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Quality Town and Parish Councils : A Consultation
Paper

Date | |6 November 2001 Circular No | 164/0] Contact | Migel Long

| Summary

This consultation paper published on 7 November sets out details of the proposal
for Town and Parish ‘Quality Councils’. This circular considers that proposal. It

applies to England only and can found at www.defra.gov.uk.

Introduction

The Rural White Paper, ‘Our Countryside: The future - A fair deal for Rural England’, set out the
government's proposals to strengthen the role of parish and town councils in England. (See
circular 150/00.) The main proposal put forward was that of awarding ‘Quality status” to town
and parish councils (referred to in this briefing as local councils). Being awarded this would allow
councils to take a bigger role in their area, including providing services.

The consulation paper, which has just been published, sets out the demils of the proposed
‘Quality Counci’ scheme. The paper has been issued jointly by the Department for Envirenment,
Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), Department of Transpert, Local Government and the Regions
(DETR), the Countryside Agency and the National Association of Local Councils (NALC) in
consultation with the Audit Commission.
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What the consultation paper covers
The consultation paper sets out proposals for:

* 2 model charter covering relations between all parish and town councils and their principal
authorities outlining how they will work in partnership

¢ the additional benefits that come from gaining the status of a ‘Quality Coundil” including an
enhanced role in principal authority consultation, in the delivery of services and the provision
of access points to information

» guidance to principal authorities on how the ‘Quality Council” system will work

* 2 series of tests that parish and town councils should pass in order to obtain ‘Quality Council’
STatus.

Details of the ‘Quality Council’ proposal
The consultation paper says that ‘Quality Councils' should:

« be representative of, and actively engage, all parts of their communities, providing vision,
identity and a sense of belonging

be effectively and properly managed

articulate the needs and wishes of their communities

work in partnership with principal authorities and other public service agencies

in proportion to size and skills, undertake more service delivery and other responsibilities
themselves

work closely with voluntary groups in their communities

give leadership to work by the community on town or village plans

act as an information point for local services.

- 8 8 @

The consultation paper also envisages that parish and town councils will play a role in the Local
Strategic Partnership.

Tests to become a Quality Council

Chapter 4 of the consultation paper sets out a series of proposed ‘tests’ that parish and town
councils would need to pass in order to achieve ‘Quality’ status. It also considers how these
targets might be validated.

The consultation paper is seeking views on the suitability of the key tests. The tests identified
are:

s the requirement that all council seats be contested so that local councils have a clear
electoral mandate

2 minimum requirement of 6 meetings per annum

minimum level of skills/competencies for the clerk to carry out their duties

need to publish an Annual Report

the reguirement for a community newsletter at |east quarterly

publication of properly audited accounts.
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Questions

The consultation paper seeks submissions in response to its proposals. It seeks to structure
responses around |7 questions.

LGIU Comments

The proposals in the consultation paper to introduce Quality Councils’ provide local councils with
an opporwnity to develop their role and responsibilities. It should facilimte improved
partnership with principal authorities. Affiliates who respond to the consultation paper may wish
to include the following points:

I The enhanced role envisaged, especially regarding the delivery of services, may only be an
option for larger local councils who employ appropriate staff.

75 Local councils which take on enhanced roles and staffing, should seek to be good
employers and should ensure pension provision, family friendly employment policies and
encourage trade upion membership.

3 The decisions on which services to decentralise from the principal authority need to
reflect the local councils’ input into the community planning process and how such
decentralisation should meet the aims of the community plan.

4, The requirement that elections be contested is a positive test that will increase
transparency and limit the ability of people to hide their politics from the electorate.

K. The consultation paper proposes that a model charter covering the relationship between
a local council and its principal authority should be drawn up. It should be reviewed
every five years. The proposed accreditation process is a four yearly one and linked to
the electoral cycle. There may be benefits by unifying both processes.

6. The statement in the consultation paper that local councils ara the “grass roots level of
local government” may underestimate the record of area committees and forms of
neighbourhood and locality activity by many principal authorities.

¥ The consultation paper does not address equality issues. The LGIU would argue that a
local council should not be given accreditation as a ‘Quality Coundl’ if it does not have an
equal opportunities policy.

8. Accreditation should also require clear standing orders and financial regulations in order
to ensure transparency, probity and the rights of members and the public to participate
in the affairs of the local council.

9. The proposal that a principal authority is able to ‘delegate’ decisions to a local council is
welcome. Clarification is needed on whether this simply extends Section 136 of the Local



~ 167T1/81 23739738 Fax Message To -

81228 B17B4B Chief Executive Page HA4

Government Act 1972 by adoption of a schedule of delegation and a defraying of
expenditure, or whether a genaral power, similar to that in Section 2 of the Local
Government Act, is required. The consultation paper is silent on the mechanics of
delegation.

10.  Appendix 2 of the consultation paper lists services that might be delegated to local
councils. Consideration needs to be given to the process of agreeing a scheme of
delegation. For instance, the consequence of a 'Quality Council' wishing to provide a
street cleaning service may be that the principal authority wide service is no longer viable
and is not best value. A process for agreeing delegation needs to form part of the
guidance.

1. The delegation of services to local councils will require a transfer of funding or that the
local council levy a precept. It may be premature to transfer services without clarification
of the new financial framework being proposed. (The Finance Green Paper addressed
this marter).

Consultation timetable

The consultation period ends on 31 jJanuary 2002.
Responses should be sent by post to:

Jane Lutman. Department for Envirenment, Food and Rural Affairs,
Zone 3/B5, Eland House, Bressenden Place, London, SWWIE 5DU.

Or they can be sent by e-mail to guality. parish@defra.asi.qov.uk

Responses should be given the title: 'Responses to Quality Parish and Town Councils
Consultation’

The LGIU would welcome receiving copies of any submission made. They should be sent to
Nigel Long at the LGIU offices at 22 Upper Woburn Place, London, WCIH O0TB. Alernatively,

they could be sent by e-mail to: nigel.lona@lgiu.org.uk

Policy Officer

This briefing has been circulated to Management Committee Representatives, Leaders and Chiaf
Executives.

Email distribution category: Corporate affairs.

It can also be found on the Web in the following catagories: Neighbourhood area/Political and
Manzagement structures, Rural issues, Urban policy and regeneration.
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Publication offer

Parish, Town and Community Councils...the quiet revolution in local democracy

The LGIU published, earlier this year, this new guide to local councils. It argues that
they are important to the success of the broad maodernisation agenda that has
dominated central government’s approach to local government since 1997.

it can be purchased from Central Books Ltd., 99 Wallis Road, London E9 5LN. The
cost is £10.00 (£5.00 to affiliates). Fax orders on 020 8533 5821 or E-mail
ma@centralbooks.com. Credit card purchases can also be made by phoning 020 8986
5488. Affiliate members and Subscribers will be invoiced for their purchases.

Did you know you could have had this briefing sent to your computer?
Policy Briefings are available by email straight to your computer. E-mails give you policy

brieﬂnlgs so much more quickly and give you more control. For more information contact
info@lgiu.org.uk
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D E F RA HEMRY CLEARY

RURAL SERVICES AND ECONOMIES Division
Department for

Environment, _ DEPARTMENT FOR ENVIROMMENT,

Food & Rural Affairs f;:fjnmmkuum AFFAIRS
-
ELAND HOUSE
BRESSENDEN PLACE
LAl LONDON
SWILE 5DU

To Chief Executives of* CE
DnrecT Live: 020 7944 5611

» . : Fax: 020 7944 5609
Local Authonties \/ phives P4

Regional Development Agencies - * E-MAIL: henry.cleary@defra.gsi.gov.uk
Mon Departmental Public Bodies

National Park Authorities
7 NoveMEBER 200]

Dear Sir/Madam
QUALITY PARISH AND TOWN COUNCILS - A CONSULTATION PAPER

As you may recall, the Rural White Paper, Our Countryside: the future a fair deal for rural England, the
Government's policy framework for rural England outlined new thinking on the role of parish and town
councils, to give rural communities a greater opportunity to shape their own future. A key element in this is
the concept of the QUALITY town or parish council working closely with principal authorities and giving
rural communities a better deal on local services and a stronger voice in decision making. The White Paper
promised to consult on how a QUALITY town or parish council might work.

