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Dear Mr Tam,

Work of the Councillors’ Commission
The Councillors’ Commission will have received a number of submissions which, together with the report of the All Party Local Government Group on the role of councillors, will provide valuable suggestions for improving local democratic representation. The Association of Secretaries and Solicitors, representing the majority of Monitoring Officers and legal and democratic directors and service heads in principal local authorities, supports initiatives that have the effect of improving the governance and decision making of local authorities.

Political parties and candidates
Membership of political parties is at low ebb and political parties need to ask why. There may be a variety of reasons but one aspect is that negative inter- political party bickering is a turn-off. Politicians seem to share the bottom of the popularity table with estate agents. The excesses of the few appear to taint the most. Public cynicism appears to have overtaken respect. 

Yet the reality of local government is that party political activity is only a small part of decision making. Vision and strategy can have all party support, regulatory decision making is determined predominantly on merit and the scrutiny role is often undertaken without traditional political party 
controls. Most councillors derive satisfaction from influencing and contributing to the public good. 

Whilst adding to the complexity of local government, a consequence of the Local Government Act 2000 has been to focus on the different roles within the governance framework which has enabled an element of matching skills to roles in allocating individual councillors to specific responsibilities. 

We are, however, concerned at the increasing detail that legislation applies to the governance framework that has the effect of narrowing the manner and means of decision making available to councillors.

The ever increasing sophistication in monitoring the performance of local authorities provides the means for the public to judge councillors on their performance in delivering outcomes, rather than the more traditional means, suggesting that political parties at local level will need to compete in the future by reference to the skill and competence of their councillors in public office.

Political parties might need to look at a wider base for future candidates for election than their apparently diminishing paid up membership.

Training and development of councillors
We support the improvement of training and development facilities for councillors.

a) We would urge that at the pre-election stage, political parties provide prospective candidates with ample material to both identify the challenges and opportunities public office provides, and what is expected of them in public office. There is no reason why local authorities should not assist in providing this material locally.

b) We support the development of induction programmes that go well beyond the initial early days following election. The short period of tenure of public office between elections makes it imperative that the learning curve for new councillors is at its steepest in the first six months of office in order to secure a reasonable level of efficiency and productivity.

c) We support the continued training and development of councillors in all their respective roles and activities.

d) Monitoring Officers comment on the low interest and attendance of councillors at training and development events. It is imperative that local party leaders do take a close interest in both the quality of such training and the attendance of their colleagues at them.

Standards and behaviour
Councillors who are respected by those with whom they relate are likely to achieve more than those who do not have respect. We support the code of conduct as a means of improving the quality of decision making. We urge political parties and their local leaders to support and encourage the adoption of behavioural standards both as a means of developing respect for the role of councillor and contributing to better local governance.

Incentives
Society has moved away from the traditional motivators that supported people taking public office. Clear incentives and facilities need to be in place to provide adequate financial and other support for persons from all sides of the community to be able to assume the responsibilities of public office. Criteria that are recognised nationally by the LGA and the professional and regulatory bodies in local government for such incentives and facilities, but with flexibility for local adjustment to reflect local need, would create much needed improvement to this sensitive area.

Resources
Democracy costs money, and the development of good and respected governance needs to be adequately resourced as part of a local authority’s overall service provision. The continuous development of the competency skills of elected representatives and a rolling programme that attracts a wide spread of future candidates needs to be built into the infrastructure as part of the developmental cost of each local authority.

ACSeS looks forward to seeing the recommendations of the Councillors’ Commission in due course and working with relevant bodies to achieve improvements in local democracy.

Yours sincerely,

Tony Kilner
Tony Kilner

Policy and Development Officer
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