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Summary:

This report proposes formal collaboration with Cumbria County Council and Parish Councils to establish Area Based Working through Parish Councils and joint Neighbourhood Forums and sets out proposals and implications for Members’ consideration.

Recommendations:

The Executive is recommended to:

· Recommend that the City Council adopt an approach to area based working based on collaborative working within County Council Neighbourhood Forums.

· Agree that in rural areas, Members of the City Council will continue to engage and support Parish Councils directly and through their Executive and Association.

· Agree that the above approach be undertaken on a district wide basis for an initial twelve months and not as previously discussed as a pilot basis in three Wards.

· Comment on the draft terms of reference, principles and procedures set out in Appendix A.

· Establish the grant budgets held for distribution within the community and agree that these are devolved (either in full or in part) in support of Members attending Neighbourhood Forums.  

· Agree that the County Council be asked to undertake the administrative and servicing arrangements for the City Council’s element of neighbourhood working subject to clarification that this will not incur significant additional costs.

· Note that these proposals have no implications for existing community support staff within the City Council.

· To propose that a budget bid be made for the 2004/05 budget to provide additional grant resources to support Members in their area based role in the sum of either £34,000 pa (£2,000 per forum), or £49,000 pa (£3,000 per forum), or £64,000 pa (£4,000 per forum) all inclusive of a £4,000 pa contribution to the County Council’s Administration, the distribution of which to be on a per capita, per ward basis.  

· To request that a senior officer from the City Council is attached to each Neighbourhood Forum as an officer champion for the area in support of Elected Members.

· To agree that the City Council formally seeks the agreement of the County Council to participate in the Local Public Service Agreement Target 8 concerning engagement of local people through area forums.

· To refer this report to the Corporate Resources Overview & Scrutiny Committee for their consideration and comments.

Contact Officer:
Peter Stybelski
Ext:
 7001

CE. 23/03

1. BACKGROUND

Members will be aware that there has been considerable discussion within the Executive and Corporate Resources Overview & Scrutiny Committee about the arrangements that could be put in place within the Council for Area Based Working.

The case for an area based approached is that it can:

· provide a mechanism for Elected Members to consult within their local area.

· bring decision making closer to the people and make local government easier to access and understand.

· provide a mechanism for local decisions and influence on services and service standards.

· provide local input into policy making and in particular the engagement of hard to reach groups and youth.

· allow for decision on grant expenditure to be in touch with local needs.

It is likely that the Best Value Review on Democratic Engagement will support such an approach.

The issues in Carlisle are that:

(i) The County Council has already established a series of Neighbourhood Forums to support County Members and Area Committee arrangements.  Details as set out in Appendix B.

(ii) The relationship with Parish Councils in the rural areas.

(iii) The need to ensure minimum bureaucracy and for improved service delivery for efficient, transparent and accountable decision-making.

The Council’s Constitution contains provisions for the establishment of an area-based structure and this concept was discussed at length by the Local Government Review Group as part of the process for modernising the Council’s political decision-making processes.  It has not been possible to agree a new area based arrangement for Carlisle District and there is recognition that the introduction of an additional layer could cause confusion and duplication.  It has been proposed by the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee that the City Council should make joint arrangements with the County Council using their existing Neighbourhood Forums in three areas - two urban and one rural on a trial basis for an initial twelve month period.  Subsequently these have been proposed as Denton Holme, Yewdale and Longtown Wards.  There have been many reports in this subject including: CROS 114/02, 150/02, 24/03, 60/03, 63/03, 83/03 July ’03, and EX 367/02, 159/03 July ’03 and EX 209/03.  

In formulating a response the Executive undertook to consult with representatives of the Parish Councils and representatives of the County Council Area Committee. 

‘

2.
CONSULTATION WITH REPRESENTATIVES OF THE PARISH COUNCIL’S EXECUTIVE

It was clear from a meeting held between the Town Clerk and Chief Executive, the Portfolio Holder and representatives of the Parish Council’s Executive, that a very good relationship exists between the City Council and Parishes and there is true and equal partnership.  This has been reinforced through the publication of the Rural Strategy and through actions such as the integration of IT with parishes and the establishment of a Rural Support Office, which brings together Voluntary Action Cumbria, the City Council and CALC.  It was noted that the County Officer worked within this framework but at a separate location within the County area support structure.  

