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1The role of councillors

Introduction and Acknowledgements
By Alison Seabeck MP 
Chair of the All Party Parliamentary Local Government Group

The All Party Parliamentary Local Government Group was established in 2005. It has brought members
of the House of Commons and House of Lords together to discuss local government issues, including
local government powers, neighbourhood devolution, and local government finance.

Early in 2007, the Group decided to establish an inquiry into the role of councillors. The purpose of the
inquiry was to put forward proposals to strengthen and make more effective the role of ward councillors.
The inquiry focused around the following questions: 

� What are the powers that ward councillors need to be effective and make a difference to the
areas they represent? What needs to change to ensure they have these powers?

� What are the changes needed in the activities that councillors carry out, to enhance
effectiveness and respond to social change, for example in local representation, public
attitudes, new forms of communication?

� What types of support can (and should) councils provide to enhance the effectiveness of
ward councillors?

� How can we address public attitudes to political officeholders and seek to make the role
more attractive and encourage active citizens to stand for election or remain as councillors? 

The inquiry aimed to support an exchange of ideas and learning between local and national politicians
about experience and good practice, for example, in communication, constitutional and institutional
reform, and political party strategies. 

A panel was drawn from the APPG to carry out this inquiry. The panel members were myself, as Chair,
Lord Best of Godmanstone, Paul Rowen MP, Baroness Scott of Needham Market, Chris Mole MP,
Andrew Gwynne MP, Lord Hanningfield of Chelmsford, and Clive Betts MP. The inquiry was supported by
the Local Government Information Unit, in particular by Jo Dungey who wrote the report, and by Connect
Public Affairs.

The panel invited written evidence and views on the questions set out above. We received a wide range of
thoughtful and informative contributions, from councils and from other organisations, and we are
grateful to all those who contributed. The list of written evidence is provided as Appendix 1.

We also held three round table discussions which covered: Session 1: Community leadership and ward
councillors; Session 2: The roles of ward councillors: now and in the future; Session 3: Public and media
attitudes to councillors. The witnesses who took part in these round tables with members of the inquiry
panel are listed opposite. These were very helpful discussions for the panel. Quotations and other ideas
from the written evidence and from the round tables are used throughout the report. 

We set out here a summary of what the inquiry learned and recommendations for change. These
recommendations are directed at the government, the media locally and nationally, political parties,
organisations representing and working with local government, and councils and councillors themselves,
who we hope to support in learning from the good practice of others.

I am very grateful to everyone who took part in this inquiry. We hope it will make a positive contribution
to strengthening local democracy. 
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Executive summary and recommendations

Section 1: What do councillors do?
Major changes to local government decision-making were introduced by the Local Government Act 2000,
which required all councils in England and Wales to focus many decision-making powers on executives:
leaders, cabinets and directly elected mayors. In the early period of implementation of new constitutions,
the focus may have been too much on the executive. 

Now there is a need for some rebalancing, as it is vital for the democratic representation of communities
that there should be an effective role for all councillors. In developing the role of councillors who are not
part of the executive, overview and scrutiny has had varying levels of success. The powers of scrutiny,
and scrutiny support, should be strengthened to increase its effectiveness. 

Neighbourhood and area arrangements have often proved an effective way to support the role of
councillors and help them represent the needs of their constituents. Councils should promote
decentralisation and decentralised budgets as important means to help ward councillors make an
impact on behalf of their area. However, this should be alongside strengthening the strategic decision-
making role of all councillors as members of the council. A role description for councillors should be
developed.

We recommend:

R1. There is a need for greater emphasis on development of an effective role for all
councillors, in the light of the early experience and assessment of the impact of changed
political structures and local constitutions.

R2. Legal changes and implementation of good practice are needed to strengthen the
effectiveness of overview and scrutiny. These would include stronger powers in relation to
non-council public services in the area. 

R3. Decentralisation to neighbourhood and area structures has many benefits in
strengthening the role of councillors and engaging the public. Councils are encouraged to
develop this. Current legislation should be amended, to give councils the power to agree
local constitutions with radical decentralisation of powers to areas and neighbourhoods; this
can only be determined by the leader/mayor at present.

