EXECUTIVE

MONDAY 4 JANUARY 2007 AT 1.00 PM

PRESENT:


Councillor Mitchelson (Chairman) (Promoting Carlisle Portfolio Holder)

Councillor Bloxham (Environment and Infrastructure Portfolio Holder)

Councillor Mrs Bowman (Economic Development and Enterprise Portfolio Holder)

Councillor Mrs Geddes (Learning and Development Portfolio Holder)

Councillor Jefferson (Finance and Performance Management Portfolio Holder)

Councillor Knapton (Leisure, Culture and Heritage Portfolio Holder)

ALSO PRESENT:   

Councillors Allison, McDevitt, Stothard and Weber attended the meeting as observers.

APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE
Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf on Councillor Prest

DECLARATION OF INTEREST
There were no declarations of interest in any items on the agenda.

EX.001/07
RESPONSE TO THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT WHITE PAPER (Key Decision)

Portfolio 
Cross cutting all portfolio areas

Subject Matter

(With the consent of the Chairman, and in accordance with Rule 15 of the Access to Information Procedure Rules, this item had been included on the Agenda as a key decision, although not in the Forward Plan)

(In accordance with Paragraph 15(i) of the Overview and Scrutiny Procedure Rules, the Mayor has agreed that call-in procedures should not be applied to this item.)

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive submitted Report CE.35/06 updating Members on the action taken since the Council meeting on 7 November 2006 in relation to the exploration of an appropriate response to and possible submission on the White Paper "Strong and Prosperous Communities".

The Council on 7 November 2006 (C.186/06) had approved a supplementary estimate of £100,000 to explore an appropriate response and possible submission.  The Executive on 18 December 2006 (EX.304/06) had considered a report (CE.34/06) outlining the work which was being undertaken.

The Town Clerk summarised the work which had been undertaken including: engagement of financial consultants to disaggregate County Council budgets and indicate resources available to a number of potential unitary authorities including a Carlisle City Unitary Authority and a Carlisle, Allerdale and Eden Unitary Authority; workshops for senior officers and group leaders; preparation of an action plan; visits to unitary authorities; meetings between the Town Clerk and Chief Executive and Group Leaders; a briefing for all City Councillors; and a special meeting of the Council to be held on 4 January 2007.

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive advised that officers had carefully considered the preparation of a submission to the Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) to make the case for a Carlisle Unitary Authority and made the following observations:

* The financial analysis suggested a Carlisle Unitary Authority could be financially viable but the County Council has been unable or unwilling to provide the detailed information required to draw firmer conclusions on the financial case;

* A Carlisle Unitary Authority would almost certainly provide the mechanism for successful delivery of the ambitions of the Local Government White Paper;

* The independent survey of a sample of residents in Carlisle showed strong support for the idea of a Carlisle Unitary (66%) and weak support for a County Unitary (21%).  There was also strong support for the idea of a directly elected Mayor/Leader for Carlisle (59%).

*  Authorities similar to Carlisle which are preparing bids for unitary status have been working on these bids for 6 to 12 months and are still facing a significant challenge to complete the necessary work within the timetable set;

* An estimated 6 months would be required to prepare a strong bid for Carlisle's Unitary status, including extensive research and analysis, stakeholder engagement and dialogue with communities;

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive stated that officers advice was that a bid for unitary structures in Carlisle should not be prepared in response to the invitation, not because a robust case could not be made, but because a quality submission could not be prepared given the DCLG timetable and the information currently available from the County Council.

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive then explained that, immediately after the publication of the Local Government White Paper, the County Council had stated its intention to submit a bid for a Cumbria Unitary Authority.  Given what had been communicated about the County Council's proposals, the Town Clerk and Chief Executive made a number of observations on the proposals stating that officers considered the County Council's case for unitary status to be weak with a strategic aim of securing a unitary Council rather than developing the most appropriate modes of service delivery for communities.

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive therefore proposed that the City Council consults with the other five Cumbrian District Councils and the Lake District National Park Authority with a view to conducting a piece of work mapping out alternative local government arrangements for the County.  This would allow a rounded response to the White Paper, addressing all of its challenges, rather than a tactical one based on rivalries between authorities.  It could also pave the way for some major innovations that could prove more widely useful.  This approach could not take the form of a bid to the DCLG under the current timetable as the County Council will not engage with District Councils to develop a "pathfinder bid".  However, authorities in two tier areas are expected to make serious preparations for change and develop new ways of working.

The next steps of this approach would be to commission a study of the appropriate governance and administrative arrangements for the sub-region and work with the other five District Councils and the Lake District National Park Authority.  At the same time, the District Council in Cumbria should write to the Secretary of Sate alerting her to this work and indicating opposition to the County Council's bid.  If the County Council's bid was not successful, they could participate in the work with the District Councils if they so wished.

The Environment and Infrastructure portfolio holder thanked officers for the work they had done and expressed disappointment at the County Council for the lack of consultation with District Councils and for not treating them as partners.  A Cumbria Unitary authority would take accountability away from the local people and Cumbria County Council had made no attempt to test public opinion on a bid for a Cumbria unitary.  

The Leader than thanked officers for the amount of work they had carried out over a holiday period.  He agreed with the officers recommendations that there was not sufficient time within the DCLG timetable to develop a bid for a Carlisle unitary.  He stated that the right way forward was to work with Cumbrian District Councils and the Lake District National Park Authority, and the County Council if they wished to join at a future time, in looking at alternative local government arrangements.  It was important to change and improve to deliver better services locally and surveys in Carlisle and other Districts showed that people supported local delivery of services.  

The Leader clarified statements in the press that Cumbria County Council deliver 80% of services, stating that 80% of each £ of Council tax collected goes to the County Council, but 8 out of 12 of the key services provided to local communities are provided by District Councils.  

The Leader felt that the County unitary bid was centralised and clumsy and distanced decision making away from local communities.  He did not believe that it went along with the ethos of the White Paper of clear and direct accountability, delivering strong local leadership, empowering local people and service delivery addressing the needs of local people.

The Leader supported the officers’ recommendations and emphasised the importance of writing to and requesting a meeting with the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, explaining how the District and Lake District authorities will work together and opposing the Cumbrian unitary bid.

Summary of Options Rejected

None

DECISION

That the Executive recommends that the City Council:

1. Notes with concern Cumbria County Council's bid for unitary status and opposes the bid in its current intended form.

2.  Seeks to work with the other Cumbrian District Councils and the Lake District National Park Authority to commission a study of the appropriate governance and administrative arrangements of the sub-region of Cumbria.

3.  Seeks support from other Cumbrian District Councils to write on behalf of Cumbrian Districts to the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government alerting her to this work and indicating opposition to the County Council's bid for unitary status.

Reasons for Decision

To consider and make recommendations to the City Council on a response to the Local Government White Paper "Strong and Prosperous Communities".

The meeting ended at 1.40pm

