.

With the thrust of national policy well established, there have been a number
of research projects aimed at improving the level of engagement between
citizens and their local coungils. For example, some studies have focused on
how to engage young people whilst others have examined innovative ways of
consulting residents on policy initiatives. The Government has also enabled a
number of pilots for alternative methods of voting — findings frorn the most
recent elections in May 2001 are now available.

Beyond national policy on the role of local government, it is also worth noting
the development of the National Curriculum, within which the subject of
Citizenship has been introduced — this incorporates a number of different
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concepts but amongst them is an understanding of, and an engagement with,
local councils.

1.3 The Corporate Policy Background

This Best Value Review reflects the aims of the City Vision plan and also the
Corporate Plan 2002-2005.

The City Vision plan defines the agreed community vision for Carlisle for the
next ten years, up to 2012. This was drawn up following extensive
consultation with the public and partners. Under the ‘Communities’ section of
the document, the vision for Carlisle is described as “A safe, clean, attractive
place to live where people feel included and their needs recognised.” Of
specific relevance to this Best Value Review, the key priority for Carlisle City
Council is “To ensure we effectively act upon the views of the people of
Carlisle, involve our communities more actively in decision making in the city
area and improve voter turnout at elections.”

In terms of increasing voter turnout, it must be acknowledged that there is a
imit to what Carlisle City Council, as a local authority, can do. This point has
been explicitly recognised in the withdrawal of ‘Percentage Turnout for local
elections’ from the national list of Best Value Performance Indicators, with the
explanation that “the Government is not of the opinion that it is sufficiently
within local authority power to increase voter numbers palpably.” Of course,
democratic engagement is about much more than the proportion of the
electorate that votes in local elections.

Carlisle City Council sets out how it will deliver the City Vision, along with
partners, in the Corporate Plan. The Corporate Plan for 2002-2005 sets out a
number of objectives and some of these can be considered to be directly
relevant to this Best Value review:

CO1: Encourage community participatien and inclusion in
the Carlisle area

CMa3: To develop our community planning process fo
ensure it addresses the aspirations and needs of our
local communities

CM4: To reinvigorate democracy and improve voter turn-
out at elections

For each objective,-the Corporate Plan lists a number of detailed actions
which the Council intends to pursue - these are considered in further detail in
the Baseline section of this report (Section 2).

1.4 Scoping
There are several different components to the way in which the authority can

he considered to democratically engage with the public. The review team
considered the key themes to be:
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= Access and opportunity in official meetings of the Council;

= Policy Aspects;

» Interaction between Members and the Public and the Mechanisms used;
s Youth Engagement and Engagement with Other Groups;

« Electoral Aspects |

These divisions were used during the review and are used throughout this
report. The scoping process defined the key questions that the review would
attempt to answer and these are reproduced below. It was explicitly
recognised that the review would not try to provide full answers to all the
questions listed but, as it developed, to focus on those questions or areas
where there lay the greatest potential for change and improvement. The
scope of the review was agreed with the Management Overview and Scrutiny
Committee.

During the scoping process, it was also noted that one of the 4 ‘Cs’, Compete
was of very little relevance to this Review. Democratic engagement is by its

nature a function which can only be effectively carried out by the authority
itself.

The questions below formed the scope of the review:

Theme 1: Access and opportunity in official meetings of the Council

» Find out why people do not attend meetings — is it the content? The time at
which meetings take place? Do they consider them relevant? What about
the style of meeting?

+ What do people who have attended meetings think of them?

« What changes can be made to the format of meetings to make them more
relevant to the public? Should there be a facility for the public to ask

questions?

» Could new types of meeting be used to stimulate greater interest in the
business of the council?

« How can we be more welcoming when the public do attend?

« What mechanisms do the public use, or want to use, when they are
concerned about an issue?

« Should we target particular subjects/meetings and use the
Communications Unit to ensure that people know about these meetings?

« What have other authorities done to increase the interaction with the public
at official meetings?
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« What role could the website play? How effective is the Focus magazine?
|s the content and frequency appropriate?

Theme 2: Policy aspects

« Are we fulfilling our responsibility to consult?

« Are people getting a genuine opportunity to comment on and influence
policy? Are we being sufficiently imaginative in the methods we use? What

other methods are available?

» Should we have different scales and methods of consultation depending
on the importance of the issug?

. Have other authorities used referenda? Could this be appropriate for
Cartlisle?

« Do those people who are currently consulted feel that their views are
important and help to shape policy?

Theme 3:  Interaction between Members and the public and the
mechanisms used

« Do the public believe that they have good access to their Councillors?
Would they prefer other/different mechanisms?

« s area working of relevance here? Can we link with the review going on in
Corporate Resources O&8 Committee?

« Which are the most effective mechanisms for Councillors to communicate
with people? Newsletters? Regular public meetings?

« How can we as officers make better use -of the information which
Councillors (particularly back-bench) gain by talking to their constituents?

« |s there a suitable mechanism to enhance the role that back-bench
Members currently fulfil?

Theme 4:  Youth Engagement and Engagement with Other Groups

« Evidence shows that (nationally) levels of youth voting -and e ngagement
with politics generally are low. Why?

» How can young people be encouraged to register and vote?

« How can the workings of the council be made more relevant 10 young
people?
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How can younger people be encouraged to take greater interest in local
politics?

How can young people’'s views be reached and used to shape policy?
Youth Council?

What role can we play in the ‘citizenship’ teaching at schools, thereby
engaging people before they are entitled to vote?

Would a newsletter aimed at young people be effective? Or a special
section in Focus?

Which other groups are we particularly failing to engage with? Older
people? Some ethnic groups? Those living in rural areas?

Are there other types of group (particular issue-groups or community
groups) that are not fully engaged?

Theme 5:  Electoral aspects

1.5

Find out why people are/are not voting.

How can we ensure that people know there is an election going on (recent
MOR! work shows around % of people didn’t know last May (across the
country))?

How can we encourage more people (particularly young people) fo register
to vote?

What would be the effect of introducing different mechanisms to vote?
What things have other authorities done to raise registration and turnout?

Review Team

The team undertaking this Best Value Review was comprised from a number
of different Business Units. The team was as follows:

-

Rob Burns {(Economic and Community Development)

Rhian Davies (Economic and Community Devejopment)

lan Dixon (Legal and Democratic Services)

Lesley Dixon (Strategic and Performance Services)

John Egan (Legal and Democratic Services)

David Mitchell (Legal and Democratic Services)

Carolyn Taylor (Joint Leader) (Strategic and Performance Services)
David Tavlor (Joint Leader) (Member Support and Employee Services)
Lynne Wild (Strategic and Performance Services)

Jennifer Willlams (Strategic and Performance Services)
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In line with the Constitution, the Community Overview and Scrutiny.
Committee was responsible for overseeing this Best Value Review. As part of
this process, and to provide further challenge within the review, three
Members of the Committee became members of the review team:

« Councillor Joe Hendry

+ Councillor Geoff Hodgson

» Councillor Doreen Parsons

o Councillor Judith Pattinson (until May 2003)

We have, of course, also been assisted by many people both within the City
Council and outside. Specifically, we offer our thanks to:

= Helen Hutchinson and Jackie Errigo from Cumbria Institute of the Arts;

¢ The first-year journalism students (2002-2003) from Cumbria Institute of
the Arts;

+ David Williams, Nicola Mitchell, Councillor Ray Knapton

2 Baseline Information

In undertaking this review, it was important fo establish the ‘baseline’
information about how the Council deals with the various aspecis of
democratic engagement at present. This section summarises previous,
current and planned future activities of Carlisle City Council as they relate to

democratic engagement.

Theme 1:  Access and Opportunity in Official Meetings of the Council

This area deals with two separate issues: first, does the Council carry out
enough of its business in public? Second, how can we encourage the public
to attend those meetings at which they are welcome?

Taking the first question, many meetings of the Council are open to the public:

= [Full Council;

» Executive;

» Overview and Scrutiny Committee meetings;
» Development Control Committee;

» Licensing and Regulatory Committee.

However, attendance by members of the public at these meetings is, in most
cases, rare - we have not kept any records of public attendance at council
meetings but a survey in the Focus magazing in Autumn 2002 showed that
89% of the respondents had not attended a council meeting. Of the 11% who
had attended meetings, more than half had been fo Parish Council meetings.

One would expect that public attendance/involvement at the Development

Control and the Licensing and Regulatory Committees would always be
largely based around straightforward interest in a particular item under
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discussion. As such, these meetings are of less interest to this Best Value
Review than the remainder, which deal with strategic and policy issues and
could, therefore, be considered to offer more general interest to an engaged
public.

Of course, there are many meetings which take place amongst counci
officers, sometimes also involving Members, which are not open to the public.
For the practical operation of the authority, this is always likely to be the case.
But such meetings should not obscure the transparent workings of the
authority.

In attempting to answer the second question ‘Why does the public not attend
council meetings?’, it is perhaps easier to invert the question: ‘Why should
members of the public attend meetings?’ Ideally, one would imagine that if
items of real interest to the local public are being discussed and that the
public have some opportunity to ask questions or contribute then more
people may attend meetings. But even if these criteria are met, a member of
the public must know that the meeting is taking place, have the time to attend
the meeting and feel confident enough to take part in the discussion.

Carlisle City Council has already introduced some changes in practice to try
and enable and encourage greater public involvement in meetings. The
Council has already undertaken the following:

 Introduced capacity for public questions and petitions at meetings;

« Resolved to take as much business in public as possible;’

» Held meetings in different parts of the City’s area (in 1983, 7 committee
meetings were held 'in the community’ attracting a total of 9 members of
the public);

« Given the public an opportunity to speak in Planning Committee meetings;

« The Council is currently investigating the future use of web-casts from the
Council Chamber (this is a priority action in the Corporate Plan),

« Focus magazine {produced every 12 weeks and delivered to every
household) carries basic details of official meetings of the council;

s The Council's website has been revamped, is updated daily and includes
basic details of official meetings of the council.

' Enshrined in the Council's constitution - particularly Article 13.02(d) which says that all of the
Council's decisions will be made in accordance with a presumption in favour of openness and
Rule 19 of the Executive Procedure Rules which says that all meetings of the Executive will

be In public uniess impossible because confidential or exempt information is being discussed.
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Further planned changes are detailed in the Corporate Plan:

Priority for Action Year 1 Years 2/3

Ensure all Council Minutes | Develop  intemal  web | Develop external web service by
and Reports can be | service by March 2003 March 2004
accessed by the public on-

line
Fromote public | Trial themed Q&A | Include Q&A in other
involvement in  council | sessions at full November | appropriate meetings from June
meetings council 2003 (dependent on trial)
Survey levels of
satisfaction and

participants  involvement
in November 2002

Broadcast meetings via | Trial with full council by | Include other meetings from

webcam March 2003 June 2003, dependent on trial
Include ouiside events from July
2004

Implement the Freedom of | Define scheme of | Implement scheme by March

Information Act publication by March 2003 | 2005

However, some other perceived problems remain and were identified by the

review team:

« There is much popular confusion over the respective functions of the City
and County Councils;

« There exists little popular understanding of the functions/roles of the new
Executive/Overview and Scrutiny system;

» The content and quality of the meetings are patchy;

« The written documents associated with the meetings (agendas, reports,
minutes) are often in an inaccessible style and are not easily accessed by
interested members of the public;

» Executive meetings are perceived by some to be ‘rubber stamping’ (with
the real decisions having taken place before the meeting) rather than true
debate; .

o The annual ‘State of Carlisle’ debate envisaged in the Council's
Procedure Rules has not been established as a regular item in the Civic
diary;

« We don't actually do very much to promote attendance at public meetings.