I enclose a copy of the consultation paper which we have published today seting out detailed proposals for
putting the "quality" concept into practice. The paper is issued jointly by the Department for Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs, the Department of Transport, Local Government and the Regions, the Local
Government Association, the National Association of Local Councils and the Countryside Agency.

The consultation paper sets out proposals for a model charter covering relations between all parish and town
councils and their principal authorities; the additional benefits that a QUALITY council can expect; how the
QUALITY concept will work and the tests councils should meet to achieve QUA4L/TY status. The closing date
for responses to the consultation is 31 January 2002. However, in view of the holiday period we are
prepared to accept responses up until 14 February 2002. Responses and general enquiries about the paper
should be sent to: Jane Lutman, Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Zone 3/B35, Eland
House, Bressenden Place, London SWIE 5DU - e-mail: quality.parishi@defra.gsi.gov.uk

In the light of responses to the consultation and following further discussions with the Local Government
Association, National Association of Local Councils, Countryside and Agency and the Audit Commission,
we will issue detailed guidance to principal authorities and local councils on the operation of the Qu4LITY
scheme. We aim to issue the guidance in Spring 2002 and to initiate the scheme shortly thereafter.

Yours faithfully

HENREY CLEARY
Head of Rural Services and Economies Division

(J

-
INVESTOR IN FEOPLE
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ABOUT THIS CONSULTATION
EXERCISE

The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) would
welcome your views on all or any of the questions contained in this
consultation by 31 January 2002

Responses and general enquiries about this paper should be sent to:

Jane Lutman

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
Zone 3/B5

Eland House

Bressenden Place

London SWIE 5DU

Large print versions and translations can be provided on request

Responses

It would be helpful if e-mail responses were given the title “Response to Quality
Parish and Town Councils Consultation”.

If you are responding on behalf of a representative group, please would you
include a summary of the people and organisations you represent.

Responses may be published or deposited in DEFRA’s library for public
inspection. If you do not wish your comments to be made available in this way,
please make this clear in your response. Any statistical or other summary of the
consultation exercise, however, will be based on all responses.

Code of Practice on Written Consultation

To ensure that written consultations are fully effective the Government has
introduced a code of practice on how they should be carried out. The code
includes criteria that a consultation should satisfy, and these are reproduced at
Annex B. In our opinion this consultation satisfies the first five criteria, and the
remaining two will be covered at the end of the consultation period.
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If you have any complaints or comments about the way this consultation has been
conducted please contact:

Grant Scott
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

Room 547

Nobel House

17 Smith Square

London SW1P 3]R e-mail: grant.scort@defra.gsi.gov.uk
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SUMMARY

This consultation paper follows up the commitment made in the Rural White
Paper to consult on how a QUALITY parish or town council might work. It sets
out our detailed proposals for putting the “QUALITY” concept into practice
following formal discussions with the Local Government Association, National
Association of Local Councils and the Countryside Agency.

QUALITY parish and town councils (or local councils) will work closely in
partnership with their principal authorities and, through their enhanced role,
give their communities a better deal on local services and a stronger voice in
the decisions that affect people’s lives.

The consultation paper sets out proposals for:

» amodel charter covering relations between all parish and town councils
and their principal authorities setting out how principal authorities and
local councils will work in partnership;

» the additional benefits that a local council can expect from achieving
QUALITY status (bigger role in delivery of services, access and information
point and integral part of consultation arrangements);

* guidance to principal authorities and local councils setting out how the
QUALITY system will work, including the model charter and guidance to
principal authorities for their financial arrangements with parish and town
councils, supported by further advice that Best Value Performance Plans
should include a summary of the charter;

e a series of tests that town and parish councils should pass to achieve
QUALITY status;

» self assessment validated by the external auditor.

The consultation paper concerns England only. It is aimed particularly at parish
and town councils, their principal authorities and other partners at all levels in
England. But we also welcome comments from any organisations or individuals
with an interest in the work of parish and rtown councils.

The questions on which we are seeking views are on the next page.
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LIST OF QUESTIONS

Parish and Town Council Charter and
Partnership Working

Q1

Q3
4

We invite views on the content of the model charter (pages 18-23 below)
and on the arrangements for agreeing and reviewing individual charters.

In particular we invite views on the additional provisions for QUALITY
parish and town councils in Part 2 of the model charter.

Do you agree with the proposed additions to guidance on Best Value?

Are there any other actions that might be taken to bring about closer
working between principal authorities and local councils?

“Tests” for QUALITY Parish and Town Councils

(25

Q6

Q7

28

Q9

We invite views on the test that a local council should have all its seats
filled by election at the beginning of each 4-year term to qualify for
QUALITY status.

Do you agree with the test on the proposed number of meetings a year
which a local council should hold to qualify for QUALITY status?

We invite views on the test for a competent clerk and the proposed
approach to training for clerks, the thresholds for categorising councils and
what will be appropriate training or qualifications.

We invite views on the proposed annual report test, its timing and
contents, the extent to which they should mirror those of Best Value
Performance Plans and the value of distributing copies to local households,
local businesses, voluntary interests and other service users.

We invite views on the proposed newsletter test for QUALITY status, and
examples of good practice, particularly in relation to distribution methods.

Q10 Is there a need for parish and town councils to do more to provide access

to the accounts for interested members of the community if they are to be
given QUALITY status!

Q11 Do you agree with the test framework, as a whole? Should any of the tests

be omitted, or others added?



List of Cuestions

Assessment of QUALITY Status and
Accreditation

Q12 We invite views on proposed assessment format and whether there are
other options that should be considered.

Q13 We invite views on whether external auditors should undertake QUALITY
assessments and on whether there is a role for national and/or local
advisory assessment panels.

(214 Is four years the right length of time for QUALITY accreditation to be valid
before it needs to be re-confirmed? What is the best point within the
electoral cycle for the assessment?

Q15 We invite views on the proposed re-accreditation process and whether
there are other options that should be considered.

(216 Do you agree that parish and town councils should meet the costs of the
assessment process for (QUALITY status?

Q17 Do you agree that it is appropriate to place the responsibility for
maintaining up to date lists of QUALITY Parish and Town Councils on
principal authorities?
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1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

15

1.6

CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Purpose of Consultation

This consultation paper follows up the commitment made in the Rural White
Paper to consult on how a QUALITY parish or town council might work. Its
purpose is to seek views on our detailed proposals for putting the QuALITY
Parish and Town Council! concept into practice.

This consultation paper concerns England only. It is aimed particularly at local
councils, their principal authorities and other partners at all levels in England.
However, we are keen to receive comments from any organisations or
individuals with an interest in the work of parish and town councils. A list of
those we are consulting is at Annex A.

The Rural White Paper

The Rural White Paper ‘Our countryside: the future, a fair deal for rural England’,
was published in November 2000. This White Paper gave details of our initial
ideas for a strengthened role for local councils in England. The White Paper set
out a number of measures to give people the opportunity to be more involved in
the development of their community. We want local councils, as the tier of
local government closest to their communities, to have a central role in
achieving this.

The most prominent measure in the White Paper with respect to local
governance was the introduction of the new concept of QUALITY local councils.
QUALITY status would enable parish and town councils to take on a stronger
role in their communities and would be achievable by any council, regardless of
its size, location or current activities.

Although it was the Rural White Paper that introduced the “QUALITY” concept,
such a status would be open to all councils.

Development of the Consultation Paper

This consultation paper details our more developed proposals for QUALITY local
councils following formal discussions with the Local Government Association,
National Association of Local Councils and Countryside Agency. The proposals

1 The proposals in this consultation paper should be read as applying equally to parish and town councils.
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Intreduction

in this consultation paper are issued jointly by DEFRA, DTLR and the above
organisations, in consultation with the Audit Commission.