R4. There are clear benefits of delegated budgets to ward councillors, and/or delegated
budgets to neighbourhood and area levels. This should be an obligation for every council,
with appropriate financial safeguards.

R5. There is a need to clarify the role of councillors, for example through agreed role
descriptions. Local government organisations should actively promote a model role
description, after consultation with councils and political parties.

R6. The development of the ward and neighbourhood role should be in addition to
maintaining and strengthening the role of the council as a decision-making body. There
should be improved practice in involving all members in strategic decision-making.

R7. Any changes to local government structures, or wards (for example, any move to single
member wards) should not diminish the accessibility of elected members. 
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Section 2: Can councillors make a difference?
A vital role of councillors is as community champion, looking beyond the services of the council to act
more widely as an advocate of their ward and its residents. Councils and councillors need stronger
powers over services in their area to make this effective. 

Other important ways in which councillors could have more impact as community champions are by
improving their individual influencing skills, and through better support from councils for councillors’
community role. Also important are clearer means for all councillors to input into strategic planning and
Local Strategic Partnerships, and neighbourhood structures which support very local partnership
working. The proposed “duty to co-operate” and increased scrutiny powers over services not provided by
the council, should be strengthened to enable councillors to have stronger influence over all local public
services, in the interests of the communities they represent. 

We recommend:

R8. It is vital that councils support the role of councillors as community champions, and
ensure that their local knowledge can have a real impact on services and decision-making.

R9. The government needs to strengthen its plans to devolve powers to local government, in
the light of the growth of quangos, the declining scope of council powers, and the small
percentage of local public spending which is under democratic control.

R10. The government should take real initiatives to enhance local authority autonomy and
powers, for example in relation to health services, the police, and learning and skills.

R11. We welcome the new powers, particularly the duty to co-operate, in the Local
Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill. We believe there could be strengthening
of effective council community leadership in relation to other local services by extending the
Community Call for Action and scrutiny powers to all the agencies made subject to the duty
to co-operate in the Bill. 

R12. In order to encourage these public services to co-operate with councils, community
planning and Local Strategic Partnerships, there should be assessment of the engagement
of external services, by the Audit Commission, and input into Comprehensive Area
Assessments. 

R13. There should be opportunities for active involvement of all councillors in community
strategy development, and clear engagement of councillors in Local Strategic Partnerships
and related partnerships, and in Local Area Agreements. 

R14. All councils need to maximise their influence, using existing powers effectively, as is
done by the most effective councils at present. 

Section 3: What support do councillors need?
Council support for their councillors needs to be rethought and redesigned to encompass the increasing
demands and expectations on councillors in their community-oriented role. Improved support is also
vital to enable councillors to make better use of their time, and if necessary to combine the role with
work and other commitments. There should be a minimum basic standard of support provided by all
councils. This should include support for childcare, and any specific support needed by disabled
councillors, to ensure a wider range of people can take on the role. There is a need to recognise and
take seriously the cost of democracy in acknowledging that proper support is necessary if communities
are to have effective democratic representation. A national remuneration scheme should be introduced. 
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We recommend:

R15. All councils should provide, as a minimum, a standard of basic support, as set out in
our checklist. 

R16. All councils should provide improved support for childcare.

R17. All councils should provide improved support for disabled councillors, and publicity to
potential candidates of what support is available.

R18. Councils, government and the media need to recognise the priority of financing the cost
of democracy and effective councillors, gain all-party support for a reasonable level of
member support, and inform and challenge public and party attitudes to the provision of
adequate resources.

R19. There is a need to clarify attitudes and rules around council and staff support for
political roles and activities of councillors, including aspects of communication, and 
surgeries.

R20. All councils should recognise the need for improved and consistent support for new
councillors to learn the job and become effective quickly, and should review and improve
what is provided.

R21. Councils must review how they support (or fail to support) the various roles of
councillors. They should aim to provide better support for ward and neighbourhood level
roles including: surgeries and casework; community engagement; the Community Call for
Action; involvement with local organisations and partnerships; and support for an
engagement strategy for each ward.