Perhaps inevitably, the iess public involvement/attendance there is at public
meetings, the more the meetings develop an ‘internal’ style, in which fittie
explanation of the discussion is given and jargon can predominate. This could
be considered a vicious circle for public accessibility to meetings since if a
member of the public did attend such a meeting, they would be unlikely to
retumn.

Theme 2:  Policy Aspects
Carlisle City Council has undertaken a good deal of consultation work in

recent years and it is clear that we are fulfilling our statutory duty to consult —
amongst the strongest successes was the comprehensive consuitation
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undertaken with the public and stakeholders in producing City Vision, the
council’'s community plan.

There are many methods and types of consultation and many different groups
that could be consulted on any given matter. The methods include focus
groups, one-on-one interviews, citizens’ panels. The type of consultation may
be exploratory (to find out views on a subject), document-based (seeking
views on a particular policy document) or option-based (offering the range of
options under consideration). It is a complex matter to determine the most
appropriate approach in each case.

One of the most powerful tools at hand for consultation with the public is the
Citizens Panel, which consists of around 1000 representative members of the
Carlisle public. The panel is consulted 4 times each year on matters
concerning different aspects of the Council’s services and may also be used
o set up focus groups.

Although we are doing a reasonable job of consulting on some of the larger,
strategic issues (eg Large Scale Voluntary Transfer of housing stock,
Customer Contact Best Value Review), other consultation is ad hoc and often
fails to reflect best practice. In particular, consultation is often considered
rather too late in the policy development process and without adequate
resources being set aside by the relevant Business Unit.

in defining our approach to consultation, we must also be very wary notto
contribute to ‘consultation fatigue’ of the public and stakeholders. It is difficult
to determine how big a problem this is but it is much less likely to occur if we
follow good practice for consultation throughout the authority. Recenily, there
has been public comment and letters in the local newspaper, suggesting that
some consultations have been inappropriate or unnecessary. in particular, the
consultation exercise for the 2003/2004 budget was viewed by some as being
‘phoney’, and some people argued that councillors were elected to make
decisions just like these and should not need to undertake consultation.
Against this, it should be noted that public consultation on the budget is
considered good practice. |

Some further planned actions are detailed in the corporate plan:

Priorities for Action Year 1 Targets Year 2/3 Targets
involve more of our communities in | Increase membership of | Increase response rate to
consultation to aid decision making | citizens panel by 25% 1000 respondents per

guestionnaire

Percentage of people who feel | Undertake survey and
involved in decision-making in the | establish targets -

city
| Local events for local democracy | 4 events 5 events in 2003/2004
week 6 events in 2004/2005

Other problems perceived by the review team include:
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. Research and consultation are often seen as ‘bolt-ons’ to the policy
development process;

« There is limited co-ordination of consultation or attempts to refine our
methods, based on previous experiences;

« The current Consultation Strategy is out of date and little used;

« There is often insufficient feedback to the people consulted on how their
views have influenced the final policy direction.

Theme 3: Interaction between Members and the public and the
mechanisms used

The way in which the public communicates with its elected representatives on
the council is a major part of the democratic accountability of the authority.
For many people, their local councillor is the first point of contact when they
encounter a local problem. Members often make themselves available to their
constituents through regular surgeries and various other mechanisms e.g.
newsletters, attendance at other community functions and distributing
constituency referral forms.

Clearly, it will always remain the choice of the individual Member what
mechanisms he/she wishes to usé to communicate with his/her constituents.
This review can only consider what best practice appears to be and examine
how officers can facilitate any changes/improvements in the process.

At present, officers arrange ward surgeries for Councillors. They also assist
them in preparing Constituency Referral Forms (which identify their
constituents’ specific concerns) and processing the return of those forms.
However, for reasons of political restriction, there is a limit to which officers of
the Council can assist Councillors with these matters. For example, it would
be inappropriate for officers to get involved in the production of newsletters for
councillors. Wherever communication has a party political flavour, it would be
most appropriate for this to be funded, produced and distributed by the parties
themselves, rather than the Council.

One of the other main problems in this area is the question of information
flows between Members and officers of the Council. it is some Members'
perception that it is much more difficult to find out about what the Council is
doing than has historically been the case. Members also argue that the
relationships between Members and officers have weakened. Although these
concerns relate to many Members, it is particularly acute for those not on the
Executive or on an Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

Theme 4:  Youth Engagement and Engagement with Other Groups
Youth Engagement

The level of youth engagement with local and national politics has become a
‘hot topic’, particularly since the last General Election in 2001. At that election,

it is estimated that just 39% of people aged 18-24 voted, compared to a
historically low turnout for the population as a whole of 59%.
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Turnout at local elections is generally much [ower than that experienced in
general elections. From a sample of 8 wards in the May 2002 election, the
turnout of ‘new attainers’ (those eligible to vote for the first time at that
election) was 25.8%, compared to the figure for all the electorate of 31.7%. In
common with most of the country,- the young people of Carlisle are
disengaged from the local political process. Anecdotal evidence from
members of the team confirms this impression.

Carlisle City Council aiready undertakes a number of activities to attempt to
engage the youth of Carlisle:

« The Council has been instrumental in the setting up of the citywide Youth
Forum. This forum is still finding its feet and developing its ways of
working;

= The Council has also participated in National Democracy Week and had
the Young Mayor and Youth Parliament session as part of that week;

« The Community Support Unit provides funding and delivers services to
children and young people. The City Council plays an active role in the
ongoing process of developing a strategy for youth work in Cumbria,

« Tullie Time Travellers is designed for 7-12 year olds and meets monthly.
This group is consulted on changes to the Tullie House service and also
has inputs to displays and projects; |

s Face2Face project — this is a mobile unit for 5-18 year olds that was
launched in Easter 2003.

Other actions in the Corporate Plan are shown below:

Priorities for Action Year 1 Targets Year 2/3 Targets
Develop a Young People's | Steering group established by | Council established
Council as a voice for them in | Feb 2003 Sept 2003

decision making
Develop a programme of | Develop a programme of | Participate in the North
events with supporting | events based around the Anne | West Museums and

resource material for schools | Frank exhibition Oct 2002 Galleries Education

and community groups on the ‘ programme phase 2

concept of citizenship Citizenship initiative
2003

Marketing campaign targeting 1 campaign in  April

first time voters 2003

1 campaign in April
2004, 1 in Sep!t 2004
Develop the ‘citizenship | Trial packs with one primary | Roll out to 100% of
package’ with iocal schools and one secondary schools {dependent on
trial)

Examine extending the | Undertake research into best | To ensure the views of

Citizens Panel to incorporate | practice by March 2003 young people are
more views of young peopie appropriately

and other hard 1o reach represented in decision
| groups making

Other points noted by the team:
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« We play a very limited role at presentin the Citizenship teaching within
schooils;

o A ‘cultural shift’ will be required to fully enable genuine participation of
young people. This shift will be necessary for both officers and counciliors
to acknowledge that young people are full partners;

« Our current methods of communication do not specifically target young
people. The magazine, Focus, and the website would be the most
appropriate mechanisms for reaching young people. The website has a
‘corporate’ look, not a ‘fun’ look;

Engagement with Other Groups

Beyond the identified problem of youth disengagement, there is a need to
check that other groups are not especially disengaged. As detailed in previous
sections the Corporate Plan stresses the need to improve engagement and
this includes an emphasis on engaging with ‘hard to reach groups’.

Priorities for Action Year 1 Targets Year 2/3 Targets

Examine extending the Citizens | Undertake research into | To ensure the views of
Panel to incorporate more views | best practice by March | young peopie are
of young people and other hard to | 2003 appropriately represented
reach groups in decision making

It was identified by the team that we did not have a complete contact list of
‘hard to reach’ groups within the authority.

Theme 5:  Electoral Aspects

The electoral aspect of democratic engagement is both the most high profile
and the easiest to measure. It is well known that the turnout for all elections
has been falling since around 1990 and historically turnout at local elections
has been relatively low for a long time. ‘

In Carlisle, turnouts for local elections are around the national average (in
2000, the average turnout in shire districts was 32.2%) and are fairly stable
(recent figures — 2000: 30.7%, 2002: 31.7%, 2003: 31.4%).

There are statutory duties which the returning officer must carry out -
specifically, publishing the notice of election, a statement of persons
nominated and the notice of poll. The issuing of poll cards to all electors is
also a statutory duty.

Beyond these duties, we already undertake a number of activities to increase
electoral registration and voter turnout:

« Used a bus poster campaign to encourage registration (Sept/Oct) and

voting (March/April);
» Press adverts to publicise availability of postal voting;
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» Registration and postal voting adverts in community publications and
Council magazine;

« Leaflets and posters distributed to schools to encourage registration and
voting among 16-18 year oids;

« Leaflets to young voters, as identified from the electoral register, to
encourage voting;

e TV advertising to encourage voting (one occasion)

» In 2003, a high profile campaign was launched to encourage young people
to vote. The '‘Don’t Vote, Don't Moan’ campaign used images produced by
a local design student and involved posters, flyers and postcards;

« Postal vote information distributed with canvas forms;

« Carry out an annual review of polling arrangements.

In a survey of F ocus magazine readers, 7 9% considered themselvestobe
well-informed about elections. Postal voting was made available on demand
in February 2001. Since then, the Council has promoted the availability of
postal voting and this has resulted in a large increase in the numbers of the
electorate adopting to use this method. Before October 2002, the number of
postal voters was 2300 and this has now increased to more than 4600 (6% of
electorate).

There is a considerable focus on improving electoral performance in the
Corporate Plan:

Key Indicators/Priorities Year 1 Targets Year 2/3 Targets
for Action
Increase Voter turn-out 31.7% (actual) 38% in May 2004
Develop initiatives to make Pilot in 2 wards (depending on
polling stations more pilot results) roll out to 10 in 2004
appealing to encourage
voters
Marketing campaign to 1 campaign in April 2003
encourage voting
1 campaign in Aprif 2004, 1 in
Sept 2004

3 Providing Challenge in the Review

3.1 Challenge Mechanisms

As a review team, we were aware of the need fo ensure that there was
adequate ‘challenge’ provided within the review and we were conscious that

many reviews are criticised for failing to tackle this element properly.

We ensured that challenge was provided throughout the review process using
the following mechanisms:

« Update reports and analysis were regularly discussed by the Community

Overview and Scrutiny Commitiee and considerable challenge was
provided by Members of the Committee;
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« The introduction of 3 Councillors onto the review team at an early stage.
The Councillors were invited to all team meetings and played a full and
active role;

« Involvement of journalism students from the Cumbria institute of the Arts
at an early stage of the review;

« The setting up of a ‘reference group’ during the course of the review. The
group comprised the following members:

» The Media (broadcast and print),

« Schools (teachers and students),

¢ City Council Staff
The primary purpose of this group was to-act as a 'sense check’ on the
course of the review and its findings.

« Challenge was also provided within the team by discussion sessions of
work completed by the various team members.

Details of the work carried out by the students from the Cumbria Institute of
the Arts are provided below:

3.2 Work completed by Cumbria Institute of the Arts Students

The first year journalism students at the Cumbria Institute of the Arts
undertook three main tasks as part of this review which formed part of their
formal coursework:

« They completed questionnaires after attending meetings of the Council
(Executive, Council and Development Control);

« Short articles which were written after shadowing a City Councillor for the
day;

« Feature articles on topics related to this review.

In addition, an informal feedback session was held in October 2003 to ensure
that the developing findings of the review adequately refiected the students”
views.