It was also noted that the Council’s relationship with Parishes is being developed through Government initiatives including ‘Vital Villages’ through the Countryside Agency and the ‘Quality Parish Council Scheme’ which will give assurance that those Parish Council awarded Quality Status are representative, competent, well managed and able to take on an enhanced role.  This will give confidence to the City Council or any successor Council that Parishes are worthy partners, able to provide local services for the benefit of their communities, where this provides the best deal for all concerned. 

Within this context, it was considered by Parish Council representatives that the approach to area based working in rural areas should be one developed jointly with Parishes and be sustainable long term, particularly with the advent of Regional Government.

It was proposed that the principle should be that the City Council supports and works with strong individual Parish Councils or natural groupings of parishes as determined by the parishes themselves.  

It is clear that Parish Council’s are themselves fast developing competency and capacity and that there is an organic movement taking place whereby strong individual parish councils have been developed and there is emerging a principle of clusters of parishes working together for mutual support. 

The way this could be achieved would be to support the parishes through formalising and enhancing the relationship of elected members to parishes or clusters of parishes.  It was recognised that there are many examples of good practice where this happens naturally but it is not consistent and is vulnerable should experienced elected members be lost.  

It was therefore proposed that elected members on a Ward basis, should develop their representational role through:

· Attendance at Parish Council meetings (in a mutually supportive role)

· Enhanced communications of information from Parish Councils and to City Council’s Executive and Overview & Scrutiny functions

· Financial support and small grants co-ordinated across all Parish Councils by the Rural Support Officer with recommendations for funding to agreed criteria being made to the Executive Member for decision

· A longer term process to open discussions about the most appropriate Council for the delivery of agreed front line services

· ‘Statutory consultation’ eg. The Budget, BVPP and statutory plans

· Involvement in Overview & Scrutiny Reviews and examinations

For Ward Members to undertake the above roles will require some support and possibly training and this may be achieved through the existing post of Rural Community Support Officer, which is the subject of a budget bid for 2004/05.  

It was suggested that the above model represents a best fit with the Ward based structure used by the City Council and is a model, which can evolve and develop over time.  

If acceptable to Members of Overview and Scrutiny and the Executive it would resolve the area based requirements of the Council in the rural areas and/or alternatively, the Council could seek to integrate Elected Members into County Area Forums in both urban and rural areas but recognising in rural areas that these are not always coterminous with single City Council Wards.

In respect of the urban areas, the Parish Councils have previously raised the possibility of further parishing taking place but it was thought that a different model could be adopted to suit the particular needs of the urban communities.  Options could include:

· Enhanced support to individual Ward Councillors on either a single or clustered Ward basis as determined by ward members themselves

· The use of County Neighbourhood Forums as proposed

· The designation of a senior officer for each Neighbourhood Forum to act in support of Members as neighbourhood champions

3. CONSULTATION WITH COUNTY COUNCIL CARLISLE AREA COMMITTEE

In a meeting between Members of the Executive and representatives of the County Council Local Area Committee for Carlisle held in October 2003, it was noted that County Council Neighbourhood Forums are one way in which the County Council keeps in touch with local communities.  This is done by:

· Speaking with local people, local councils and community groups.

· Enabling local people to support their own communities.

· Responding to concerns and wishes of the community.

Forums were reviewed by a Select Committee in 1996 (Select Committee E: Devolution).  The aim of the committee was to consider the devolution of County Council functions, a timescale for this and the interface with other tiers of government.

Overall the County Council reaffirmed its commitment to Neighbourhood Forums and agreed that Forums should be able to generate their own agendas and make recommendations to Area Committees, District or Local Councils and other County Council Committees.

The Current Guidelines used for Neighbourhood Forums:

· A minimum of 2 formal Forum meetings should be convened a year in each Forum area, meeting in public, with the opportunity for members of the public to speak or ask questions.

· Core membership should be all the County Council Members in the Forum area, together with representatives of each District and Local Council.

· Any local authority issue should be capable of being  raised.  Efforts should be made to encourage representation from Schools in the Forum area, voluntary organisations and local representatives of Government Departments and statutory organisations, as well as attendance by the general public.

· Forums should be innovative and judge their success on broadening involvement in the democratic process.

Grant Giving Powers:
Forums have 3 primary grant funds - 

· General Grants


Approximately £110,000 per annum

· Social Care

Approximately £25,000 per annum

· Youth Grants


Approximately £83,000 per annum

All the above are allocated per capita except there is a further ‘forum’ called Carlisle Wide which is a grants panel for the urban area, not open to the public which considers grant applications which cover the whole of the urban area.  The budget for Carlisle Wide is formed by top slicing 15% from the budget of each forum.