R22. All councils need to ensure better support for overview and scrutiny work, including
support for innovative ways of working such as community engagement with scrutiny
enquiries.

R23. Councils should provide better ICT access and support for members including newer
forms of communication, such as intranet, online discussion forums, councillor websites
and blogs.

R24. Councils need better information management arrangements including ward level
information for councillors.

R25. The rules on the inter-relation of members’ remuneration with tax, benefits and
pensions should be reviewed, so benefits and pension income are not lost by councillors.

R26. There should be national standards of remuneration for councillors, taking account of
different roles and tiers of local government.

Section 4: What support with learning and development 
should councillors have?
Good provision for councillors to develop the skills and knowledge they need is essential, and the current
practice of the best councils should be more widely available. To support this there should be a
minimum level of training entitlement defined for each councillor. All councils should ensure councillors
have access to regional and national opportunities, including conferences, seminars, and a wide range of
learning and development approaches. 
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Learning and development has a vital role to play to help councillors from different backgrounds
represent their communities effectively. Support for councillors, and learning and development
opportunities should make it possible for councillors to stand for election for one term (four years) only
and become effective quickly. The role of the government in funding capacity building is vital, and should
be maintained through the Comprehensive Spending Review 2007. This should focus on developing the
roles of all members, and not just those in leadership positions. 

We recommend:

R27. There should be a defined minimum level of training entitlement for each councillor,
and access to an individual training budget.

R28. It is essential to continue progress on member development and training, and promote
widespread adoption of good practice. This should include:
� training and accreditation which can contribute to career development
� tailored training/development programmes
� further development of specific types of training, including improved induction, 

media, community involvement, scrutiny, ICT and new media, including use of 
websites and blogs.

R29. Councils should provide better support and training for councillors to enhance
communications, and community engagement 

R30. The government should continue to support and fund member capacity building in local
government.

Section 5: How do we improve the public’s 
understanding of the role of councillors?
One of the barriers to recruiting more people to seek to become councillors, is lack of awareness of
their role, and the role of local government more generally. Another is the lack of trust in politicians,
which creates a climate of denigration and cynicism within which councillors have to operate. At a local
level, councils could do much more to communicate what they do, and promote the importance of the
democratic role of councillors. 

There is a need for national action on this, by the government, by the media, and by political parties. 
We believe that improving understanding of local government and the role of councillors is 
fundamental to the health of local democracy, and to attracting more people to stand for election 
as councillors. 

The government should support a specific, high profile national campaign to boost the recruitment of
councillors. National political parties should ensure their local election campaigns, literature and party
political broadcasts are used to promote local government and do not focus on national issues such as
the NHS, foreign policy or the image of national politicians. The media, and public service broadcasters
in particular, also have responsibilities to support effective democracy at a local level. 

We recommend:

R31. It is vital for the health of our local democracy to enhance positive publicity about the
role of councils and councillors, in order to contribute to the recruitment of councillors.

R32. Members of Parliament and councillors should work together locally to enhance
communication about democratic roles and responsibilities.
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R33. The government should provide public funding and support for the recruitment of
councillors, and possibly other voluntary public service roles. This should be done in the
wider context of the need to promote active citizenship. This should include a national
campaign funded by government (similar to that used to recruit magistrates) to promote the
role and recruitment of councillors.

R34. Councils, central government, and the media need to work together to recognise the
vital role of democratic representation, and in particular the need:
� to communicate better what councils do, and the role of councillors
� to sell the role of councillors and to make it more appealing
� to improve information given to young people, and through citizenship education
� to encourage better information-giving by local media.

R35. Public service broadcasters need to recognise their vital role in promoting the role of
councillors and local democracy.

R36. Councils need to develop the use of new media and, in particular, communication with
local people through new media.

R37. The government should revise the code of recommended practice on local authority
publicity, and clarify the legal situation on hosting councillor websites.

R38. In the light of this, councils need to ensure councillors have accurate legal advice on
publicity, including the development of new media.