This section of the report aims to summarise the leaming from the written
pieces by the students and the conversations held. The points made by the
students have been broken down by the sections of the review. Included
below are both the views of the students themselves (from conversations held
and the questionnaires compieted) and the views of other young people (from-
the articles).

Theme 1:  Official Meetings of the Council

e The students did generaliy feel welcome within the Civic Centre and at
meetings;

« The Executive meeting was not interesting — 8 out of the 12 students
classified the meeting as ‘boring’ and one as ‘very boring’. One s tudent
noted that there was no debate and that it was obvious that it had been
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‘cooked up' beforehand. As a result, the meeting was both confusing and
boring.

Difficult to identify the Members and work out who was speaking and why-
half of the students declared that it was ‘difficult’ to understand what was
going on in the meetings. One contributory factor was that the ‘contact
officer’ on the report was not always the person speaking to the report.

Not easy to work out what is going on from the Agenda — difficult to
understand. One student also considered it difficult to get hold of
information before the meeting.

Facility to speak/ask questions (instantaneously) within the meetings
would be welcomed by half of the students. It is interesting to note that 2
students thought there should be the facility to speak/ask questions but
that they would probably not use it themselves. This might suggest that the
meetings seem a little intimidating. '
The overall ‘democratic engagement’ provided by the meetings seems
rather limited, even for those who attend — when asked how involved with
the Council they felt as a result of attending the meetings, 11 of the 12
students attending the Executive selected ‘not very involved’ or ‘not very
involved at all’.

Students were happy to attend Council meetings as part of their course
but would not now return to a meeting for their own interest. Indeed,
attending a meeting at the council seemed very strange to fellow students
— “incomprehensible”!

The students were disappointed not to be able to attend the mayor-making
en masse — seemed strange that their numbers should be restricted when
we're doing a review into Democratic Engagement;

Theme 2: Policy Aspects

No comments.

Theme 3: Interaction between Members and the public

Members were generally very approachable and helpful to students
wishing to shadow them. Also, perception (albeit from only one student)
that the Member was well known in their constituency.

Most of the pieces written after shadowing a Councilior identified the
interaction and involvement of Members with the communities they serve.

Theme 4:  Youth Engagement and Engagement with Other Groups

Councillors are generally seen as old and not in touch with young people.
A quote from one of the articles when a student attended a City Council
meeting: “Entering the room, | suddenly become very aware of my age —
by my estimation no cne here is under fifty.” Younger councillors could
help this situation. There is also some cynicism that counciliors are only
interested in young people at election fime.
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Considerable (and largely unrecognised) confusion over the difference in
roles b etween the City and County Councils amongst both the students
and some of those interviewed.

Some indication that for young people with limited awareness of politics,
that attention is focussed on national G overnment, not local. O ne quote
from a young person interviewed: "l didn’t have a clue what that was all
about, city or county councils mean nothing to me. So ultimately someone
lost out on a vote. If a campaigner took the time to talk to me and tell me
why my vote was important | probably would have made the effort but they
didn't so | didn’t bother”

One feature piece concludes that the Citizenship work in schools does not
have a high profile and has not yet made an impact. A quote from a pupil
interviewed seems to point to a way forward: “And make it fun. If it's
boring, we won't go ... Teach us what you want, but please, don’t bore us:
it might be useful to know how the Government works, and how our taxes
are going to be sorted, but if it's not interesting, we won't learn a thing.”

Theme 5:  Electoral Aspects

From those young people interviewed, voting is generally not seen as
important and apathy is significant — “cannot be bothered to go to the
school to vote”. But also the view that veting would not make a difference
predominates: *I| don’t see the point in voling. It's a hassle to get to the
voting place, and | don't have the time to do it. At the end of the day, it
won't make my life any better, so why should 1?" It is important to
distinguish between these two reasons.

Amongst young people, there seems to be some resistance to the
conventional method of voting (unwilling to go somewhere out of the way)
combined with an enthusiasm for alternative methods of voting: postal,
text, mobile phone, e-mall, internet. As one student argues “Texting and e-
mailing has proven to be successful for other non-political elections, so
what is to stop the same happening in this respect?”

One of the students thought that part of the problem was that young
people find decision-making difficult and tend to wait for one person to
take a lead.

From some of those interviewed by the students, the poor image of
politicians (particularly at national level) also contributes to people being
disengaged and less likely to vote and there is a recognition that the
national press coverage often does not heip with this.

Within the articles, there appears to be a recognition that some people
could be ‘reached’ by better education, canvassing, engagement etc. but
that others would remain uninterested. There appears to be a real
disconnection between young pecple and politics, particularly local politics.
One of the councillors interviewed defines the problem as “Young People
find politicians too old but they are still not willing to take part themselves.”

Within the articles, there is alsc some defence of both not voting and.
spoiling o f b allot papers as valid d emonstrations of disaffection with the
existing parties and systems.
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These points are considered further in Section € of this report, which analyses
the significance of the varicus inputs to the review and considers their
implications.

4 Compare Work

The ‘compare’ element of this review was particularly important — the
apparent loss of democratic engagement has become a topical national issue
during the last few years. As such, with encouragement from national
government, many local authorities have attempted to improve their links with
the public they serve. The review team, therefore, sought out those authorities
from which Carlisle could learn new approaches and best practice.

The compare work was once again undertaken according to the 5 themes of
the review. An individual member of the team was responsible for each theme
and their findings were discussed and challenged within feam meetings. The
following sections detail the work carried out.

4.1 Theme 1: Access and opportunity in official meetings of the
Council

In the scoping of the review, 10 gquestions .are posed under the key issue of
access to meetings of the council. In carrying out the compare work, we have
looked specifically at how other authorities have tackled three of these
guestions:

® What changes can be made to the format of meetings to make them
more relevant to the public? Should there be a facility for the public to
ask questions?

® Could new types of meeting be used to stimulate greater interest in
the business of the council?

9 What have other authorities done to increase the interaction with the
public at-official meetings?

The Local Government Association set up Designs on Democracy, a project
in which five local authorities attempted to increase public participation in the
democratic process. These were:

e | ondon Borough of Camden;

e Lancashire County Council;

e Shropshire County Council; _
e Trafford Metropolitan Borough Council;-
e West Lindsey District Council.

The project aimed to:
# Increase public participation in local democracy
e Make political management arrangements more transparent and
accessible fo the public
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e Modernise local government and rebuild links with jocal people
#Engage schoolchildren and young people, in particular.

The five authorities tackled the three questions posed by Carlisle City Council,
as above, by introducing new elements into official council meetings. Other
authorities contacted during this Compare Work who adopted similar
approaches are Exeter and Chester City Councils.

The five authorities in the Designs on Democracy project undertook a number
of initiatives, some of them similar. Among the schemes were:

@ Web-casting council meetings;

® Executive Question Time/ Cabinet in the Community;

© State of the Area Debate;

@ Citizen and Democracy Pack;

® Area Boards.

Relow we pick out those initiatives of particular relevance to Carlisle City
Council.

4.1.1 Camden

Executive Question Time was introduced to encourage greater community
involvement as well as experimenting with different formats and layouts of

meetings.

Six E xecutive Question Times were held at venues across the borough on
different days of the week for two hours each. Questions were ad hoc but
later meetings became more focused on specific subjects. The meetings
each attracted between 30 and 50 people.

Camden has been web-casting meetings since March 2002. Monthly Council,
fortnightly Executive and Development Control and Licensing Committees
have been web-cast and demand to increase the facility is growing.

Currently, the full council meetings are the most popular, but indications are
that the Development Control and Licensing Committees will be taking over.

To summarise, both projects have shown the council that it can reach a wider
sudience, but it believes both need further development. The council is
increasing the number and type of meetings web-cast from this summer.
Decision-making is more transparent and is reaching a wider audience.

4.1.2 Lancashire

The council held a series of three Executive Question Time “Cabinet in the
.Community” events around the county, chaired by a local TV presenter, at
which members of the public were able to ask questions. it was on the lines
of the TV programme Question Time and professional lighting and sound
equipment was used. There were no agendas, papsrs of presentations and
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officer attendance was kept to a minimum. Between 30 and 60 people
attended each one.

There was positive feedback from the Executive Question Time events with
people appreciating the fact the councillors had come to their area to answer
their questions. The authority is planning to hold three such events a year in
different parts of the county.

Lancashire began web-casting its Cabinet meetings in September 2002 and
from this summer it is extending web-casting to cover meetings of the
Lancashire Youth Council Executive as well as that Executive's meetings with
the county council Cabinet.

Average viewing figures for the web-cast Cabinet meetings were 500 in each
month. Public attendance at these meetings is almost unknown. The council
believes web-casting provides an opportunity to increase transparency and
brings the democratic process closer to more people.

4.1.3 Shropshire

The County held its first annual debate in July 2002 in a local hotel. Local
personalities spoke for and against the motion, “The Quality of Life in
Shropshire is Improving”. The audience consisted of 200 invited guests and
members of the Citizens Panel and some tickets had been distributed through
the local radio station. The debate was followed by an audience discussion.

A report on the action taken since the last debate was produced for the event
in 2003. As a result of last year’s debate, Local Listening Forums were set up
to take forward local issues with 10 local members taking a lead.

4.1.4 Trafford

The council developed four Area Boards to cover the borough to bring
decision making closer to local communities. Of the four, three took part in
the Designs on Democracy initiative, including Sale, which used the councif’s
consultation bus, Merlin, as a road show in one of its wards. The aim was 1o
connect service priorities with local priorities and give local people the chance
to meet with councillors, service representatives and other agencies.

The bus stopped at two shopping areas on a Saturday after a leafleting
campaign had made people aware what was happening and when. The day
was successful with many residents meeting counciliors and officers for the
first time.

4.1.5 Exeter City Council
Under the City Council’s new constitution, question time for members of the

public has been introduced before Overview & Scrutiny commitiees and
Planning. The three O&S commitiees look through ali reports goingtothe
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Executive in advance in order that the Executive can take on board any
comments they have.

It is very uncommon for members of the public to aftend either the Executive
or O&S meetings, although there is good attendance at planning meetings,
especially when there is a big issue on the agenda.

The City Council's big initiative for promoting democratic engagement,
launched in 1999, is the Community Forum Programme, which is in
partnership with the County Council, Health Authority, Police, Local Transport
providers and the Fire Authority.

There are five showcase meetings each year in the Guildhall in the centre of
Exeter. A partner is selected in advance to do a 20-minute presentation on a
given subject at each event and then there are questions from the floor.

There is a “Who wants to be a Millionaire” style voting system, which is
borrowed from the Community Safety Partnership. There is also an open
Q&A session, which covers any topic.

For the first two years of the scheme, events were held at different locations
throughout the district but for the last two years they have been based in
Exeter, for ease of transport.

The events alternate between evening and afternoon sessions and attract
between 70 and 100 people. Written questions can be put by the chairman if
people do not want to ask their own question and over tea and coffee at the
end, members of the public can talk one to one with officers. The events are
well marketed through newsletters to residents' groups, mailshots, advertising
in the local media and the Council paper. The Council b elieve they would
boost attendance if they chose more controversial subjects for debate.

4.1.6 Chester City Council

The authority has almost given up trying fo tempt people to attend formal
meetings and has decided that “effective engagement is more than getting
people to sit in rooms for meetings. We're more interested in improving
communications, generally and engaging the community”.

In 1998 the City Council set up a series of seven local panels, corresponding
to wards. These developed, from 1 April 2003, to become Area Commitiees
with delegated authority and budgets.

The total operational budget for the seven is £150,000 and they have varying
budgets, from £12,100 for the smallest up to £28,100 for the largest
(depending on the number of councillors).

The council says this system engages backbenchers and involves local

people in decision making. The money is spent on things like additional street
lighting, grants to the viliage hall and additional CCTV cameras.

