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20 March 2008 
By email

Petitions@communities.gsi.gov.uk 

Dear Rosie Milner,

Local Petitions and calls for Action Consultation

I am responding on behalf of ACSeS to the above consultation.

The handling of petitions by local authorities has been a feature of local government for many years. Some authorities have had standing orders providing for handling petitions for 30 or more years. A wide variety of arrangements exist that have been developed by local authorities to reflect their local circumstances and practices. These arrangements are generally included in standing orders. It seems well accepted that current legislation enables local authorities to make adequate provision for dealing with petitions. Where such arrangements exist, a presumption can safely be made that the local authority regards itself as being obliged to respond to a petition.
As legal powers already exist, it cannot be said that there is a pressing need for legislation to provide for petitions. We would urge that further legislation is not necessary. It would be more practical for relevant bodies to identify best practice and good examples of how petitions provide a productive mechanism for local demands for action. Local authorities not having arrangements for dealing with petitions may be encouraged to develop them as part of their improvement of their governance arrangements and the need, on assessment, to demonstrate the means of community empowerment and the authority’s responsiveness to community interests.
The variety of petitions and the different  ways they are produced, and the variety of current arrangements for dealing with them is likely to be curtailed by any legislative requirements that constrain local authorities to dealing with petitions in a particular way. Petitions may relate to regulatory functions, executive functions, scrutiny matters and a variety of local issues, and wide flexibility and discretion are required to ensure appropriate consideration is given. The simple flexibility provided by an authority’s standing orders and sound administrative arrangements provides a more effective means for timely response, than any bureaucratic arrangements that may be specified in legislation or statutory guidance. The very questions raised in Chapter 5 of the consultation document demonstrate the diversity of the nature, form and content of local petitions for which there are no definitive answers other than the need for maximum administrative flexibility and discretion.
At least two local authorities have e-petition arrangements in operation and others are developing them and this clearly is a growth area for experimentation. It would be inappropriate at this stage for legislation to be introduced that would have the effect of limiting or constraining such experimentation.

We would urge that legislation for petitions is likely to have the contrary effect to that intended, and that local authorities should be encouraged to develop their own arrangements on the basis of continued experimentation and application of recognized best practice.

Yours sincerely,

A. R. Kilner

Tony Kilner

Policy and Development Officer

ACSeS
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