Section 6: Who wants to be a councillor?
We need to encourage more, and a wider range of, people to seek to become councillors. Being a
councillor must offer a real sense of achievement, and we need to tackle the negative attitudes now
attached to political representation. To attract more people to seek election, we need to balance
demands on councillors, in terms of roles and activities, the time people with varying commitments can
give to it, and the income which is received. 

There is also a need to take action in response to discrimination which has led to under-representation
of some groups of people. Action to encourage new people to stand for election must be sustainable.
Councillors often give up after one term, because they have no sense of achievement, or have found the
role unmanageable. 

Councils should do more to promote the role of councillor and to encourage people locally to consider
putting themselves forward for election, and they should have a formal duty to do so. There should also
be practical changes made to enable individuals to combine employment with being an active councillor.

We recommend:

R39. There is a vital need for renewal of democratic representation, to ensure council
chambers have a diverse membership, reflecting the communities they serve. There is a
need for stronger action by government, councils, and political parties to enhance councillor
recruitment, and tackle barriers.

R40. We must recognise current discrimination and inequality in recruitment of councillors
and take action to improve the recruitment of women, disabled people, in particular younger
disabled people, people from ethnic minorities, younger people in general, and those in
employment.
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R41. There should be a new legal duty on councils (possibly on the Returning Officer) to
provide information about the role of councillor, to support recruitment. This could include
open events, information packs, shadowing and mentoring, and the general promotion of
the role.

R42. Political parties should take stronger measures to tackle issues of diversity in
representation, in relation to:
� recruitment 
� pre-election training 
� post election training
� succession planning
and should review party rules to take account of this.

R43. National and local funding is needed for work which would support wider recruitment
of councillors, such as mentoring.

R44. Employers should be encouraged to recognise the benefits of the role of councillors,
and to include support for councillors as part of corporate social responsibility. 

R45. The Roberts Commission should review the legal framework for councillors’ rights to
time off for public duties, for example in comparison with the framework for jury service,
and the possible need to recompense the employer for statutory time off for public duties.
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Section 1: What do councillors do?
“We feel there is unfinished business from the 2000 Act. There is a culture of centralisation and
executive decision-making in many areas, where lots of resources are very focused on the centre.
An executive member will get a much more speedy response, they feel they can influence decisions
more and they feel they can control it more, whereas a non executive member, particularly a new
non executive member with no officer networks, feels disempowered in terms of how they change
things for their neighbourhood. There is a big culture change needed there, to say that ward
members are really important.” 

Kirstie Haines, Young Foundation

“I am so keen that neighbourhood management works. If you have a structure within your local
authority that is reflective and responsive to a neighbourhood on a very small level then it makes
your job as a ward councillor easier, because you have officers who understand the neighbourhood
and the issues that are there. At the moment, lots of authorities are at different stages.”

Councillor Katrina Bull, Nottingham City Council

Evidence summary 

Creating an effective role for all councillors

In recent years there have been major changes in local government. New constitutions, most creating a
separate executive, have been introduced. There have been changes in responsibility for service
provision. There has been very strong national emphasis on performance targets, inspection and
intervention in local government. There has been much discussion of the community leadership role of
councils and councillors, and the importance of partnership working. 

The aim of our inquiry was to examine the role of councillors, to learn more about the impact of the
changes which have taken place in local government and what they mean for councillors, particularly
ward councillors. If we are to have effective democracy locally, and encourage people to seek election,
all councillors must have an effective role. We have investigated how councils are seeking to achieve
this, and what other changes, nationally and locally, need to take place to strengthen the democratic role
of councillors.

The impact of the Local Government Act 2000

Major changes to local government decision-making were introduced by the Local Government Act 2000.
This required all councils in England and Wales to introduce new constitutions. For all but small district
councils these constitutions must have most decision-making in the hands of an executive, with a leader
or elected mayor and cabinet, or a mayor and council manager (only introduced by one council). The
evidence from academic research commissioned by the government (summarised in written evidence
from De Montfort and Manchester Universities) is that councils have introduced new constitutions
effectively. 