Democratic Engagement BV Review - Final Report for Community O&S 23



4.2 Theme2: Policy Aspects

Improving consultation is at the heart of the Government’s agenda for local
government. As part of Best Value we are required to consult for the purpose
of deciding how best to improve services. The Local Government Act 1999
does not set out how this consultation should take place but guidance has
been issued. Part 1 of the Local Government Act 2000 placed a new duty
upon local authorities to prepare a community strategy that seeks to promote
and improve the economic, social and environmental well being of the area.
When preparing the community strategy a local authority is required by the
legislation to consult and seek the participation of all the statutory, non-
statutory and voluntary organisations which provide services or whose actions
affect quality of life in an area.

It is useful to consider what is meant by consultation before embarking on the
compare aspect. Involvement/consultation on policy aspects can range from
making publicly available material and information more comprehensive and
accessible to seeking to engage citizens more directly and actively on
particular issues. The Audit Commission uses the following working definition:

“Consultation has been defined as a process of dialogue that leads to a
decision”. '

This definition implies that there is an ongoing exchange of views and
information, rather than a one-off event. The idea that consuiltation will lead to
a decision is an important one. People become disillusioned with being asked
for .their views where they can see no purpose. However, it does not
necessarily foliow that the outcome of the consultation will result in a decision
which those being consulted have asked for. lLocal authorities have to
consider a range of factors in making decisions and consultation is only one of
these.

The LGMB publication “Involving the Public*? outlines that there are a range of

activities which are classed as consultation:

« Market research — finding out what people want and think through surveys
and focus groups;

» Consultation — this allows for two-way communication or dialogue;

 Participation — providing for involvement in decision making by the public.
It can include devolving power for some services or budgets.

in the public sector all these activities can be going on at the same time, there

is not necessarily a progression from market research to a devolution of

power. There is a range of tools and techniques which can be employed

within each of these areas.

In this ‘compare’ work, we have looked to other authorities for their practices
in the following two areas:

? Local Government Management Board “Involving the Public”, Adrian Barker 1999.
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» Democratising policy areas or providing opportunities for involvement in
decision-making. This allows for joint decision making and ideally would
enable the public to set the agenda for their involvement. There is a
longer-term partnership with the public and stakeholders.

« Consultation or providing opportunities for two-way communication or
dialogue. This involves listening and responding to the public on particular
issues. It is short term and can involve one off consuitations. It seeks
views on a number of options or asks the public what it thinks about
certain approaches that have already been identified.

4.2.1 Good Practice and Benchmarking

in considering which authorities to examine, we looked to the following for
guidance:

» Surrey County Council’'s BVR “Listening and Responding to the Public”
identifies 6 good practice authorities: Hertfordshire County Council,
Kent County Council, City of York, LB Camden, LB Lewisham and LB
Southwark.  These were identified from a Local Government
Management Board publication “Involving the Public”.

» The Historic Cities Benchmark Group (developed by Viv Coleman,
Carlisle City Council) and the Nearest Neighbours Group.

From these sources, we selected four authorities for detailed compare work:

« City of York (good practice authority);

« Surrey County Council (recently completed BVR Listening and
Responding);

« Chester and Worcester (both on Historic Cities and Nearest Neighbour
Benchmark Groups).

In addition, we have also attempted to identify good practice using the Audit
Commission’s own good practice guide and the LGMB publication “Involving
the Public’.

The Audit Commission identify four main principles of good practice in
consultation:

« It should be related to a decision that the authority intends to take ;

« |t shouid be competently carried out;

» it should be inclusive; and

« It should be used in practice.

4.2.1.1 Surrey County Council

As part of their Best Value Review (BVR) “Listening and Responding io the
Public”, Surrey looked at their corporate approach to consultation and that of
the service departments.

Surrey adopted a Consultation Strategy in 1898 to provide a framework for
consultation activity. A consultation website was e stablished to improve co-
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ordination of activity. However, the BVR found that it was hardly used at all by
service departments. A consultation manager was appointed to act as a
reference point for those planning consultation to ensure a co-ordinated
approach. A Consultation Action Plan 2001-2002 proposed the use of
databases, the consultation website and S-net and the provision of guidance
to co-ordinate and ultimately reduce consultation activities. Some joint
consultation with partner organisations is also to be set up on high-profile
issues such as community safety, traffic and transport, housing and
education, through the umbrella of the 2010 group. The Chief Executive's
Department has used consultants to carry out customer research to identify
service priorities for ten years. The information is used in the preparation of
the Corporate Plan. This work is organised by the County Council's Marketing
Officer. However, there is little evidence that this information is recognised or
used in service departments. The County Council's Policy Committee adopted
a Marketing Policy in April 2000 to guide this work and a Members' Marketing
Group was formed to steer the Council's approach to market research to
establish people's needs and wants, designing services to meet those needs
and wants and communications to ensure public awareness and fake-up
services.

Community planning is being introduced under the Local Government Act
1999. This is likely to involve consultation to identify how local services can
best meet local needs and to identify local priorities. This local consultation is
likely to be organised on a multi-agency basis. The Assistant Directors
Partnership has the role of co-ordinating consultation in their areas.

Consultation and customer research activities undertaken in service
departments were:

« one-off consultations on policy and strategy documents, major changes
to service provision e.g. library and fire station closures, highway and
environmental improvement proposals;

« on-going surveys which monitor satisfaction with services, such as user
surveys; and _

» on-going dialogue with service users as in user forums, liaison groups,
community meetings, etc.

There was an enormous amount of consultation and customer research
activity in service departments - in the year before the BVR at least 150 major
one-off consultation exercises were undertaken, with about 100 of these in the
Environment Department. in addition there was a very large amount of work
on on-going surveys and on-going dialogue with service users. Social
Services, for example, have relatively elaborate procedures for service
monitoring and there is an increasing trend in. many services to use regular
consultative forums.

A very wide range of consultation fechniques is in use. Public meetings tend
to be used for controversial issues, although these can be confrontational
rather than promoting dialogue with the public. One-off consultations are often
by correspondence or meetings with -specific organisations, but issue forums
or focus groups are also used. A wide range of meeting types to facilitate on-
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going dialogue is in use including representative groups or user panels.
Opinion polls have been used only occasionally, telephone and postal
questionnaires more frequently. Cusiomer feedback forms are used
extensively in libraries, Fire and Rescue and Trading Standards. Relatively
litthe use is made at present of consultation via the Intemnet. Some consuliation
is undertaken jointly, for example, Social Services with the Health Authorities.

Most consultation and customer research is organised by in-house staff. It is
estimated that at least 500 staff are involved in a variety of ways in public
consultation across the County Council with about half that total being in the
Environment Department. These staff rely on experience rather than training
or guidance, and this influences the planning of consultation and research and
the choice of techniques used. This also means that there is little attempt to
involve hard-to-reach groups such as young people or ethnic minorities.
Social Services and Environment departments have professional research
officers. There has been relatively little use of consultants except in Fire and
Rescue and Trading Standards.

Little feedback is provided to consultees. Significant use is made of the results
of consultation in some departments, particularly to influence the shaping of
service delivery. However there is evidence that there is also "gesture”
consultation taking place - sometimes to justify proposals and in some cases
to publicise proposals rather than to influence decisions.

There seems to be little evidence of departments attempting to obviously fimit
the expectations of their consultees and service users. There is relatively little
use of customer satisfaction monitoring and no use of consultation on how the
public wish to be consulted. Consultation and customer research is almost
never evaluated.

The outcome of their comparison with other best practice authorities and other

authorities highlighted the following issues:

« consultation activity is on the increase;

« best practice authorities give clear and strong overall leadership and
direction to consultation in policies and management,

« most authorities use in-house staff to organise much of their consultation;

« best practice authorities encourage the sharing of good practice;

« most staff need to be actively guided on the most appropriate ways to plan
and organise consultation;

« many authorities have a corporately maintained up to date database of
contact names of individuals and representatives of local organisations;

« best practice authorities consult on consultation;

» best practice authorities are moving towards quality assurance guided by a
central consuliation manager or team; and

« best practice authorities evaluate consultation.

Surrey’s Action Plan for “Listening and Responding to The Public” identified
the following recommendations:
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1. enbance corporate leadership and direction of consultation and customer
research and strengthen the ability of the corporate communications group
to provide effective support, guidance and co-ordination;

2. improve the direction and co-ordination of consultation and customer
research work in service departments and ensure good practice;

3. encourage individual staff to own the effectiveness and implications . of
consultation.

4212 City of Worcester

Worcester works as part of an LSP and has developed a community plan
which is used for the development of policy in its broadest sense. A
Consultation Strategy exists and a variety of techniques are used: user
satisfaction surveys, door-to-door surveys, service department feedback,
focus groups and conferences. Worcester does not have a Citizens Panel.

Worcester, like many other authorities, including Carlisle, has consulted on its
priorities - interestingly, scrutiny committees (called Performance and Review
Committees) have an involvement in policy development and have held public
meetings on issues of public concern eg. flooding.

A recent peer review carried out in the authority by the IdeA highlighted a
number of actions for Worcester to enable it to improve its performance on
communication and consultation. These are targets for 2003/04:

» review the council’s communication and information function;

« re-launch and improve corporate briefings;

+ initiate a State of the Council roadshow to be held annually in future;

« disseminate new vision and priorities internally and externally; and

= prioritise and co-ordinate consultation activity.

4213 Chester City Council

Chester’s Performance Plan identifies consultation and communication as one
of its six key principles underpinning its corporate plan. In developing this
principle Chester states that it will:

» consult, listen and talk to communities, groups and individuals to help
influence decisions; and

+ develop a variety of communication methods to ensure everyone has
access to information.

A Consultation Strategy is the starting point for C hester’s a ctivities. |t also
has a Research Standards Panel (RSP) that plans and manages the council’s
-consultation. It is made up members of the Cabinet, the Examination and
Review Committee and Chester Coliege. The main role of the RSP is to
agree the Research and Consultation Plan and ensure quaiity standards are
met.

Consultation and primary research are part of a wider programme of
secondary and desk based research. Like the other authorifies examined

Demaocratic Engagement BV Review - Final Report for Community O&S 28



here, Chester uses a variety of consultation tools — postal surveys, phone
surveys, doorstep surveys, feedback leaflets and focus groups. Chester's
website includes a section that highlights those issues on which Chesteris
seeking views - currently street furniture and a proposed area redevelopment.

During 2003/04 Chester will be introducing a new system of Area Committees
“to help to improve local democracy”. Nine Area Committees were introduced
in 1999 and these are to be replaced with 7 with a brief {o:

« take decisions about some services at local level,

» make recommendations to the councii about some services;

« consult on other decisions which have a wider impact; and

» inform people about council services and priorities. -

Each Area Committee will have a manager to support the new arrangements
and to ensure representation and participation over a wide range of
community interests.

Chester has a Residents’ Survey Panel that it shares with the Primary Care
Trust. It carries out 3 main surveys each year. One of the surveys this year
will inform CPA and Best Value Reviews. As in Worcester, the Review
Committees have an active role in policy development, holding inquiries and
reviews into matters of public concern.

4.2.1.4 York City Council

York is considered to be a good practice authority in terms of its consultation
and involvement opportunities.

York has a Consultation Strategy but this is not currently in widespread use in
the a uthority. In terms of corporate consultation on major policy areas and
priorities, York uses its Citizens Panel, “Talk About’. It has a separate
business panel. “Talk About” has been running since 1996 and draws from a
core of 2,500 residents. About 4 consultations are carried out with the panei
each year. Feedback to the panel is directly through a newsietter. Discussion
groups of about 8 are often held with Talk About members. In addition, York
carries out an annual satisfaction survey along the lines of the statutory BV
survey.