The QUALITY Parish or Town Council Proposal

(QUALITY local councils will work closely in partnership with their principal
authorities and others to give their communities a better deal on local services
and a stronger voice in the decisions that affect people’s lives. Local councils
are the democratic bodies with the closest direct links to their communiries.
They can make a vital contribution to establishing the long-term vision and the
priorities contained in the community strategies which principal authorities are
responsible for preparing. They can also help to implement community
strategies although their individual capacity to do so will vary. The role of
parish and town councils should be a matter for discussion between those
councils and the relevant Local Strategic Partnership?.

We want a QUALITY local council to:

¢ be representative of, and actively engage, all parts of its community,
providing vision, identity and a sense of belonging;

e be effectively and properly managed;
e articulate the needs and wishes of its community;

» work in partnership with principal authorities and other public service
agencies;

* in proportion to size and skills, deliver local services on behalf of principal
authorities when this represents the best deal for the local community;

* in proportion to size and skills, undertake more service delivery and other
responsibilities themselves;

» work closely with voluntary groups in their communities;
* pgive leadership to work by the community on town or village plans; and
* act as an information point for local services.

Chapter 2 sets out the benefits that achieving QUALITY status will bring and our
proposals for a charter setting out how principal authorities and parish and
town councils will work together. Chapter 3 describes how the benefits will be

2 See statutory guidance on community strategies and non-statutory guidance on Local Strategic
Fartnerships.

11
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delivered through guidance to authorities and further guidance on Best Value
arrangements. Chapter 4 sets out the proposed tests for achieving QUALITY
status and how these will be assessed and accredited.

We recognise that there are many parish meetings across the country, which do
not have full council status, but do much good work for their communities. The
QUALITY proposals outlined here, however, relate to an enhanced role for local
courncils, and are not intended to apply to parish meetings.

Helping Local Councils meet the
(QUALITY Tests

The “QUALITY” proposal is just one of a variety of measures which aim to
modernise the way local government - including local councils - is managed
and financed. There are a number of complementary measures either currently
in force, or about to be implemented, which will help local councils to take on
extra responsibilities and, hence, assist in their move towards (QUALITY status.

The Local Government Finance Green Paper ‘Medernising Local Government
Finance’, issued last year, raised a number of issues relating to the successful
operation of local councils, including the issues of Section 137 expenditure,
“double-taxation” and Council Tax Benefit Subsidy Limitation. DTLR is now
locking in detail at these issues in tandem with the continued development of
our “(JUALITY" proposals. The Government will be publishing a White Paper on
Local Government, amongst other things taking forward Government action
on the above issues.

To establish an accounting and financial reporting framework that is more
proportionate to the amounts of public money involved, action is being taken
to revise the accounting thresholds for local councils, as set out in the Accounts
and Audit Regulations 1996. The Audit Commission recommended, following
responses to its “think piece” discussion paper on the future of parish audit?,
that the threshold, above which a parish or town council is required to prepare
income and expenditure accounts, be increased to £50,000 from £5,000. A
Statutory Instrument taking forward this and some other minor technical
amendments has been laid before Parliament. Meanwhile, the DTLR have
indicated that they are content for all local councils that genuinely fall below
the new threshold to be able to make the changes in the type of accounts kept
from 1 April 2001. '

The Audit Commission has published its formal proposals for changes to the
external audit regime for local councils?, in the light of the responses it has
received to its “think-piece” published last July. The paper sets out the

3 Think Piece — The audit of parish, town and community councils: issues for stakeholders (July 2000)
4 A new approach to local council audit (August 2001)
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Commission’s proposals for a new “lighter touch”, lower cost audit regime for
local councils in England and Wales, tailored to the size of the councils
concerned, which is broadly similar to the Charity Commission’s regime of
independent examination that applies to charities with a turnover of less than
£250,000. The approach would be underpinned by strengthened governance
and accountability arrangements within councils themselves. The Audit
Commission aims to roll out the new audit arrangements in time for the audit
of 2001/02 accounts in the summer of 2002.

The Best Value regime, which sets a framework for public service delivery
targets, represents another important advance in modernising our local
government system. | he duty of Best Value already applies to 41 parish or town
councils, which have taken on the sort of roles we envisage for all QUALITY
local councils. DTLR has commissioned a study on the effect of Best Value on
local councils and the impact of extending the duty of Best Value if the
threshold were to be lowered.

The Rural White Paper announced various new funds and assistance schemes,
which are now operational. They offer support to rural councils who wish to
improve the levels of service provision for their local communities, either
through their own direct action or by articulating the community’s needs to
other service providers. The schemes, with the 3 year funding allocated to
them, are:

e a£15 million Parish Transport Fund established to provide grants of up to
£10,000 towards the cost of local transport projects, open exclusively to
parish and town councils;

e £15 million for Community Services Grants, offering help to re-establish or
strengthen local services;

* £5 million to help around 1000 rural communities prepare their own Parish
Plan - a key tool in identifying the wishes and needs of local people and to
help local councils tackle them or get others to address them; and

» £2 million to help establish a national training and support strategy for local
councils, a process being steered by the Countryside Agency, National
Association of Local Councils, the Local Government Association, the
Society of Local Council Clerks and training experts. The strategy is
expected to be launched this autumn.

These schemes should all help local councils to atrain QUALITY status. More
details of the first three schemes are available from the Countryside Agency.

13
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Next Steps

In the light of the responses to this consultation and following further
discussions with the Local Government Association, National Association of
Local Councils, Countryside Agency and Audit Commission, the Government
will issue detailed guidance to principal authorities and local councils on the
operation of the QUALITY local council scheme. We aim to issue the guidance
in Spring 2002 and to open the QUALITY scheme to applications thereafter.
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2.3

2.4

CHAPTER TWO
The Benefits of QUALITY Status

Introduction

We intend that (QUALITY status for a local council will bring considerable
benefits to the community it represents. A QUALITY local council will play an
enhanced role:

e asan integral part of all consultation and co-ordination arrangements set up
by principal authorities and other service providers on how services are
delivered in its area including Community Planning;

e in partnership with principal authorities on the discussion, management
and delivery of services which they may carry out and deliver, on their
partners’ behalf, or using their existing powers, to give Best Value to local
communities: and

» working with partners on provision of access points to information on
services of principal authorities and other service providers and linked to
their IT systems, for example through operation of high street kiosks,
information points or a community office which can be used by a range of
different services (county, district and local councils and other service
providers).

This enhanced role will be achieved through partnership working with
principal authorities.

Parish and Town Council Charter

We propose that in all areas in which there are parish and town councils
there should be a charter setting out how principal authorities and local
councils will work in partnership and that local charters should be based on
the “model for individual charters”, below (page 18).

The proposed model Charter draws on the joint Local Government Association
and National Association of Local Councils guidance on securing effective
relationships berween principal authorities and local councils and also on
examples of existing charters.

Such a charter will cover relations between all local councils and their principal
authorities. It will also set out the way in which the principal authority will
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work with QUALITY councils and the additional benefits that a council can
expect from achiﬂving (QUALITY status.

We think that such charters should be tailored to local conditions and
circumstances but should incorporate a number of general principles and
include coverage of a common set of topics.

We think it best if such charters are agreed between principal authorities and
the parish and town councils in their areas. We would expect there to be a
process of consultation and discussion between principal authorities and their
local councils on a local charter based on the model charter. We are sure that in
most cases this will lead to an agreed local charter. However principal
authorities will be expected to set out a summary of their charter in their Best
Value Performance Plans (see Best Value, paragraph 3.4 below).

Once a charter is in place it should be formally reviewed from time to time by
the principal authority in consultation and discussion with local councils. We
suggest this should be at least every five years and there may be good reasons for
reviewing within a shorter period.

In areas where there are two tiers of principal authority (ie County and
District) there may be benefits from joint charters — between the two tiers of
principal authorities and the local councils within them. We would encourage
authorities to consider this but the obligation will be on each local authority to
have a local charter in place. The model charter is set out in terms of an
individual principal authoriry. It should be modified as necessary for use as a
joint charter covering two tiers of principal authorities.

The model charter is in two parts. The first concerns all parish and town
councils while the second part concerns only QUALITY councils. The first part
of the model charter gives details of working practices for achieving improved
partnership working, including the process of preparing and implementing
community strategies, information flow and dialogue between principal
authorities and local councils, financial arrangements and opportunities for
delegating service delivery.