Additionally, some County Council support staff time is funded from the grants budget for administration and servicing of the forums, and it is understood that some Early Year’s budget is distributed by Neighbourhood Forums.  

The Corporate Director Community, Economy and Environment has delegated authority to issue grants having regard to the majority view of the Neighbourhood Forum.

It should be noted that it has always been the intention of the County Council that the format of Neighbourhood Forum meetings should not be prescribed.  Each Forum had its own membership and rules of operation.  Those County Members present advised that the Forums in their area all operated on a different basis.  There were many different patterns for Forum meetings and membership.  Some Forums have City Members attending every meeting and at some there is little City Council involvement.

The current Forum boundaries had evolved over the years and reflected natural community boundaries set by local people.  Whilst in some areas the Forum boundary mirrored the County Electoral Division this was not always the case however the County Members had taken the view that wishes of the community regarding Forum boundaries were paramount.  In one example the County Member attends three different Forums.  It was also noted that on some occasions Parish Councillors were Members of Forums.  The City Council suggested that it might be able to allocate some of its grant budget via the Forums.

In conclusion, County Members supported the principle of joint District and County Council Forums and undertook to seek formal agreement from the Area Committee to work with other tiers of local government for the benefit of the area.  The actual operation of Neighbourhood Forums eg. Including the arrangements for Chairing the meeting and their format will require amendment and will be a matter for the Councils and the individual forums concerned.

On the basis that the proposal for joint Forums is acceptable to both the County Council and the City Council it may be appropriate to have a relaunch of the joint Forums and to decide whether they should be run on a pilot basis in the first instance.  During the discussions with the Area Committee Members, it was noted that as joint forums are already taking place in some areas it would not be necessary for either a relaunch or pilots to be progressed.

In addition, the County Council Local Public Service Agreement Target 8 - Building Active Communities, seeks to increase opportunity for local people (including young people) to be actively involved in strengthening their communities and to influence local public services through Neighbourhood Forums and it is now appropriate for the City Council to seek to join the Local Public Service Agreement. 

4. PROPOSALS

In view of the discussions above, it is proposed that the City Council should formally adopt collaborative and shared arrangements with the County Council Neighbourhood Forums and continue to support the Parish Councils in rural areas.  It will be for each Member to determine how they may best engage with each body depending on their location and preference.  

In Copeland Borough Council the County Council has run joint forums for a number of years and some of the forums in Allerdale covered by the NRA are run jointly.  It is proposed that a year’s trial basis of join forums be undertaken on a Carlisle District wide basis with support on a District basis.  Proposed principles and procedures currently used in Copeland form the basis of discussion for a similar model for Carlisle are appended at A.  At least two alterations would be required.  One to change to accommodate the target for the LPSA for quorate forums and the second is to allow for both District and County Councillors to chair the meetings.  Other changes, that the County Council will be making in any event is to re-establish some forums to ensure that they meet four times a year and have a minimum number of residents present.

Support for this arrangements could be provided from the County Council’s existing staff given that there is an established structure consisting of a full time Neighbourhood Development Officer, two part time Neighbourhood Development Officers (30hrs and 22.5hrs) a full time Administrative Assistant and two part time Administrative Assistants (30 and 22 hrs per week).  Discussions with County Council Officers have identified that this structure could also accommodate City Council participation but there would be an annual charge of £4,000 to the City Council as a share of administrative costs.  

It should be noted that if this approach is taken then there is no conflict or overlap with the work of the City Council’s Community Involvement, Regeneration and Rural Support Officers who are focussed in discrete areas of activity.  There are therefore no direct staffing implications for the City Council in these recommendations.

In terms of grant giving powers, it proposed that current City Council budgets for Community Grants should be devolved to City Council Members attending the Neighbourhood Forums.  As the formal decision would need to be made by an Officer, or Member of the Executive, it is proposed that the current officer budget holder would formally take the decision in consultation with the City Council Members on the Neighbourhood Forum and would give guidance as to issues of appropriateness, legality and any other conditions set by the City Council.  This arrangement would require consensus between City Council Members serving on a Neighbourhood Forum and a collaborative approach with Members of the County Council.