Consultation within service departments is not centrally co-ordinated although
the corporate centre provides advice and assistance. The Research Team is
generally the first point of contact and the details are included on the website.
Service based consultation tends to be ad hoc and not necessarily planned at
the start of each year. York does not carry out any systematic review or
evaluation of its consultation activity.

York does seek to try o ensure that its activities are inclusive. Good
examples include an Older Peoples Assembly. In terms of councillor
involvement in policy development, York uses politically balanced advisory
panels to advise the Executive on policy issues. Hour long debates on topical
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issues and key policy areas are held before Council meetings. These
debates involve a presentation by council officers, followed by discussion and
question and answers. These are open 1o the public.

4.2.2. Analysis

The issues which arise for Carlisle as a result of the compare work are not so

much about methods, but about overall practice. They fall into five main

headings:

» co-ordination, which is an issue to be picked up in the revised Corporate
Consultation Policy;

« evaluation of consultation exercises following completion;

« feedback to those taking part in consultation activities and within the
authority itself;

= the role of the scrutiny function in policy development and community
leadership/planning; and

» understanding costs, though this would perhaps be better considered as
part of the co-ordination activity.

Carlisle uses a range of techniques to carry out its consultation. It has a
Citizens Panel and a LSP (City Vision and the Carlisie and Eden LSP) which
we use to develop the corporate framework and determine priorities.
Satisfaction surveys are used to inform the Council on performance and
service departments use a range of technigues to inform their work. We have
a Corporate Consultation Strategy which seeks to develop a corporate
approach. Good practice suggests that this is one area where authorities
could be doing more - only one of the case study authorities (Chester}
appears to have a systematic and high level approach to this with its
Research Standards Panel. The key tasks of the Research Standards Panel
in Chester are planning ahead, evaluation, quality standards and
dissemination of the results internally and externally.

Carlisle has a Corporate Consultation Policy (being revised as part of this
review) but it is fair to say that the existing policy is not in widespread use.
Although the Panel which is used at Chester may be too cumbersome for
Carlisle, we do need to give some thought as to how the revised policy can be
properly integrated and adopted across the authority.

Feedback is important for people taking part in consultation exercises, both in
terms of what has been said and how it is used. A related matter is the
dissemination of results/outcomes of consultations across the authority. This
together with an evaluation of the technique used in each case would be a
valuable internal resource - preventing the reinvention of the wheel and
encouraging co-operation on consulfation. The revised Corporate
Consultation Policy tackies this issue, in that it suggests the development of a
database accessible in public folders. The inclusion of cost details, as part of
the database would be a useful addition. Like all of the case study authorities
we are uncertain as to the amount we spend on consultation throughout the
authority.
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One issue which arose from the comparison with other authorities was the
role of elected members in policy development. Some may argue that by
virtue of the fact that they are abie to vote on new policy direction at Council is
consultation enough. Many authorities (eg. Chester, York and Worcester) are
taking a much wider view of the role of all elected members in the
development of policy for the authority itself and on community planning and
community leadership issues.

The process of comparison offers some guidance on some of the review
scoping questions:

1. Are we fulfilling our statutory responsibility to consult?
Carlisle uses a variety of techniques to consult in line with the practice of
case study authorities eg Citizens’ Panel, consultation on corporate
priorities, LSPs, satisfaction surveys, focus groups. We are fulfilling our
statutory responsibilities for Best Value and community planning.

2. Are people getting a genuine opportunity to comment on and

influence policy? Are we being sufficiently imaginative? What other
methods are available?
Difficult to respond to the first part of the question, because we don't have
clear records of how consultation is influencing policy development — this
will be assisted when consultation is better co-ordinated. We are using a
variety of techniques and appear to be as imaginative as the case study
authorities, but there is always something to learn. K would seem that
there are lessons to be learned from elsewhere on the role of scrutiny
committees in policy development.

3. Should we have different scales and methods of consultation
depending on the importance of the issues?
We need to be clear about the purpose of the consultation and need fo
consider what is most appropriate in particular circumstances, though not
necessarily linked to importance. Should not have a 'one size fits all
approach because it depends upon the people/ groups who are to be
consulted and the purpose of the consultation.

4. Have other authorities used referenda? Could this be appropriate for
Carlisle?
None of the case study authorities have used referenda. The LGMB good
practice guide does not recommend referenda, because they are best
used for really big issues. These appear 10 have limited use in local
government, though balloting is seen being used more frequently as more
authorities ballot their tenants on LSVT.

5. Do those people who are currently constuilted feel that their views are
important and help to shape policy?
This must be a question for the public. We will have some information
collected from tenants, because this was a performance indicator for
housing.
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4.3 Theme 3: Interaction between Members and the public

This section details the compare work carried out with other local authorities
in Member interaction with constituents. There are three sub-sections : the
initial compare work with authorities, two longer case studies of authorities
and finally a short section summarising the possible changes which could be
made in Carlisle, based on the findings from elsewhere.

4.3.1 Initial Compare Work

There are three separate but linked areas which determine the quality of
member interaction with constituents:

« How information about the councillors is disseminated — would people
know how and when to contact their councilior?

« What mechanisms are most effective at linking the councillor to their
constituents — this can, of course, be viewed from the councilior's
perspective and that of the member of the public. Are queries/complaints
always followed up and the response fed back to the member of the
public?

« Are Members happy with how officers then deal with the queries/problems
raised?

The text below deals with the first and second of these issues. The third is an
area to be explored as part of the 'consult’ work to follow.

4.3.1.1 How do others ensure that the public know who their councillor is and
when/how they should be contacted?

At present Carlisle City Council publishes some information to enable the
public to find out about their councillors. On the Council's website, an
interactive map is provided of the wards of the District, which then gives
details of the Councillor(s) for that ward. These details comprise a name,
photograph, address, telephone number and e-mail address (although not all
councillors have an e-mail address). The names and telephone numbers of
councillors are also included in each edition of Focus, the magazine delivered
to every household. A survey in Focus in Autumn 2002 showed that 70% of
respondents did know who their Councillor was.

Although the contact information for councillors seems to be freely available,
no details are glven on the website or in Focus of the dates and venues for
councillors’ surgeries. Similarly, no guidance is given at these points on the
sort of problems with which a councillor may be able to help. Dates and
locations of surgeries are usually advertised in the local newspaper. Some
counciliors hold surgeries on a monthly basis, some less often and others not
at all. The surgeries usually take place in a community centre or other public
building.

From a cursory examination of other authorities’ websites, it is apparent that it
is common practice for contact details of Councillors to be included. Many
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authorities offer different mechanisms to find a councillor — from maps, by
sumame and, perhaps most usefully of all, by posicode (e.g Surrey and
Camarthenshire).

Some authorities also put details of their Members' surgeries on their
websites (e.g Barnsley, Redcar & Cleveland, Brent, Corby, Newham).
However, few (if any) authorities offer much explanation of the purpose (from
a citizen’s perspective) of the surgeries and/or guidance on the circumstances
in which a councillor may be able to help. Barnsley identify the purpose of the
surgeries as :

“To identify specific ward-based issues, which may be raised by local
people, and refer them to senior management, Cabinet or full Council
for appropriate action.”

The London Borough of Brent provides rather more information than most on
the purpose of the. council and councillors and the format of councillors’
surgeries. This information is clearly aimed at the general public. Leicester
City Council, Camden and Newham also provide some of this information. -

The level of information provided about the councillors varies from authority to
authority — s ome have sought to clarify the role of councillors by using job
descriptions — indeed, job descriptions have been drawn up for Councillors in
Carlisle. However, these are not used extensively. Many authorities also
provide details of which committees and panels each Member sits on.

Some authorities include more information on each councillor (in the form of
annual reports and CVs) e.g. Tameside have a 'Know Your Councitior’
section. Notably, many authorities also provide information to the general
public on how to become a councillor and what they could expect if they were
successfully elected.

43.1.2 How do councillors at other authorities connect with their
constituents?

The mechanisms that individual councillors use to connect with their
constituents are largely a matter of personal preference. The established
mechanisms include:

s regular surgeries;

« attending ‘community’ meetings (e.g. parish council meetings, residents’
associations);

* newsletters and

« one-on-one contact through meetings, conversations and e-mail.

There appears to have been relatively little research into the effectiveness or
otherwise of these various mechanisms, or indeed the most useful balance.
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Some focus group research in Scotland (Perceptions of Local Govern}'nenf: A
Report of Focus Group Research, 1999) found that people wanted their
councillors to:

e take a more proactive role;

+« communicate more with their constifuents;

» provide information about what they have been doing on behalf of the
community; and

« be easily accessible.

This research found that a very low percentage of the participants had ever
contacted their councillor. There was also an age distinction — older
participants were keener to contact their councillors whereas younger people
tended to say that they would not. Once again, this highlights the need to
engage younger people as part of this review.

Perhaps the most prominent feature for most authorities is that they offer
training for members (particutarly new members} on aspects such as:

» Engaging the Community and Effective Community Leadership is a
course run by the South-East Employers training;

» FEffective Casework and Advice Surgeries for Counciflors is run by the East
Midlands Local Government Association.

This sort of training is also available to members in Carlisle, as part of the
NorthWest Employers Organisation’s range — they run a ‘Surgery Skills’
training session.

Clearly, the mechanisms of interaction will be partly dictated by the level of
support available to M embers. M ost a uthorities provide a limited a mount of
administrative and secretarial support to Members and tend to focus the
majority of support on those Members who are part of the Executive or sit on
the various panels — Overview and Scrutiny, Planning etc. North Devon
District Council is unusual in having drawn up a Member Support. Strategy
which defines in some detail what Members can expect from the officers of
the Council along with what is expected of the Counciliors themselves. This
approach is in line with the guidance from the Office of the Deputy Prime
Minister's guidance on the new constitutions, in which it is stressed that “lLocal
authorities will need to ensure that the roles of councillors outside the
executive are meaningful and well-supported.”

Carlisle is currently in the process of drawing up a policy on Members’
Development, inciuding training needs. The ‘Member Support and Employee
Services' Business Unit currently provides ‘member support’ only to Members
of the Overview and Scrutiny Committees.

An LGA Iinitiative aims to increase the number of councillors with their own
websites — the ‘LGA info CouncillorSite Sclution’ is currently running at pilot
level but is looking to provide fairly simple sites for Councillors which are
easily updated by the Members themselves. The LGA’s survey of councillors
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found that 87% of Councillors would use an easy-to-manage website fo
support their work as a Councillor. This could be explored in the next stages
of our review.

The two authorities which were chosen for more detailed consideration were
Surrey County Council and Bristol City Council.

4.3.2 Detailed Case Study Work
4.3.2.1 Surrey County Council

The Best Value Review of most relevance to this aspect of the Democratic
Engagement Review is one carried out by Surrey County Council on
“|istening and responding to the public” which was completed in January
2001. This review focussed on three areas:

« Consultation and customer research;

« Complaints

» Members’ involvement in listening and responding to the public

Although we are not considering complaints as part of this review, the other
two areas are included in the scoping of our review. The review was
completed more than 2 years ago and so. much of the resulting action plan
has been implemented.

The comparison work here focused on one element of the review: ‘Members
involverent in listening to and responding to the public’. The ‘key findings’
from this part of the review were:

» There is scope for more Members to conduct surgeries, with officer
support for booking accommaodation and producing publicity material;

« ICT and e-service could be used more to help the public contact Members;

« More information about Members should be available through the call-
centre and website;

« A job profile would provide useful information to Members, officers and the
public;

s The role of Members in consultation should be strengthened

« Members would like more training to support them in their local role.