The second part applies to councils who have attained QUALITY status. It sets
out the enhanced role described in paragraph 2.1 above.

The model charter indicates where it is expected that more detailed provisions
reflecting local circumstances will be included. The content of these sections
should be considered and discussed between principal authorities and local
councils in drawing up the local charter.

Arrangements with individual local councils over partnership working and the
devolving of particular functions, services, etc will in many cases need
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individual discussion and agreement. There may be scope for joint working
between two or more QUALITY councils to enable them to develop the capacity
and economies of scale to create the necessary organisational strength to deliver
a service or enter a partnership.

QuALITY Parish and Town cuumls in Part 2 'af'rhe model charter.

17
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Parish and Town Council Charter - Proposed model for
individual charters for principal authorities following
consultation and discussion with their local councils

1. The councils in the area of [principal authority] have agreed to publish
a charter which sets out how they aim to work together across the
[two] tiers. This Charter is the result of discussions locally and across
the [principal authority] to establish a new way of working and to
confirm existing good practice. There are [x] parish and town councils
in the [principal authority], all playing a valuable role in local democracy
and service provision.

2. The Councils (together with the [County Council/District Council])
jointly represent all levels of democratic local government, to whose
principles they are both committed. They are both keen to see
continued efforts made to improve our system of local democracy and
to see greater public participation in and appreciation of this system.

3. The [principal authority] acknowledges and recognises that parish and
town councils are the grass-roots level of local government. By
working with them and the [name of any Local Area
Committees/Partnership groups], the principal council aims to act in
partnership with local communities, while balancing the needs of the
wider locality.

| 4. In their role as democratically accountable bodies, parish and town
councils offer a means of shaping the decisions that affect their
communities. They offer a means of decentralising the provision of
certain services and of revitalising local communities. In turn, they

| recognise the strategic role of the principal council and the equitable
distribution of services which they have to achieve.

5. This Charter reflects the increasing importance attached by Central
Government to partnership working and the development of QuaLmy
status for parish and town councils. The first part of this Charter
(Part 1) applies to all parish and town councils. The second part
(Part 2) applies to QuauTy councils only. It will be formally reviewed
after five years in operation.

Part 1 All Parish and Town Councils

Sustainability

6. The [principal authority] will work in partnership with parish and town
councils to promote sustainable social, economic and environmental
development in the area of [principal authority].

18
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Community Strategies and Local Strategic Partnerships

7. [The principal authority and relevant local strategic partnership(s)] will
involve parish and town councils in the processes of preparing and
implementing the community strategy to improve the economic, social
and environmental well-being of the area, and the role which local
councils should take. [The principal authority and local strategic
partnership(s)] will consult and involve local councils accordingly about
the content and direction of the community strategy as it affects the
local communities they represent.

Local Governance

8. [Paragraphs drafted locally on arrangements for engagement of parish
and town councils in principal authority local governance arrangements
and for liaison between them)]

[possible examples:

* Representatives of the [local area parish and town council
committee/association] sit on the Council's [name of locality] area
advisory committee.

* [] will hold liaison meetings with parish and town councils.

* The [principal authority] will maintain its close working relationship
with the [Jocal area committee/association] through an annual
meeting between senior Council Members and the Committee.

* Parish and town councils will invite appropriate members and
officers of the [principal authority] to their meetings.]

9. The [principal authority] will help organise the administration of parish
and town council elections. The respective authorities will work
together to limit the costs of holding such elections.

Consultation

10. The [principal authority] will aim to give parish and town councils the
opportunity to comment before making a decision which affects the
local community. In furtherance of this, the [orincipal authority] will
circulate its public reports to committees and sub-committees to the
Clerk to the local councils at the same time as they are sent to
members of the Council so that the local council can respond directly
or through the local district/county councillor(s).

[List relevant Council Cabinet and Scrutiny Committee and other
agendas and reports, indicating where available on web sites]

Only in exceptional circumstances will appropriate consultation not
take place, in which case a written explanation will be given on
request,

19
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11. To help achieve the objectives laid down in this Charter, liaison and
consultation (both formal and informal) will be further developed at
parish and town council level through regular meetings or specific
service consultative groups and, at officer level, individually or through
working parties and groups.

12. The [principal authority] will attend meetings with parish and town
councils (or groups of local councils) at a mutually agreed time to
discuss matters of common interest when requested to do so and
given sufficient notice.

13. Parish and town councils will send copies of their agendas and papers
to the [principal authority] and to local councillors. Officers and
councillors of the [principal authority] will be given an opportunity to
speak at local council meetings on matters of mutual interest if they
request to do so.

Information and Complaints

14. When the [principal authority] consults local councils, it will provide
them with sufficient information to enable them to reach an informed
view on the matter, and give them adequate time to respond in
accordance with the statutory requirements where applicable.

15. The [principal authority] will communicate with local councils and other
communities by publishing [name of principal authority newsletter]
regularly and distributing it free of charge to all households. It will also

keep local councils informed by sending them as many copies of [other

relevant newsletters/local promotional material] as they require.

16. The [principal authority] and parish and town councils will acknowledge
letters, and provide substantive answers to letters which need a reply
[as follows/in accordance with the provisions of its Customer Charter].
A full substantive reply or an acknowledgement will be sent by the
[orincipal authority)/local council within [seven] days. If an
acknowledgement is sent, the full substantive reply will be sent within
[28] days.

17. If a local council is dissatisfied with the principal Council’s actions,
their response to a request for information, or their failure to consult, it
may initiate that Council’s formal complaints procedure.

Standards Committee

18. Both the [principal authority] and the parish and town councils have
adopted codes of conduct, based on the national model code of
conduct. The local councils will work with the [principal authority’s]
Standards Committee to promote and maintain high standards of
conduct. The [principal authority] has consulted and agreed the
following arrangements with the parish and town councils for the
appointment of representative(s) to the Standards Committee (and
sub-committees, if any) [locally drafted arrangements].
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Delegating Responsibility for Service Provision

19. If a local council (or group of local councils) wishes to take on
delegated responsibility for service delivery, the [principal authority] will
actively encourage this, where it is best value (taking account of cost,
quality, local preferences and practicability). Where it is not good value
or practicable the [principal authority] will, in consultation with the local
council, explore alternative solutions to encourage more local-level
input into service delivery.

Financial arrangements

20. The |principal authority] has set out its financial arrangements for
parish and town councils at Appendix 1 in accordance with the
principles and good practice guidance [draft financial principles as set
out in the Annex to Chapter 3].

21. Where a parish or town council takes on the provision of certain
services, the level of funding will be agreed by the principal council and
the local council. A list of possible functions which will be considered for
delegation by mutual consent is given at Appendix 2.

Local Community Life

22. The [principal authority] will promote local cormmunity life through [list
schemes available: e.g. capital grants and loan schemes to village
halls, community centres, and other similar organisations, and
community discount scheme for the disposal of surplus property].

Practical Support

23. The [principal authority] will, where practical, offer local councils access
to their own support services, to enable them to take advantage of
facilities such as printing and purchasing, at a mutually agreed price. In
particular, assistance will be offered in identifying and helping to mest
the training needs of local councils.

Part 2 QuaLmry Parish and Town Councils

24. In addition to the above, the [principal authority] has agreed to work in
the following ways with those local councils which are recognised as
having attained the QuauTy standard.

Community Strategies

25. Where a QuaLiTy council (or group of QUALITY councils) has prepared an
area plan the principal authority will take account of its proposals and
priorities in developing and implementing the community strategy as it
affects the local areas concerned. The [principal authority] will
strengthen links between these local councils and the local strategic
partnership in order to improve delivery of local priorities.

[further details depending on local arrangements for Local Strategic
Partnerships and community strategy preparation]
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Information and Access Points

i 26. If a Quaury local council (or group of QuAaLTy local councils) wishes to

become a local information and/or access point for the [principal
authority] services the [principal authority] will help it to do so. In
particular it will:

¢ issue to the local council (and up-date as necessary) relevant written
information and application forms on its services;

* give electronic access to similar information and forms (where it
provides these electronically) provided the local council has
appropriate technology;

* provide suitable briefing, training and support to staff of the parish
or town council;

* [information on local arrangements - eg availability of principal
authority staff to run regular surgeries in local council offices.]

