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Subject Matter
The Assistant Director (Governance) submitted report GD.24/10 concerning a Scheme for the Submission of Petitions.  He informed Members that the Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Act 2009 came into force on 12 November 2009.  The Act aimed to promote the public's interest and involvement in relation to local authorities following surveys conducted on behalf of Parliament which had shown that the public had a low perception of being able to influence decision making in their local area.

Signing a petition was one way for citizens to express their concerns and priorities to their local Council, but not all local authorities had well developed systems for responding to petitions. The Local Authorities (Petitions)(England) Order 2009 would come into force on 15 June 2010 and required each Local Authority to draw up a Petitions Scheme giving local people a right to a public response if they signed a petition.  The City Council already had established processes for dealing with petitions, however, the 2009 Order still required the Council to draw up and publish a Petitions Scheme.

The Assistant Director (Governance) outlined the legislation and guidance, details of which were provided within his report.  He invited Members to give consideration to the draft Scheme attached to the report which was based on the model scheme produced by the Department for Communities and Local Government.  

Members would notice that:

- 
the threshold for a petition being debated by full Council was 1,000 signatories, whereas the current process required only 30 signatories; and

- 
the threshold for calling a senior Officer to give evidence to an Overview and Scrutiny Panel was 500.  

The reason for those thresholds, which may appear high, was that the model scheme suggested thresholds of 1,500 and 750 for an authority with a population of 150,000 which translated to thresholds of 1,000 and 500 for Carlisle.  The guidance advised that thresholds should be reviewed after a period of activity and amended if necessary.  For example, if no petitions were referred to Council within a period of one year the Council should consider the reasons for that, one of which may be that the threshold was too high.

Members should also note that the thresholds were only relevant when deciding which petitions were debated by full Council or when a senior Officer was to be called to a meeting of an Overview and Scrutiny Panel.  All petitions were entitled to a response, regardless of the number of signatories, providing that they complied with the requirements of the Scheme.  Examples of responses were given in the draft Scheme.

Referring to the verification of signatures on a petition, the Assistant Director (Governance) added the draft scheme made it clear that the Council would take steps to verify signatures on a petition.  It was proposed that a random selection of signatures would be verified and the Scheme took the position that, for paper petitions, a valid postal address would suffice and, for e-petitions, a valid e-mail address was sufficient.

In conclusion, he reported that Standing Order 10 (11) (b) of the Council's Constitution would need to be amended to read:

4.1.1 "Petitions will be dealt with in accordance with the Council's approved Scheme for Submission of Petitions"

Summary of options rejected
None

DECISION

That the Executive recommended to the City Council:

(1)
That the Scheme for the Submission of Petitions be adopted

(2)
That the City Council approve the consequential amendments to the Council's Constitution as detailed in Report GD.24/10.

Reasons for Decision
The Council is required to adopt a Petitions Scheme in accordance with the 2009 Order.