Some of the specific proposals in the action plan are detailed below.

Recommendation Actions

Clarify and publicise the local role of | «  Adopt job profile

Members « Pubiicise job profile to Members and
the public

« Consider sending out leafiet telling
people who their councillor is after
each election

+ Consultation plans should clearly set
out how Members will be involved

improve officer support for Members | « Publicise type of officer support
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in their local role availabie to Members

o Leaflet/letter sent 1o all staff
reminding them ofthe need to keep
Members informed about matters
affecting their ward

» Provide officer support  with
organising publicity etc for surgeries

Improve public access to Members !« Support Members in developing their

using e-service own websites through training and
software

« Enable public to search for Members
by their own postcode (also make this
possible via call to Call-Centre)

» Greater publicity for Members' e-mail

addresses
Improve training opportunities | ¢«  Key components of new training
available to Members to help them could include training on consultation,
deliver their local role developing and maintaining websites

and media relations/dealing with
difficult people

The Best Value Review was completed in early 2001 and monitoring of the
action plan has now ceased. Although not all recommendations were
implemented, it is clear that the principles of the review continue to be
reflected in the Council's approach. From conversations with officers at Surrey
County Council, some other points emerge:

» Surrey County Council is piloting Personal Development Planning and
360° feedback for Members;
» From surveying Members’ training and information needs, it has become
clear that:
+ Members were dissuaded from using the IT systems because they
were cumbersome o get access to from home,;
» IT skills training should include basic web-searching;
« Members would like induction training to focus more on their roles and
less on the issues which they are likely to encounter;
« Members also feel that it is difficult to get ‘into’ the organisation — to
know who to contact about a particular matfer;
« There is a perception that area-working has made Councillors more
accessible to the public.

Many of these additional points reflect the need to refine any improvement
plan in the light of experience and to ensure that any changes made do
indeed address the problems theg were intended to. Initial feedback from the
personal development and 360 feedback pilots has been poesitive with
Councillors reporting that the process has proven extremely useful. Although
such an approach is commonplace for officers, it is innovative to start offering
such a service to Members.

Although there are differences of scale and resources between the way a
County Council approaches Member involvement and the way a District
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Council like Carlisle would deal with these matters, it is clear that we may be
able to make improvements based upon what Surrey County Council do.

4.3.2.2 Bristol City Council

Bristol City Council drew up a Bristol Democracy Plan in 1998. This document
detailed the perceived problems and lack of democratic engagement in Bristol
and proposed a number of changes to improve the situation. The plan
focussed on many of the areas covered by this Best Value Review - particular
issues which emerged were the level of officer support available to
Councillors and the need to create space in Councillors’ diaries for them to
fulfil their role as ward representatives. Some of the recommendations made
are shown in the table below:

Objective Issue - Action

To strengthen councillors’ | The scope for providing | Examine  feasibility — of

representational role counciliors  with  more | more support for
practical support councillors (in terms- of.

ward issues and running
surgeries etc)

improve induction training -

To encourage  wider | The scope to encourage Examine scope to
citizen  involvement in | local people to attend and rationalise and  simplify
informing the council’s | have their say at council | procedures by  which
decisions and committee meetings people can ask guestions
etc

Have annual ‘state of the
city’ debate

As a result of the plan, the Council set up a Bristol Democracy Commission to
examine what the City could do to improve the democratic health of the City of
Bristol. The Commission was chaired by Paul Burton of the University of
Bristol's Centre for Urban Studies and reported in May 2001.

Some of the recommendations of the Commission are listed below:

« Working effectively as a Councillor requires a full time commitment that
makes it difficult to combine with full or even part-time empioyment
elsewhere.

» The City Council, possibly in conjuncfion with the political parties, should
hold workshops for potential candidates at which the roles and
responsibilities of Councillors are presented. These should cover both the
theory and the reality of being a Councilior and describe the support that is
available for those who stand and succeed in being elected to office.

« Councillors should have access to more high quality training, both in

substantive areas of policy interest and in matiers of process such as
effective decision making, communication skiils and conflict resolution.
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+ Greater support should be given to Councillors in carrying out their
representative role. A ward support officer shouid be assigned to each
ward to help the member(s) engage with their constituents in effective,
creative and imaginative ways and hence enhance their representative
role.

» Communication and information technologies should continue to be used
to ensure that relevant, digestible and up-to-date ward information is
available to members and fo constituents.

« Neighbourhood forums should be set up to cover units of 2 or 3 wards in
the city.

The majority of these recommendations were accepted and acted upon. The
Commission also recommended the introduction of an elected mayor to
overcome some of the partisan politics. This was, however, rejected by the
City Council in favour of a Leader and Executive model. Nevertheless, it
appears that the Commission’s conclusions and recommendations did help
shape the Council's overall approach to democratic engagement.

The Democracy Plan itself is currently being revised. From conversations with
officers at Bristol City Council, it is clear that the original plan was criticised for
having been drawn up without full and proper consultation. Partly as a result
of this, it was perceived that the plan was not ‘owned’ either by staff or by the
political leadership of the authority. For these reasons, it appears that its
implementation was hindered to some extent and its influence on the policies,
plans and actions of the Council has not been as great as was e nvisaged.
Nevertheless, we can learn from many of the proposed improvements
contained in both the Democracy Plan and the Democracy Commission’s
report.

4.3.3 Suggestions for Improvement

There are some specific areas that emerge from the compare work where
Carlisle City Council may be able to make improvements:

o Clarify and publicise the role of Members;

« Clarify, improve and publicise the methods of contacting Members;

« Improve officer support to Members in pursuing their local role, particularly
surgeries;

» Consider potential improvements to information flow between Members
and Officers;

» Improve training opportunities for Members in pursuing their local role;

From other authorities’ experiences, the need for senior political and officer
ownership of the improvement plan is once again underfined.
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Potential Areas

for
Improvement '

Possible Actions Required

Clarify and publicise role of
Members

Offer explanatory text on website and in Focus.
Further refine Members’ Job Descriptions
Include text on ‘how to become a Councillor

and consider running workshops in conjunction
with political parties for potential candidates

Clarify, improve and publicise

Offer postcode searching to find Counciliors on

methods of contacting | website {also ensure service is available
Members through customer contact centre).
Offer support for any Member wishing to set up
their own website.
Send out additional information with Council
Tax Bill.
Improve officer support fo | Produce document  outlining different
Members in pursuing their | types/approaches to surgeries.
local role, particularly
surgeries Provide information on website about purpose
and timing of surgeries.
Provide officer resources for Member support.
Consider potential | Put onus on Heads of Business Units to let

improvements to information
flow between Members and
Officers

Members know about significant developments
in their Wards. '

Extend and refine referral system.
Produce a ‘Members Handbook’ which can be
used as the principal source of information for

Members.

Provide a Members Section on the website.

Improve training opportunities
for Members in pursuing their
local role

Enable Members to camry out their own
Personal  Development Planning and 360°
feedback, possibly making use of job
descriptions.

improve induction process for Members 10
embrace  necessary  skills  for  local
representative role.

Offer opportunities for Members to attend
fraining in surgery skills etc.

Explore other aspects of Member training,
including accessing information through I7.

Democratic Engagement BV Review - Final Report for Community O&S

39



4.4 Theme 4: Youth Engagement and Engagement with Other
Groups

Two authorities were considered in detail.
4.4.1 Barnsley

Proposals have been developed to increase the democratic engagement of
young people. Barnsley held a Young People & Democratic Engagement
Member Policy Workshop, which included both key politicians and young
people co-opted from local youth organisations. As a result, Barnsley
undertook detailed consultation with young people and prepared a report with
recommendations to the Council on how to make progress.

These included:

» The promotion of d emocratic e ngagement with young people should be
recognised as a corporate priority which requires specific co-ordination
with a clear action plan and identified lead officer to ensure and monitor
progress;

» The Council should help young people to set up local youth councils and
forums,

» The Council should provide information direct to new voters to explain the
value of and how to access, election processes;

» The Council should support and encourage local elected members in ways
to contact local young people and action the specific approaches identified
in this report;

« The Council should establish a rolling programme of events or
conferences to encourage wider i nvolvement, input and consideration of
issues identified and important to young people;

« The Council must recognise that education and awareness is key to
developing broad democratic engagement. The ambition of the new
National Curricutlum on Citizenship stated in the Crick Report of 'no less
than a change in the political culture of the country both nationally and
locally' should be actively supported by the Council;

» The Council, supported by its corporate lead officer, should develop and
ensure application of good practice guidelines for use in all consultation
and broad engagement process with young people;

» The Council must recognise that to overcome cynicism, and achieve

lasting improvements in involvement, young people must be able to see
clear positive outcomes from their input into new ways of involvement.
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In response to the recommendations, the Council set up a Youth Engagement
Unit with a dedicated budget which includes 3 senior youth workers and 12
part time workers.

The Council’s response also makes it a corporate_priority fo address real
concerns and cynicism expressed by young people, for a number of legal as
well as political reasons, e.g. to meet obligations of United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child and consultation duties under Best
Value.

Some particular examples of projects include:

« The Council sponsors and encourages two young people, elected by their
peers to sit on the UK Youth Parliament;

« They took a group of young people to visit the European Parliament in
Strasbourg;

» 'Speakeasy’ sessions are held where young people and Councillors meet
to discuss a variety of issues;

» The development of a ‘shadow’ youth council.
4.4.2 Dumfries and Galloway

Young people are actively involved in the whole process including the
planning stages of activities including the following:

« Interviews for Members of Staff — Young people have been involved in the
interview process for senior staff within the Social Services Dept. Acting in
an advisory capacity, their views were taken into account by the selection
panel. Feedback on the final decision was offered to those participating;

« Developing Services and Opportunities — A number of initiatives exist
where young p eople have been actively involved in developing services
and opportunities for other young people. These include:

« the running of a Youth Café;

« the setting up of an information technology initiative;

+ a campaign to save what became a major youth resource centre;

» the setting up of a youth action team which is looking at service
nrovision in its own area.

s Students’ Councils -~ Student Councils exist in most secondary schools.
They offer an excellent o pportunity for young people to take part in the
decision-making processes of school life and ensure their voice is heard.
They also provide a structure through which students can be consulted on

wider issues;
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Youth Strategy Executive Group — Made up of over 20 young people and 8
Counciliors representing all political groupings, this group meets every two
months to consider policies and issues affecting young people across
Dumfries & Galloway. The young people are also involved in a range of
practical initiatives;

Developing & Managing Services — Young people have been involved in
the development of the largest youth centre in the region. This included
working with architects and meeting with senior council members and
officials. A Youth Management Committee is now being developed to
ensure that young people continue to influence provision.

Young people need to be taken seriously and convinced that their contribution

will make a difference fo the quality of their life. As such, young people will

benefit from:

the experience of negotiating and listening to other opinions;

the opportunity to develop their ability to respect and respond to the needs
of others of different ages, different abilities and different cultures;

the opportunity to learn new skills and increase knowledge;

reinforcing their self identity and increasing their self esteem and self
confidence;

developing their leadership qualities;

building a mutual understanding between other young people, their
communities and those providing services;

learning to be active citizens and therefore increasing their chance to take
a more active role in community life;

being valued as young citizens;

the promotion of their personal and social development;
encouraging their inde;ﬁendence and autonomy;
opportunities to influence decisions and policies;
developing empowerment and equality;

owning a decision in which they have participated, even when they do not
agree with it;

being able to make a contribution to change;
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« anincreased sense of ownership and a deeper understanding of taking
responsibility;

o having the diversity of their ethnic, cultural and religious backgrounds
acknowledged and valued.