Land Use and Development Planning

| 27.

28.

30.

Where a Quaury local council (or group of QuaLTy local councils) has
prepared (in consultation with the [principal authority]) a village or town
plan which includes proposals concerning land use and development
planning issues (eg a village design statement) the [principal authority]
will adopt this as Supplementary Planning Guidance (provided it meets
the requirements set out in national planning guidance).

Where the village or town plan proposals imply some changes to the
current development plan for the area, the [principal authority] will
consider and discuss the proposals with the local council (or councils)
as part of its next review of that plan.

[information on local arrangements)

Delegation of Functidns and Service Provision
29,

The [principal authority] has agreed to offer a QuaLmy local council

{or group of councils) the opportunity to take on one or more of the
services and functions listed in Appendix 3, or parts of them, in
accordance with the practical and financial arrangements set out there.

As part of its Best Value arrangements, the [principal authority] will give
Quaurty councils (or groups of QuauTy councils), who wish to, the
opportunity to put forward proposals to take on aspects of the delivery,
management and monitoring of services provided by the [principal
authority].

[information on local arrangements]




The Benefits of (QUALITY Status

Appendix 1

[Local financial arrangements for parish and town councils in accordance
with paragraph 20 above]

Appendix 2

Possible functions which might be considered for delegation to all
parish and town councils by the principal authority by mutual consent
(in accordance with paragraph 21 above)

Control of Markets

Street Cleaning

Maintenance of Highway Verges, footways and footpaths
Litter Collection and Litter Control Measures

Street Lighting (other than principal routes)

Recycling provisions

Street Naming

Parking restrictions (and related matters)

Issue of bus and rail passes

Road Safety Measures

MNoise and Nuisance Abatement

Tree Preservation Orders

Some aspects of Development Control

Some aspects of the management of Libraries and Museums
Some aspects of Leisure and Tourism provision (eg. bowling greens,
playing fields, issue of Leisure permits)

Public conveniences

Allotments

[Note: this list is illustrative not exhaustive This list is intended only as a
summary of the principal functions of parish and town councils. It is not
intended to be a definitive list of such functions.]

Appendix 3

[Locally drafted arrangements for delegation of functions and service
provision to QUALITY parish and town councils in accordance with
paragraph 29 above]
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CHAPTER 3
Delivering the Benefits

Introduction

We propose to issue guidance to principal authorities and parish and town
councils setting out how the QUALITY system will work. An integral part of the
guidance will be the model charter. We also propose to include guidance to
principal authorities for their financial arrangements with parish and town
councils.

In order to support the process of developing partnership arrangements for the
improved delivery of services on behalf of principal authorities by local
councils, our proposals need to be underpinned by the statutory performance
management framework for principal authorities. This can most effectively be
achieved by issuing advice that complements the statutory Best Value
Guidance, that authorities whose administrative area covers local councils
should consult with those councils particularly in the context of Best Value
Reviews relating to the delivery of services within their area, and include a
statement summarising the main provisions of their Charter within the Best
Value Performance FPlan.

Financial Arrangements

We propose to set out in guidance the principles that should govern the
financial arrangements between principal authorities and local councils, which
will include good practice in the prevention of “double taxation”. This will be
part of the guidance on QUALITY status that we propose to issue to principal
authorities and parish and town councils which we intend will also include
guidance on good practice. The Annex to this chapter (page 27) sets out our
proposals for the key principles.

Best Value

We propose to issue further advice that complements statutory guidance on
Best Value, that authorities whose administrative area covers parish and
town councils should consult with those councils in the context of Best
Value Reviews relating to the delivery of services within their area, and
include a statement summarising the main provisions of their Charter within
the Best Value Performance Plan (BVPP). Such a statement may include
notes on how the principal authority proposes to engage with parish and



3.5

3.6

3.4

Delivering the Benefits

town councils on considerations relating to the delivery of local services, and
should refer to the complete Charter, providing details of when and where it
may be accessed.

The Charter embodies our aim that principal authorities and local councils
should work in partnership to find the best way to deliver their services to the
local electorate — in a climate of co-operation where the principal authority
recognises the contribution that a QUALITY council could make as partner, to
achieve a common goal. Principal authorities already have a duty to consult
local people which covers the requirement to consult parish and town councils
on Best Value Reviews relating to the delivery of services within their area
(section 3 of the Local Government Act 1999). Consultation should take
account of proposals put forward by QUALITY local councils to assume
responsibility for delivery, monitoring or management of services provided by
the principal authority. The requirement to include a consultation statement in
Best Value Performance Plans will promote transparency and accountability in
relation to the principal authorities’ approach to engaging with local councils.
Best Value Performance Plans are subject to audit, and it would be open to
external auditors to make recommendations in relation to an authority’s
consultation statement or statement regarding the Charter. In addition Best
Value Reviews are subject to external inspection, and authorities must be able
to demonstrate that effective consultation has taken place.

Q3 Do you agree with the proposed additions to guidance on Best Value?

Co-operation between the Tiers

We set out above how we intend to promote (QUALITY standards amongst local
councils and implement partnership working. Our aim is to improve the
contribution of parish and town councils to effective local governance; to
promote greater co-operation between the tiers of local government and to
encourage principal authorities to work in partnership with local councils. Our
guidance will be backed up by the production of best practice advice by the
Local Government Association and National Association ef Local Councils.

Support for partnership working is provided by the arrangements for audit of
principal authorities’ Best Value Performance Plans, whereby an auditor may
make recommendations for action (eg in relation to an authority’s consultation
statement or statement regarding the Parish and Town Council Charter) which
then require the authority to respond by preparing a statement explaining the

action it intends to take and its proposed timetable for further consideration by
the auditor.
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3.8 Concern has been expressed about what happens when principal authorities

and parish and town councils cannot reach agreement. We think the framework
we propose should allow issues to be resolved locally.

e st

T
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Annex to Chapter 3: Financial Arrangements

We propose that the financial arrangements between principal authorities and
local councils should be governed by the following principles which are, in
effect, among those underlying the concept of Best Value:

¢ Fairness between council tax bills in parished and non-parished areas, and
between different local councils;

¢ Fairness in the provision of services (and access to them) by the principal
authority between different parts of their area;

» Simplicity — to keep administrative costs of operation to a minimum;
¢ Transparency — to help understanding;

» Democratic control and accountability - to let local councils support
additional services with additional expenditure while ensuring
accountability to all those responsible for funding. This means
distinguishing between funding by principal authorities (for a service carried
out by a local council) and funding raised by local councils themselves (eg
using their precepting powers);

* Finance following function — where provision of a service is devolved or
transferred from a principal authority to a local council, funding is also
transferred, with the amount involved being agreed by the principal
authority and the parish or town council.
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4.2

4.3

4.4

CHAPTER 4

Becoming a QUALITY Parish or
Town Council

Introduction

This chapter sets out the tests we propose local councils should pass to achieve
the QUALITY status and how these will be validated. The Rural White Paper
states that the first requirement of a (QUALITY council is that it is representative
of its community. To demonstrate that, the council needs to actively engage a
broadly representative subset of its residents, businesses and surrounding
landowners and managers in its work through regular meetings and events,
newsletters, surveys, working groups, youth councils, forum for older people etc.
A QUALITY parish or town council also needs to have demonstrated the
capacity to take on the stronger role envisaged in the White Paper.

A systemartic approach is needed to confirming whether a local council has the
attributes of QUALITY status. Such a process must be equitable, transparent and
consistent.

The QUALITY tests should provide straightforward criteria that will be easy to
assess. They should enable all local councils, irrespective of size to attain
(QUALITY status. The QUALITY tests will be important in determining whart will
be required by way of assessment. The QUALITY tests go beyond criteria which
simply amount to statutory duties with which all local councils should be
complying’.

The simpler the tests are to verify the easier they will be to assess. We are
proposing a system where the local council can undertake an initial appraisal
using a standard checklist format. This would then be submitted to an assessing
body, with appropriate accompanying documentation for validation.