At this stage, it would appear that the grants appropriate for devolving in this way are a budget for Community Sports Development, approximately £27,000 from the year commencing April 2004, together with small grants for Performance Athletes and Facilities Development, totalling £11,000.  To supplement these, the Executive may wish to consider making a bid for additional grant money to support area based working as part of the budget process.  It is suggested that a budget bid be made for the 2004/05 budget to provide additional grant resources to support Members in their area-based role.  As examples, the sum of:  £34,000 pa would give an additional £2,000 per forum, the sum of £49,000 pa would give an additional £3,000 per forum, or £64,000 pa would give an additional £4,000 per forum, all inclusive of a £4,000 pa contribution to the County Council’s Administration.  The distribution of any monies to Neighbourhood Forums would be on a per capita, per ward basis.  

The County Officers have identified a further option to have a single joint grant budget, as is the case in Copeland.  This would be equally funded by each authority and would work by assessing each grant against agreed criteria.  It is suggested however that the arrangements should be kept as simple as possible in the early stages to establish the principle of joint working and to keep accountability and responsibility for monies clear.

5. RECOMMENDATIONS

The Executive is recommended to:

· Recommend that the City Council adopt an approach to area based working based on collaborative working within County Council Neighbourhood Forums.

· Agree that in rural areas, Members of the City Council will continue to engage and support Parish Councils directly and through their Executive and Association.

· Agree that the above approach be undertaken on a district wide basis for an initial twelve months and not as previously discussed as a pilot basis in three Wards.

· Comment on the draft terms of reference, principles and procedures set out in Appendix A.

· Establish the grant budgets held for distribution within the community and agree that these are devolved (either in full or in part) in support of Members attending Neighbourhood Forums.  

· Agree that the County Council be asked to undertake the administrative and servicing arrangements for the City Council’s element of neighbourhood working subject to clarification that this will not incur significant additional costs.

· Note that these proposals have no implications for existing community support staff within the City Council.

· To propose that a budget bid be made for the 2004/05 budget to provide additional grant resources to support Members in their area based role in the sum of either £34,000 pa (£2,000 per forum), or £49,000 pa (£3,000 per forum), or £64,000 pa (£4,000 per forum) all inclusive of a £4,000 pa contribution to the County Council’s Administration, the distribution of which to be on a per capita, per ward basis.  

· To request that a senior officer from the City Council is attached to each Neighbourhood Forum as an officer champion for the area in support of Elected Members.

· To agree that the City Council formally seeks the agreement of the County Council to participate in the Local Public Service Agreement Target 8 concerning engagement of local people through area forums.

· To refer this report to the Corporate Resources Overview & Scrutiny Committee for their consideration and comments.

6. REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

To allow progress to be made in the implementation of area based working.

7. IMPLICATIONS

· Staffing/Resources – There are no direct staffing implications for the City Council within the proposals set out in this report.

· Financial – It is advisable that the implications of re-directing the resources from the existing budgets is fully understood before a commitment to release them for the purpose of the allocation via this method is made.  Any requirement to consider growth for the next financial year will need to be quickly incorporated into a budget process, which is in the latter stages of development.

· Legal – The Head of Legal and Democratic Services comments that whilst these arrangements are not Area Committees or Forums in the strict sense envisaged by Article 10 of the Constitution (because they are not decision making bodies) the Terms of Reference would be clarified and agreed, see Appendix A. 

The Forums in a sense are Ward Members carrying out their constituency role and meeting with other elected representatives and their electorate to discuss matters of common concern.  The strict legality is that any decisions which are required to be made in terms of giving out grants etc will need to be delegated down to the relevant Officer by the Leader, under his Scheme of Delegation, given that most, if not all, of the grant making decisions will be Executive matters.  Similarly, the Leader will have to delegate down corresponding decision-making powers in respect of Parish matters to the Rural Community Support Officer.  I can well see the benefit in allowing each Forum to operate on the basis which it finds suitable and that it should be for each Member to determine how they may best engage with it because this does get away from the strict formality of a Committee meeting which can militate against public participation.  

· Corporate – The comments of the Corporate Management Team are included within this report.

· Risk Management – With the establishment of clear terms of reference and clear accountability and recording of decision making, the risks associated with joint working in this way are minimal.

· Equality Issues – Decision making closer to communities should promote enhance diversity and equality.

· Environmental –  None

· Crime and Disorder – The joint arrangements would consult and be consulted by the Joint Carlisle & Eden Crime and Disorder Group.
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