4.4.3 Analysis

It is clear we only scratch the surface in our attempts to empower young
people and encourage their involvement, although in a Cumbrian and even a
regional context, we do more than most other Authorities of our size.

However, to do what is clearly needed to improve this a spect of our work,
requires several steps to be taken including:

« A much more co-ordinated approach between agencies and organisations
who provide services for young people;

« Develop a more formal link between the City Council and the Youth Panel
to enable regular dialogue between the two;

 The concept of the Youth Executive and Young Mayor to be integrated into
the development programme for the Youth Workers, so that it can become
more relevant and meaningful;

e A significant increase in the amount of money avaiiable to support young
people’s development;

« Regular opportunities for groups of young people to meet with Counciliors
to address issues;

« To develop, with other partners, including schools, but particularly with
agencies working with disaffected and disengaged young people, an
Action Plan w hich will create more o pportunities for all young people to
become involved in identifying issues and in the decision making
prOCEesSes.

Many of these initiatives could be undertaken without any additional funding.
However, a good deal of additional officer time will be required to pursue a
step-change improvement in the authority's support of youth engagement.
This will inevitably require additional resources to be committed.

45 Theme5: Electoral Aspects

The five review questions relating to electoral matters identified in the scoping
are considered in turn below.

4.5.1. Why do people vote/not vote?
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There are various pieces of general research into the reasons why people
vote or do not vote at local elections. Comparison of the research findings
might reveal similar explanations for non-participation and suggest
appropriate practical steps that could be taken to arrest the decline in turnout.

An opinion survey conducted by NOP for the Electoral Commission to gauge
attitudes towards local elections, carried out after the 2002 local elections
confirmed earlier research that people are more likely to vote if they consider
that an election is relevant to them and that their vote matters. The relevance
of an election and the ‘visibility’ of elected representatives and institutions are
key motivators to voting. Two thirds of those surveyed had never met their
local Councillor and a similar number could not name one. Other factors
which the public said would encourage them fo vote at local elections include:

« the Council having more scope to make local decisions (60%),

* more opportunities to participate in local democracy between
elections (52%);

» the Council having more scope to determine taxes/spending (51%).

Reasons for not voting were varied but included —

» lack of time (45% of non-voters);
» would nof make a difference (41%);
» |ack of knowledge of the issues (37%)

These findings echo an earlier MORI survey on voting attitudes carried out on
behalf of the Local Government Association in 1998 —

¢ 37% had no opinion;

* 17% felt that voting would make no difference to local taxes and
services; and

+ 10% considered that their vote made no difference.

The Commission reported that non-voting is also related to non-registration
(although there is some evidence to suggest that non-registration can be an
effect not a cause). 13% and 15% respectively of 18-24 and 25-34 year old
non-voters said they were not registered to vote. Nearly 70% said they did
not know enough about the candidates and about 60% said they would be
more likely to vote in local elections if they had more information about who
their candidate was and what their views were.

Previous research for the Commission has shown that the ‘how * and ‘when’
are less important motivators to voting than the ‘who " and 'why’. The results
of the survey of first-time voters in the May 2003 City Council elections (see
Section 5.4) tends o support the view that the reasons why young people do
not participate in elections has more do to with disengagement from the
political process rather than the practicalities of voting.
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Access and convenience are, nevertheless, issues for non-voters who want
voting to be made easier. The 1988 MORI survey asked about the following
initiatives to encourage people to vote -

extending the voting period

weekend voting

« polling stations in different locations eg supermarkets
» telephone voting
®

postal voting
voting by internet/digital TV

The survey results suggested that the changes that were most likely to
increase the number of people who would vote were (in order of preference):

polling stations in shopping centres

telephone voting (in particular among 18-24 year olds)
polling stations at supermarkets

extending voting to more than one day

voting by post

Since that survey was conducted, different voting methods have been piloted
at local elections in 2000, 2002 and 2003 and the results of the pilots have
shown that the expressed preferences have not in fact been bome out in
practice. In 2000 and 2002, all-postal baliots were the only alternative to
voting conventionally at a polling station that had significantly increased
turnout.

The Electoral Commission’s report into the 2003 pilot schemes confirms the
effectiveness of all postal ballots in raising turnout. The issue of alternative
voting methods is considering under question 4 below.

4.5.2. How can we ensure that people know that there is an election
going on?

individual voters are made aware that elections are taking place in a number
of ways. The Returning Officer is required by law to publish a Notice of
Election and a Notice of Poll within each ward where elections are taking
place and to send a poll card to every elector at his/her registered address.
In addition to these statutory requirements, elections have also been
publicised locally by means of -

= press notices;

« adverts/articles in the ‘Focus’ magazine;
posters on buses;

the Council website;

direct targeting of first-time voters;
general press/radioflocal TV coverage;
activities of candidates/political parties.
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Although the wording of the poll card is prescribed by Regulation, the size,
format and method of delivery are at the discretion of the Returning Officer.
The cards issued at elections administered by the Council's Returning Officer
are ¥ A4 in size. Some Returning Officers issue larger cards (A5 size or
even an A4 letter e.g. Cambridge) and thereby have been able to include
additional information e.g. a map showing the polling station location and/or
postal voting information.

Poll cards for elections in the City Council’s area are delivered by Royal Mail
and, although occasional reports of non-delivery are received, this method is
generally fast and efficient. Hand delivery, while unlikely to be cost-effective
in rural wards, is a method used elsewhere in urban areas e.g. Cambridge.

Official election notices are normally only displayed on notice boards in each
urban ward (which double as polling station locations signs), on Parish notice
boards and in the Civic Centre. In other authorities, a variety of locations are
used e.g. libraries, bus stops, car parks, shopping centres and other media
are employed e.g. car parking tickets, car stickers, till rolls, mail franking and
Council promotional material.

Darlington Borough Council has raised awareness of elections through

« a publicity campaign using cartoons on Council vehicles
» the Council's website
» monthly Council newsietter

Stroud District Council has tried a variety of publicity methods including

» bus advertising in conjunction with neighbouring authorities
e messages on beer mats

» displaying road banners

» participating in road shows

Although the turnout in Stroud is higher than average (39.8% in 2002 and
36.7% in 2003), the Council has no measure of the effectiveness of any
particular type of publicity and its influence (if any) on turnout.

4.5.3 How can we encourage more people (particularly young people) to
register to vole?

Registration is fundamental to the democratic process because those who are
not included on the electoral register are unable to vote. The Council's
Electoral Registration Officer is responsible for compiling and maintaining the
register of electors for the City. The register is revised each December
following an annual household canvass conducted according to residence on
15" October. tndividuals may also apply at any time to change their entry on
the register if they change their name or address and the register is updated
accordingly on & monthly basis.
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The overall response to the annual canvass in the Carlisle area has
consistently been around 97- 98% in recent years. Since last December
when the 2002/03 electoral register was published, 471 people have been
added to the register (0.6% of the electorate of 80,000) under the monthly
‘rolling’ registration procedure and 1102 (1 4%) have been deleted.

Very few electors are therefore taking the opportunity locally to re-register
whenever they change address but are waiting uniil the annual canvass
period. Stroud District Council has been proactive in publicising rolling
registration through contact with estate agents and house builders, and
distributing information with Council Tax bills. The Council is able to gauge
the most effective means of publicity by tracking the sources of registration
forms.

The layout of the annual registration form and the way in which the canvass is
conducted both affect the level of response to the canvass. This in turn may
have an effect on the completeness and accuracy of the register. If
householders do not complete the form themselves and the Registration
Officer has to obtain the necessary information from another source, there is a
greater chance that the information may be inaccurate or that electors are
omitted from the register. Research reported by the Office of the Deputy
Prime Minister highlighted good practice likely to result in a more accurate
register, as follows (the practices marked with an asterisk are already followed
by the Council's Registration Officer):

« pre-print and bar-code registration forms*

o use personal canvassers®

= use calling cards if no one in when canvasser visits

s pay canvassers by results '

« mention the availability of credit on forms to encourage people
to register”

« contact non-responding households by telephone®

 use a prize draw (or similar) to encourage registration

» use a letter threatening prosecution at the end of the registration
period*

« consider prosecuting non-responders

« target students by use of advertising and contact with the
Students Union

« liase with other local authority departments (e.g. Council Tax)*

« work in a consortium with other authorities to try to increase
registration.

A similar range of publicity methods described in Section 4.5.2 has been used
to raise awareness of the need fo register and the registration process. First
time voters and those approaching voting age in the Carlisle area have been
sent information during the canvass period and in advance of elections about
how to register or how to vote. Stroud District Council has organised -

« visits to school 8" forms
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» mock elections in schools

» a poster design competition

» Local Democracy Week events (a proposal for this year is to
organise a debate with the local MP on the issue of lowering the
voting age).

4.5.4 What would be the effect of infroducing different mechanisms to
vote?

Current voting procedures are set out in statutory election rules which define
how and when polis are to be conducted. D ifferentways of votinge.g. by
telephone, internet or by all postal ballot can only be used at present as part
of a pilot scheme approved by the Secretary of State. Other authorities have
participated in pilot schemes in recent years and the effect of introducing
different mechanisms to vote can therefore be assessed by looking at the
results of these schemes.

Electoral Commission reports evaluating the 2002 and 2003 schemes
highlight those alternative voting methods that have been most successful in
raising turnout and also those experiments that made little difference to
participation levels. While voting by internet, telephone, digital television or
text messaging may make voting more convenient when offered alongside
conventional voting, the average turnout in councils which piloted e-voting
methods in 2003 actualty fell by 1.5%. On the other hand, the use of all-postal
baliots raised turnouts to more than 50%.

Darlington and Copeland, for example, both piloted all-postal ballots and
achieved turnouts of 51.5% and 55.7% respectively. Stroud, on the other
hand, offered telephone and internet voting in addition to traditional methods
but although 21% of those who voted did so electronically, overall turnout did
not increase. Electronic voting simply gave electors more choice.

In the light of the latest pilot results, the Electoral Commission has
recommend to government that there should be a statutory presumption that
all local elections be run as all-postal ballots unless there are compelling
reasons why an all-postal pilot would be inappropriate or disadvantageous for
a group or groups of electors. The Commission, however, also recommends
that all-postal voting should not progress beyond pilot status until household
registration is replaced by individual voter registration and there are improved
funding arrangements for electoral services.

These findings are relevant to any decisions which might be made about the
Council's participation in any future pilot scheme. There are unlikely to be any
pilots at the ordinary local elections in 2004 if parliament approves the
government's proposal to combine the local and European Pariiamentary
elections on the same day in June 2004. County Council elections take place
in 2005 so if the Council wished fo pilot new voting methods, the only
opportunity in the near future is likely to be at a by-election.

Democratic Engagement BV Review - Final Report for Community O&S 48



While the City Council has not volunteered to undertake a pilot scheme, the
availability of postal voting on demand since early 2001 has been publicised
with canvass forms, on poll cards and on the Council’'s website. A number of
Councillors have also been active in promoting postal voting. The number of
postal voters has increased from around 2300 in October 2002 to almost 4600
(6% of the electorate). Of those, some 70% voted in the May 2003 elections
compared with an overall turnout of 31%.

4.5.5 What things have other authorities done to raise registration and
turnout?

In addition to the steps outlined in sections 2 and 3 above, other action taken
to increase registration and/or turnout include

« regular review of places used as polling stations in consultation with
disability groups (Darlington)

« working with other agencies e.g. postal vote awareness via Meals on
Wheels (Stroud)

« automated telephone registration (over 100 authorities nationwide in
2003) - to be introduced in Carlisle this year.