Electoral Mandate

We propose that to be eligible for QUALITY status local councils should have
all their seats filled by members who have stood for election at the beginning
of each four-year term.

& Parish and town councils have a wide range of powers but few statutory duties beyond purely
administrative ones (eg preparation of accounts and holding of elections and meetings): these include
duty to provide allotment gardens if demand is unsatisfied, duty 1o receive the accounts of parochial
charities; and duty to consider the community safety implications of all their activities.
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4.7

4.8

4.9

Becoming a QUALITY Parish or Town Couneil

This is fundamental to establishing local councils that represent fully the
aspirations and needs of their people. We recognise that this test is rigorous but
whether a seat is contested by several people or a solitary candidate we want to
see every incoming member democratically chosen. There are many local
councils that already fulfil this criterion but too often people complain that
their councils are un-elected and unrepresentative. While there must be
genuine input from members of the public to the elections that local councils
are required to hold every four years, we acknowledge that there may often not
be any real alternative to co-option to fill vacancies arising during that term.

Q5 We invite views on the test that a local council should have all its
seats filled by election at the beginning of each 4 year term in nrdc-r
to qualify for QUALI'IY status. : T R RN

We want QUALITY parish and town councils to have competent, well informed
and active councillors who are fully representative of their communities.
Members of QUALITY local councils will also have to be able to provide
leadership and work with the clerk (and with other officers in larger QUALITY
councils) to deliver programmes and partnership working. The Government
recognises that training for parish and town councillors is important and has
allocated £2 million to help develop a national training and support strategy
that will provide training and support for both clerks and councillors. We would
expect a QUALITY council to be encouraging its councillors to take advantage of
training opportunities.

Number of Council Meetings

It is proposed that all Parish and Town Councils should hold at least six
meetings a year (including the annual meeting) to qualify for QUALITY
Status, setting aside time for the public to participate.

The purpose of requiring QUALITY local councils to hold more open meetings is
to encourage greater public participation. Parish and town councils are
currently required to hold one annual meeting which provides a unique, formal,
statutory opportunity for members of the public to discuss the issues that affect
their day to day lives. They must meet on at least three other occasions during
the year. However, many local councils already hold more than the statutory
requirement (around 50% hold more than ten meetings per year) and actively
seek to involve members of the public.

Duj'ﬂu agrée .w_i_th thejte?r on the proposed “ﬂﬂ‘lbermenngs {1 :
23E :pE’a'rwthh a local council should hold to qualify for QUALITY status?
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4.10

4.11

Competent Clerk

We propose that clerks of QUALITY Parish and Town Couincils should be able
to demonstrate that they possess the necessary skills/competencies to carry
out their duties through having undertaken authenticated training or holding
an appropriate and up to date qualification or being able to demonstrate an
acceptable level of experience or other form of accreditation. We propose
three distinct levels of competence to suit different sizes/categories of
council, as follows:

» annual budgeted income less than £50,000;

» annual budgeted income of £50,000 or more and less than £500,000;
e annual budgeted income of £500,000 or more; and

that clerks refresh their skills/competencies every four vears.

All parish and town councils have a clerk or officer whose role is to act as
secretary, dealing with correspondence, preparing agendas and taking minutes.
We recognise the diversity of local councils, particularly in relation to their
financial responsibilities. Clerks of many small councils often have other jobs
and give up their time on a voluntary basis. On the other hand remunerated
clerks may be shared by several councils and in some larger councils the clerk is
one of a number of remunerated, full-time staff. Skills and competencies must
be relevant to the needs of individual councils, covering procedures and roles
and appropriate aspects of law, finance, planning and community action.
Training should be in proportion to the nature and weight of council duties that
clerks undertake. A steering group which has been established by the
Countryside Agency and National Association of Local Councils and whose
membership includes the Society of Local Council Clerks has the aim of
preparing a national strategy for training and support for parish and town
councils by the autumn. We shall look to the steering group for advice on levels
of skills and competencies as well as taking account of the views of those who
respond to this consultation document.
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Becoming a (QUALITY Parish or Town Council

Published Annual Report

We propose that QUALITY tests should require the parish or town council to
prepare and make publicly available no later than 30 April following the end
of the financial year to which it relates — an Annual Report which includes
as a minimums:

¢ Chairman’s overview of the Council’s achievements against previous
action plans and targets and what plans and targets are for following
year(s);

*  An un-audited summary of the Council’s financial performance,
including details of any major projects and a statement of when and how
the full accounts will be published;

e a list of council members and officers with contact details; and
e summary reports of all council meetings held during the year.

We propose to commend the DTLR Guidance on Best Value for parish and
town councils to local councils which aspire to QUALITY status, particularly
with regard to the guidance on performance plans.

Many local councils already publish an annual report, to keep their
communities fully in touch with their work. We see the production of such a
report as an important link between a council and its electorate. In publishing
an Annual Report the council will further demonstrate to its community that it
is open and accountable. To meet the QUALITY tests, the Annual Report should
be readily available for inspection, or purchase by members of the public - for
instance with copies held at a council’s meeting place, a local shop and/or
public library and on any council web-site. There is also a strong case for
distributing free copies of annual reports to local households, local businesses,
voluntary interests and other service users.

Although the vast majority of parish and town councils will be below the Best
Value threshold (annual budgeted income of more than £500,000) and
therefore not subject to the statutory Best Value requirements, the Guidance on
Best Value for parish and town councils states that the Government expects all
parish and town councils to embrace Best Value principles and follow Best
Value practices as far as possible. We consider that the Best Value Performance
Planning process has much to offer local councils as a means of engaging with
local people on their record of delivering local services and their plans to
improve upon them. We acknowledge, given the diversity of parish and town
councils, that the extent to which it would be appropriate or practicable for
them to adopt Best Value practices will vary.
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4.16

4.17

4.18

Since Best Value local councils would already publish most of the information
listed in paragraph 4.12, above, in their Best Value Performance Plans, they
would not be expected to publish a separate annual report in order to meet the
(QUALITY test. Any additional requirements (eg list of members and summaries
of meetings) should be incorporated into the Best Value Performance Plan.

QS We invite views on the pmpmed armual repnrt test Its ttmmg and
contents, the extent to which they should mirror those of Best Vahw
Performance Plans and the value of distributing copies to local
households, local businesses, voluntary interests and other service

USETS.

Newsletter

We propose that councils should produce a newsletter on at least a quarterly
basis in order to achieve QUALITY status — of perhaps no less than an A4
page in length which would be made available to every household within a
council’s area.

If communities are to be truly involved in shaping the issues that affect them
they will need to be kept in touch with the work of their local councils. Many
parish and town councils already encourage such participation by producing
regular bulletins, providing useful coverage of issues as they develop. Ensuring
that newsletters are readily available to everyone in a local council’s area and,
ideally, are delivered to every household is a challenge which councils resolve
in diverse ways. Some local councils arrange for door to door delivery to be
undertaken by volunteers; in other areas principal authorities undertake
distribution of the 11::4:31 council’s newsletters with their own community

newsletter.

Properly Audited Accounts

The accounts of local councils applying for QUALITY status will have been

audited by an auditor appointed by the Audit Commission. Under the

arrangements which the Audit Commission expects to have in place by

summer 2002, the auditor would be expected to confirm for a council with a

budgeted annual income of less than £500,000 that no matters had come to

the auditor’s attention giving cause for concern that relevant legislative and !
regulatory requirements had not been met. It is expected that the accounts of |

mu‘ ok
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4.21

Becoming a QUALITY Parish or Town Council

councils with a budgeted income of £500,000 or more would have been
certified and reported on by the external auditors as presenting fairly the
financial position of the council.

It is crucial that all local councils maintain accurate and transparent financial
arrangements. Local councils with annual expenditure of more than £50,000
(under current arrangements) are required to prepare accounts on an income
and expenditure basis and to have them audited by an auditor appointed by the
Audit Commission. Smaller councils (those with a budgeted annual income
currently of less than £50,000) are required to prepare a record of receipts and
payments, which is similarly subject to external audir.

In meeting their statutory requirements under the Accounts and Audit
Regulations 1996, parish and town councils will send their statement of
accounts to their external auditors. The Regulations also provide for the
publication of accounts as soon as reasonably possible after the conclusion of an
audit or nine months after the end of the period to which the accounts relate,
whichever is the sooner. We consider that taken with the proposal to include a
statement in the annual report on when and how the accounts will be
published (see paragraph 4.12 above) this provides adequate access to the
accounts for interested members of the community.

Q10 Is there a need for parish and town councils to do more to provide
access to the accounts for interested members of the community if
they u'.rr—:: to be given QUALITY stams’

The Test Framework

How the Assessment Process will work

We propose that a local council wishing to become accredited with QUALITY
status for the first time should complete a standard checklist covering the
test criteria and provide supporting documentation comprising:

* latest election returns

copies of the minutes of all council meetings held during the preceding
12 months

copies of annual report and newsletters for at least the previous year

i3
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4.24

» latest audited accounts and any, awaiting audit, that cover more recent

years
+ evidence of clerk’s current skills/competencies and qualifications.

We propose that the material produced by local council should be reviewed
by an authoritative and independent assessor in order to confirm that it
meets the test criteria for QUALITY status.

The documentation that a local council will have to produce in order to
demonstrate initial compliance with the QUALITY criteria should be readily
available from its records. Meeting the requirement should not result in
significant additional work (or costs). It would detract from the credibility of
(QUALITY status if accreditation relied solely on self-assessment. It will be
essential that the material provided by a local council is validated to give the
(QUALITY award both status and consistency. Although the documentation
should lead to straightforward decision-making in most cases, there will no
doubrt be situations that require the exercise of judgement. We propose to
provide guidance for assessors on operating the tests (which can be reviewed in
the light of experience) in order to ensure consistency and fairness. We expect
that decisions about whether a local council has met the QUALITY tests should
be clear-cut.

Q12 We invite views on proposed assessmmt format and. whether there
; are other uptmm: that shcmld be cans;dered. ' i

Who will undertake the Assessments

We propose that QUALITY assessments should be undertaken by the local
council’s external auditors.

Assessors need to be authoritative and independent and have knowledge and
experience of parish and town councils. We have considered a number of
possibilities for who could make the assessment:

» One option is assessment by a principal authority (which might be district
or county in areas with two principal authority tiers). The regular contact
between principal authorities and local councils gives them considerable
knowledge and experience of parish and town council operations but, in
some circumstances, principal authorities might not be seen by local
councils as wholly independent.

* Assessment by a panel drawn from organisations with knowledge and
experience of parish and town councils, such as the National Association
of Local Councils or the Countryside Agency, is an option with some
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Becoming 2 DQUALITY Parish or Town Council

attractions because of its independence and transparency. Such an approach
would need resources for a supporting infrastructure to service the panels
and might be seen as bureaucratic and cumbersome. However an assessment
panel could have an advisory role both on guidance issued to assessors and
where individual assessors wanted a view on less straight forward cases.
Under that scenario initial scrutiny, at least, would be undertaken by
individual assessors and panels would need less supporting infrastructure.
There might be local advisory panels or a national one could be established.

¢ External auditors (appointed by the Audit Commission) are independent
and authoritative. QUALITY assessments would be an extension of the kind
of work auditors already undertake as auditors and in relation to the
validation of Best Value for local councils. Some should be familiar with the
parish and town councils whose accounts they audit and it would in any
case be efficient for auditors to build on knowledge gained through auditing
such accounts by undertaking (QUALITY assessments as well.

Q13 We invite views on whether external auditors should undertake
QUALITY assessments and on whether there is a rnle for natlmml
~ andfor Tocal advisory assessment panels. : ; -

Length of Accreditation

We propose that QUALITY accreditation should normally be valid for four
years.

It cannot be assumed that a local council will continue to meet the QUALITY
tests and this will need to be re-confirmed periodically. The period of
accreditation should take account of the electoral cycle (four years) and give a
council time to benefit from its QUALITY status (eg taking on delivery of some
services). These factors point to an accreditation period normally lasting for
four years.

The electoral mandate test is a key test for QUALITY status for which the four-
yearly elections will be crucial. So it might be appropriate to put in place an
interim arrangement when (QUALITY status is first awarded so that the first
review would fall a reasonable period after the next local council general
election. One suggestion is that a council initially given QUALITY status in 2002
might have its first review by the end of 2003 if elections were in 2003 (or by
the end of 2004 if they were in 2004). On the other hand, as the next general
elections for most local councils will be in 2003 and 4-yearly thereafter, this
could lead to a disproportionate number of councils seeking re-accreditation in
2007 and every 4th year thereafter. Ministers are also concerned to avoid a
situation where the QUALITY assessment is undertaken so soon after an election
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4.28

4,29

4.30

4.31

that is it the “old” council rather than the “new” council that is being assessed.
This would point towards most assessments being made in years two and three
of the council’s life.

Q14 Is four years the nght Iength Df r:me fcrr QUALI'IT accred:tdnm ta be
~ wvalid before it ﬂeeds to be re- coﬂﬁﬁned? What is the best pnmt ;

within the electoral cycle for the assessment?

Review of Accreditation

We propose that the process for renewing QUALITY status should be similar
to the initial accreditation process, but that applications would need to be
supported by historical material covering the preceding 4-year period in
order to enable a review of performance over the intervening years.

The ideal for re-accreditation would be that a QUALITY parish or town council
had met the criteria throughout the 4-year period. But there might have been a
shortcoming in one or more years or problems which had been addressed
successfully by the time of the assessment. At this stage there are likely to be
more areas for interpretation and judgement by the assessor while maintaining a
consistent approach. For example, in considering the standard of performance
the assessor may need to take account of mirigating circumstances such as a
change of clerk. This reinforces the importance of sound guidance for assessors
on operating the tests (see paragraph 4.22 above). An advisory panel (see also
paragraph 4.24 above) could have a greater role than at the initial accreditation
stage in advising on guidance for assessors on re-accreditation of QUALITY local
councils and ensuring consistency and fairness across the board.

QIS We invite views on i the pruposed ré—accredltm process and :
LR whetﬁfr Ehere are nther npmms that should Ee cmlsuiered.. :

Costs of Accreditation

We propose that the cost of the assessment process should be met by the
parish or town council applying for QUALITY status and that a flat rate fee be
set.

The initial stage of assessment based on the local council collating evidence of
having met the tests will not involve significant additional cost. Independent
accreditation, which would only be incurred once every four years will involve
checking the documents submitted, occasionally asking for clarification of
details and the exercise of judgement in some cases. The time raken should be
the same, irrespective of the size of the council concerned. We want the costs of
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Becoming 2 QuaiiTy Parish or Town Council

assessment to be kept to a minimum and not to act as a deterrent to local
councils aspiring to QUALITY status. We envisage a flat rate fee for
accreditation. We would aim for an assessment system for which the fee was of
the order of £100 for initial accreditation. But much will depend on the
efficiency of local councils in providing the assessor with a complete package of
evidence of having met the tests. We will of course provide further guidance on
what is required. The assessment costs of applications for re-accreditation may
be higher than for initial assessments, because of the larger amount of material
to be evaluated, but still of the same order of magnirude.

The costs of independent accreditation, which would only be incurred once
every four years, will not be onerous. There is no compulsion on local councils
to apply for QUALITY status and it is for them to decide whether they wish to do
s0. It therefore seems reasonable to expect the council applying for QUALITY
status to bear this cost. We propose that councils seeking accreditation or

re-accreditation should submit the fee, which would be non-returnable, with
their application.

Q16 Do you agree that parish. and toun councils shcrulci meet the cnsts of
the assessment process for QUALITY status?

Lists of QUALITY Parish and Town Councils

We propose that principal authorities (districts, where there are two tiers)
maintain up to date public lists of QUALITY Parish and Town Councils.