5 Consuit Work

The other main strand of a Best Value Review is the ‘consult’ work. Given the
subject of the review, it was particularly important that the work was ‘outward
facing and looked to involve the key groups involved in democratic
engagement.

5.1 Consult with Members

This included a workshop session with the Community Overview and Scrutiny
Committee and also focus groups with the three main party groups. T hese
were all carried out towards the beginning of the review in an attempt to
define where the main problems were and suggestions for improvements. As
one might expect, the views expressed in these sessions varied considerably
(detailed notes from the groups are reproduced in Appendix 3). Nevertheless,
some consistent themes did emerge and these, along with other main points
emerging from consultation with Members, are highlighted below.

Theme 1: Access and Opportunity

Members identified the modernised structure as having reduced the level of
democratic engagement. The system of meetings tended to reduce the level
of debate and involvement of both the public and ‘backbench’ Members. It
was also noted that there was little public knowledge of how the modernised
system worked.

There was some concern that t he official workings of the Council were not
being made ‘transparent - that insufficient information was being mada
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available for the public/Members to understand what decisions were being
made and what the committees were discussing. Members were open to the
prospect of changing aspects of official meetings to make them more
engaging and attractive to the public. This might involve more ‘question and
answer sessions at the beginning of meetings or meetings with a single
theme of direct interest to the community. There was also support for web-
casting of meetings.

Area working received support from many members and was identified as a
key compenent in improving democratic engagement. Alongside this,
Members were supportive of a stronger community focus for the Overview
and Scrutiny Committees.

Theme 2: Policy Aspects

Some members believed that the public was being given a real say in policy
development but others expressed scepticism about the extent to which public
opinion was genuinely used to shape policy. There were also concerns about
the use of the Citizens Panel — some Members felt that this failed to reflect the
views of ‘hard to reach’ groups. Last year's Budget consultation was criticised
as being gesture consultation.

The extent of consultation was questioned — the balance between
representative democracy (through Councillors) and direct consultation was
raised. In general, it was felt that the authority should be selective and only
consult when it was likely to be productive and a genuine influence on policy.

The importance of feeding back to those consulted was emphasised, even
where d ecisions were taken against the views of the public. Members also
thought that the Overview and Scrutiny Committee could do more ‘outreach’
work , seeking to act as a channel for the community’s views.

Theme 3: Interaction between Members and the public

There were several recurring themes from the consultation with Members.
Firstty, Members expressed concerns that the information flows between
Members and officers were now less good than they had been historically.
There was now less day-to-day interaction between Members and officers
and this had led fo a deterioration in the information flow between the two
groups. Although Members Briefings are useful, they provide largely historical
information, rather than informing Members of forthcoming events. Some
Members suggested that the onus should be on Business Unit Heads to make
sure that Members were adequately informed about developments,
particularty ward-specific issues. Members were also generally agreed that
there was a need for some research support for Members to help fulfil their
local representational role.

The lack of dedicated space for Members to work in was also a problem. With
no specific room detailed as a2 Members Library, it was more difficult for

Democratic Engagement BV Review - Final ~.eport for Community O&S 50



Members fo keep up to date with Government papers etc. A Members Library
could also provide a ‘clearing house’ for information from officers.

Other issues raised were that the system of referral forms (largely pursued by
Labour Members) works fairly well and could be expanded to all Members
with greater support from officers. Some Members also pressed the need for
a slightly different approach to induction, with training in a variety of the skills
needed for local representation.

Theme 4:  Youth Engagement and Engagement with Other Groups

Members were supportive of the need for greater efforts to connect with
young people. Against this, Members commented that the confrontational
nature of both local and national was a turn-off for young people.

Various measures to improve the links with young people were supported and
these included stronger links between the developing Youth Panel and the
Executive. There was a general recognition that Councillors would need to be
more directly involved, through talking in schools, assisting with the
Citizenship education etc.

Some Members were concemed that the current Youth Forum did not
adequately represent all groups in society and that young peoplewould be
better engaged within an area working initiative.

On ‘other groups’, it was recognised that there was an information gap in the
authority in that there was not a complete list of representative groups and
contact details within the authority. Some Members were concerned that
people on low incomes should be included as a ‘hard to reach’ group since
they were often excluded.

Theme 5:  Electoral Aspects

Members were supportive of different methods for voting but emphasised that
it was important to make voting seem relevant to people as well as making it
easier to vote. Some Members considered the current polling stations
unattractive and were, therefore, very supportive of ‘remote’ voting
mechanisms. They were also concerned that any new methods must be
proven to be secure.

Members suggested that more extensive advertising of postal voting (perhaps
on the council's fleet of vehicles) could be effective.
5.2 Consult with Citizens Panel

The key questions (as laid out in the scoping work) were used 0 produce a
questionnaire that was sent 10 the City's Citizens Panel in September 2003.
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1550 questionnaires were sent out and 778 responses were received. The
data was then input by CN Research. The survey was targeted at asking
questions about Council meetings, who attends and how many attend, who
votes, why and when they vote, what is the best method of contacting your
local councilior. How can the youth be encouraged fo vote and are they
adequately consulted?

The key points to emerge are highlighted below.

Meetings

e 92% of respondents have never attended a council meeting, of those that
have, 50% attended a full council meeting;

» 48% of respondents stated that the council should hold open meetings to
debate selected subjects to encourage people to attend meetings.

Policy Aspects

« 56% of respondents said they would contact the Council directly if they
had a complaint to make;

* 57% said they think the people of Carlisle do not get to influence what the
council does;

» Nearly 9 out of 10 respondents (84%) thought the people of Carlisle
should be able to influence the council more;

« Nearly two thirds of respondents 65% feel that their views as Citizens
Panel members help to shape Council policy;

» 92% of respondents felt that if they were not a member of the citizens
panel they would not feel involved in the decision making process.

Interaction between Members and the Public ‘

» 70% of respondents said they knew who their councillor was;

« 51% of respondents said they did not know much about what their
councillor does;

« Only 29% of respondents had contacted their councilior in the last five
years, of those who had 62% said they were satisfied with how the
councillor dealt with their enquiry;

= 80% of respondents are unlikely to attend a councillors surgery in their
ward;

¢ 51% of respondents said that they would be likely to use a street surgery,

» 62% of respondents said they would attend a meeting in their ward if
county counciliors and other representatives were available;

» Nearly half of respondents (45%) said that leaflets would help counciliors
become more available;

« The telephone is the preferred method for getting in touch with their
coungcilior;

» 63% believe they have good access to their councillors.

Electoral Aspects

« Most respondents (72%) did not give an answer to the reason they did not
vote at the last local elections, however 6.4% said they did not vote
because they were away on holiday;
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« |fthere were more choice in the way people vote the top three preferences
were, At usual polling station (50%), By post (35%) and Via the intemnet
(22%).

Youth Engagement and Engagement with Other Groups

« 91% of respondents think the council should do talks on voting and its
importance in schools and youth clubs;

« 89% of respondents think the council can obtain young people views by
going to schools, colieges and universities;

s 53% of respondents believe that promoting political parties at 6" form,
colleges and universities could encourage young pecple to vote;

« Respondents think that young people are not adequately consulted (53%)
as well as the elderly (47%).

5.3 Consult with Staff

After the initial consult work with staff and the compare work, the review team
came to the conclusion that consultation with staff would be most effective if it
was based on a draft action plan. in this way, staff were asked for their
opinions on the changes proposed and also asked to identify where
improvements had been overlooked.

Amongst the points made were:

« That in many cases 'hard to reach’ groups were best involved by officers
and Members going along to the meetings of those groups, rather than
attempting to persuade representatives to attend official meetings of the
council;

« The need for training for officers to use ‘simple English’ in meetings rather
than jargon;

« The need to re-involve marginalised Members in the authority;

e« Central processing of information for Members about developments in
their wards would be desirable;

5.4 Consultation with Others
54.1 Aftainers

'Attainers’ refers to the group of people who have newly reached voting age at
the last election. The Review Team decided to send the 351 attainers at the
2003 election a questionnaire designed to test their reasons for voting/not
voting. The questionnaire sent and the detailed results are found in Appendix
2. For some answers, the group was split into ‘voters’ and ‘non-voters’
according to their behaviour at the local election in May 2003. Some of the
key points raised by this work were:

+ There was good awareness amongst respondents of the ‘Don’t Vote, Don't
Moan’ publicity campaign by the Council;

Democratic Engagement BV Review - Final Report for Community O&S 53



Reasons for not voting were many and varied but in addition to the
‘apathetic’ reasons (not thinking it was important, forgetting , not being
bothered), there were also a fair number stating that they did not feel
sufficiently well informed to vote or that no candidate adequately
represented their views;

Of those who did vote, around half voted because they felt it is important
to vote'. Just 11% voted because they were ‘interested in local
government’.

Although voting in a general election was considered to be more important
than voting in a local election, around 90% of respondents considered that
voting in general or local elections was either 'very important’ or ‘fairly
important’.

The respondents showed good awareness of postal voting (83%).
Interestingly, non-voters preferred new forms of voting (post, internet,
mobile phone messaging) whilst voters tended to prefer the traditional
forms of voting at a polling booth.

Some of the most interesting findings from this research were provided in
the open-ended question asking for other comments on voting. Many
pleas were made here to the candidates to communicate better with young
people and for better information on the importance of voting to be
provided. The unprocessed answers are given on the final page in
Appendix 2 and form a powerful message to those looking to re-engage
young people in local politics.

5.4.2 Parish Councils

Parish Councils in the District were sent a copy of the scoping paper for the
review and asked for their comments. The full comments are reproduced in
Appendix 4.

The key issues highlighted by Parish Councils included the following:

An overarching point is that the way o improve democratic engagement is
to show people that, when they become engaged, it makes a difference.
As a City Council, we need to be able to show how the outcome changed
as a result of the consultation and engagement;

Reinforcement of the need to re-engage with young people through a
variety of different mechanisms — in schools, via youth councils etc;

The role of Local Strategic Partnerships in improving democratic
engagement;

The poor quality of meetings along with the use of language in reports and
on agendas that was inaccessible for the public;

Support for trying alternative voting mechanisms (postal, internet etc);

Two councils questioned whether City Council consultation was
meaningful, suggesting that reports differ little from consultation io final
version. The need for feedback after consultation was emphasised;

The need for consultation to be adventurous in the mechanisms employed
— using consuitation bus etc;
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6 Analysis of Consult and Compare Work

6.1 Theme1: Access and opportunity in official meetings of the
Council

The absence of the general public from most ‘meetings would seem to
demonstrate that, on this level at least, the authority is not engaging with the
public. More than 90% of the Citizens Panel respondents had never attended
a Council meeting. It is worth noting that around 40% of people who had not
attended a council meeting said that this was because they did not know the
dates and times when meetings were held or that they did not know it was
possible to attend.

The work by the students from the Cumbria Institute of the Arts demonstrated
that official meetings of the council are quite unappealing. The lack of appeal
of these meetings stems from a variety of reasons: the venues in which the
meetings are held, the style in which business is conducted, other
housekeeping issues, the style that reports are written and the audience for
which they are intended.

It seems quite clear that the vast majority of council business which is taking
place in public meetings is not really accessible to the public. The concept of
accessibility goes beyond simple understanding of what is happening in the
meetings and encompasses the potential for engagement with members of
the general public at the meetings. There is limited potential for members of
the publiic to pose guestions at public meetings of the council and relatively
litile use is made of the existing mechanisms available to do so.

The compare work with other authorities highlighted that few authorities had
succeeded in attracting members of the public to routine meetings of the
council, whatever ‘housekeeping’ changes they had made to the style and
content. What had worked was ta