We propose a simple procedure whereby the local council would forward copies
of the assessment confirming that they met (or had failed to meet) the Quality
criteria, to the relevant principal authorities and National Association of Local
Councils. The principal authorities would have the responsibility of compiling
and maintaining up to date lists of QUALITY parish and town councils in their
areas and for making them available for public inspection, in a similar way to
planning applications and perhaps putting the lists on their web-sites. The
National Association of Local Councils would maintain a national list.
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ANNEX A

List of Consultees

Parish and Town Councils and parish meetings in England
County, London and Metropolitan Borough, District and Unitary Councils in
England

Action for Market Towns

Action with Communities in Rural England

Advisory Board of Ministry of the General Synod of the Church of England
Age Concern

Alliance of Independent Retailers

AQONB Staff Forum

Arthur Rank Centre

Arts Council of England

Association of AONBs

Association of British Chambers of Commerce
Association of Charter Trustees

Association of Chief Police Officers

Association of Community Councils in Rural England
Association of Community Health Councils in England and Wales
Association of Community Technical Aid Centres
Association of Community Trusts and Foundations
Association of Convenience Stores

Association of Independent Businesses

Association of Larger Local Councils

Association of Local Government Archaeological Officers
Association of National Park Authorities

Association of Neighbourhood Councils

Audit Commission

Baha'i Community of the United Kingdom

Black Environment Network

Board of Deputies for British Jews

British Chambers of Commerce

British Council of Disabled People

British Council of Shopping Centres

British Holiday and Home Parks Association

British Horse Society

British Hospitality Association

British Independent Grocers Association

British Meat Federation

British Mountaineering Council

British Retail Consortium
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British Self Catering Association

British Trout Association

British Trust of Conservation Volunteers
British Urban Regeneration Association
British Waterways

Broads Authority

Business and Professional Women UK Ltd
Business in Sport and Leisure

Business in the Community

Business Link Network Company

Byways and Bridleways Trust

Carers National Association

Catholic Bishops' Conference

Central Council for Physical Recreation
Chartered Institute of Environmental Health
Cheltenham and Gloucester College of Higher Education
Church Commissioners

Churches Council for Britain and Ireland
Churches Main Committee

Civic Trust

Commission for Local Administration
Commission for New Towns

Committee of Area Museum Councils
Community Architecture Group (RIBA)
Community Development Foundation
Community Matters

Community Self Build Agency
Community Support Programme
Community Transport Association
Compassion in World Farming
Confederation of British Industry
Confederation of Business Organisations
Confederation of Passenger Transport
Council for British Archaeology

Council for National Parks

Council for the Protection of Rural England
Country Land and Business Association
CountryFolk Challenge

Countryside Agency

Countryside Alliance

Countryside Business Group

Countryside Planning & Management
Countryside Recreation Network
Countryside Restoration Trust
Countryside Rights Association

Annex A
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Countrywide Holidays Association
County Associations of Local Councils
County Councils Network,

County Surveyors’ Society

Crime Concern

Crop Protection Association

Cyclist’s Touring Club

Development Trusts Association
Duchy of Comwall

Enabling Rural Housing

English Heritage

English Historic Towns Forum

English Nature

English Regional Association,

English Tourism Council

Environment Agency

Equal Opportunities Commission
Evangelical Alliance

Family Farmers’ Association

Farm Animal Welfare Council

Farm Holidays Bureau UK Ltd

Farm Retail Association

Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group
Federation of Community Work Training Groups
Federation of Licensed Victuallers Association
Federation of Rural Community Councils
Federation of Small Businesses
Fieldfare Trust

Food From Britain

Forestry Commission

Forum for Rural Children and Young People
Forum for the Future

Forum of Private Business

Free Churches Council

Friends of the Earth

Game Conservancy Trust

Garden History Society

Gingerbread

Greenpeace

Groundwork Foundation

Guides Association

Health and Safety Executive

Help the Aged

Historic Houses Association
Horticultural Trades Association



House of Commons Information Bulletin
Housing Corporation

IGD

Improvement and Development Agency

Institute for School and College Governors
Institute of Chartered Foresters

Institute of Public Policy Research

Institute of Rural Health

Interfaith Network for the UK

International Society of Ecology and Culture

Jain Samaj Europe

Joseph Rowntree Foundation

LANTRA

LEAF (Linking Environment and Farming)
Learning and Skills Council

Library Association

Livestock Auctioneers Association

Local Government Association

Local Government Employers Organisation
Moorland Association

Muslim Council of Britain

National Association for Councils of Voluntary Service
National Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux,
National Association of Farmers Markets
National Association of Health Authorities and Trusts
National Association of Local Councils

National Association of Village Shops

National Association of Women’s Organisations
National Beef Association

National Consumer Council

National Council for Hindu Temples

National Council for One Parent Families
National Council for Voluntary Organisations
National Council for Women of Great Britain
National Council of Voluntary Child Care Organisations
National Farm Attractions Network

National Farmers Union

National Federation of Anglers

National Federation of Retail Newsagents
National Federation of Self Employed

National Federation of Sub-postmasters

National Federation of Women'’s Institutes
National Federation of Young Farmers

National Forum for the Development of Rural Youthwork
National Gypsy Council

Annex A
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National Health Service Executive
National Housing and Town Planning Council
National Housing Federation

National Market Traders Federation
National Organisation of Asian Business
Narional Park Authorities in England
National Rural Enterprise Centre

National Rural Touring Forum

National Sheep Association

Narional Trust

National Union of Residents’ Associations
Neighbourhood Initiative Foundation
Network of Buddhist Organisations (UK)
Flanning Inspectorate '
Planning Officers Society

Post Office

Princes Youth Business Trust

Ramblers Association

Redundant Churches Advisory Board
Regional Development Agencies in England
Royal Agricultural Society of England
Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors
Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds
Royal Town Planning Institute

Rural Bishops Conference

Rural Community Councils in England
Rural Housing Trust

Rural Services Partnership,

Rural Stress Information Network

Rural Voice

Salmon and Trout Association

Scout Association

Sikh Network

Small Business Service

Society of County Treasurers

Society of Local Council Clerks (including County Branches)
Soil Association

Sport England

Standing Conference for Community Development
Sustainable Development Commission
SUSTRANS

Tenant Farmers Association

The Children’s Society

The Co-operative Group Ltd




Annex A

The Land is Qurs (Chapter 7 Office)
Timber Growers Association

Town and Country Planning Association
Townswomen’s Guilds

Trades Union Congress

Transport and General Workers Union (Rural, Agricultural and Allied
Workers)

Transport 2000

Urban Task Force

Urban Villages Forum

Village Retail Services Association
Voluntary Bureau,

Volunteer Centre UK

Wildlife and Countryside Link

Wildlife Trusts

Women's Environmental Network
Women's Food and Farming Union
Women's Royal Voluntary Service

World Wide Fund for Nature

Youth Hostels Association
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ANNEX B:

Code of practice on written
consultation (Cabinet Office)

The Consultation Criteria

The criteria in this code apply to all UK national public consultations on the
basis of a document in electronic or printed form. They will often be relevant to
other sorts of consultarion.

Though they have no legal force, and cannot prevail over statutory or other
mandatory external requirements (eg under European Community law), they
should otherwise generally be regarded as binding on UK departments and their
agencies, unless Ministers conclude that exceptional circumstances require a
departure.

The criteria should be reproduced in consultation documents, with an
explanation of any departure, and confirmation that they have otherwise been
followed:

1. Timing of consultation should be built into the planning process for a policy
(including legislation) or service from the start, so that it has the best
prospect of improving the proposals concerned, and so that sufficient time is
left for it at each stage.

2. It should be clear who is being consulted, about what questions, in what
timescale and for what purpose.

3. A consultation document should be as simple and concise as possible. It
should include a summary, in two pages at most, of the main questions it
seeks views on. It should make it as easy as possible for readers to respond,
make contact or complain.

4. Documents should be made widely available, with the fullest use of
electronic means (though not to the exclusion of others), and effectively
drawn to the attention of all interested groups and individuals.

5. Sufficient time should be allowed for considered responses from all groups
with an interest. Twelve weeks should be the standard minimum period for a
consultation.
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6. Responses should be carefully and open-mindedly analysed, and the results
made widely available, with an account of the views expressed, and reasons
for decisions finally taken.

7. Departments should monitor and evaluate consultations, designating a
consultation co-ordinator who will ensure the lessons are disseminated.
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