However, this major change happened alongside other centrally driven initiatives – national target
setting, league tables, ”best value” requirements with strong powers of intervention for inspectorates,
the Comprehensive Performance Assessment, national bidding for funding, especially in disadvantaged
areas – which created great pressure on council managers and leaders to focus on national priorities.
This combination of pressures has left many ward councillors feeling marginalised and lacking in
influence.

In the early period of implementation of new constitutions, the focus may have been too much on the
executive, and that now there is a need for some rebalancing, focusing on an effective role for all
members, so no councillors feel marginalised, and communities are better represented.
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However, at a local level, many councils have recognised this, and we received in evidence examples of
what councils are doing to ensure ward councillors are able to be effective representatives of their
neighbourhoods and constituents. So, as well as concerns, our inquiry produced good news and
positive examples.

The recent Strong and Prosperous Communities White Paper makes a positive contribution to the
discussion about democracy and engagement at the local and neighbourhood level, giving many
examples of good practice. This covers neighbourhood working, decentralisation to area committees,
improved consultation and engagement of service users. The Local Government and Public Involvement
in Health Bill currently before parliament takes aspects of the White Paper forward, making provision
for a Community Call for Action, and council devolution of powers to ward level. However, it also
requires changes to council constitutions to centralise executive powers on the leader or directly
elected mayor. It also introduces some new powers in relation to public services in the locality, which
will be discussed in Section 2.

Our first round table discussed these issues, and heard this from Councillor Katrina Bull, from
Nottingham City Council: “I understand why the direction of travel was that the executive do their stuff
and then backbenchers go and be the local champions – so that they are released from the burdens of
decision-making – but I think it has had quite the opposite effect, at least in terms of perception. Now,
having been a new executive member, I would think backbenchers feel they are not part of the decision-
making process any more. Even though I would probably say primary decisions are still made within
political groups, the perception is that they are excluded from lots of decisions because of the new
structures. Councillors liked to be part of all the policy committees and things like that because they felt
part of the system.” 

Assessing overview and scrutiny

Our first round table heard from Professor Steve Leach, of De Montfort University, about the evaluation
of local government constitutions, which introduced executive and scrutiny arrangements. Overview and
scrutiny was introduced as a key role for councillors who were not part of the executive. 

“I think the first thing to say… is that overview and scrutiny, which was the main element of the Act
which involves ward councillors, has struggled to establish a high profile among local councillors. Yes, in
some authorities it has been successful but there are many authorities where it has struggled to
motivate local councillors, the main problem being, if you have got a majority-controlled authority, the
resistance in many cases of the party in power to being held to account. There are various authorities I
have worked in where attempts to call in an executive decision flounder because they do not get past the
scrutiny committee because of the majority. That is not to say there have not been a lot of positive
developments, there have, but it has been very patchy and I think it is still a struggle.”

It was agreed by academics and councillors involved in overview and scrutiny, that of the two main roles
– holding the executive to account, and carrying out investigations and policy development – it was the
latter that had proved more successful. Jessica Crowe of the Centre for Public Scrutiny told us:
“Certainly all of our research suggests that overview committees find themselves better at the overview
than the scrutiny side of things, so if you ask them they say what they find hardest is challenging the
executive and looking at the budget, and what they enjoy and feel that they have most impact on is the
longer term policy development and review work.”

This was supported by Councillor Maggie Foot from South Somerset Council, who said: “Scrutiny, as you
say, has two major functions. The first is to call the executive to account but, more and more and in line I
think with government policy, scrutiny is becoming much more issue-led. Certainly in South Somerset
we now have three overview commissions which are run mainly by backbenchers, which is fantastic
because it gives them an input into those areas they are most interested in and a chance to look at
issues within the community that they feel they would like to call in and examine… It is all incredibly
positive and, I believe, a way of allowing backbenchers to have power and influence.”



10 The role of councillors

The need for councillors involved in scrutiny to develop influencing skills was stressed by Stuart Wilks-
Heeg of Liverpool University: “There is clearly massive variation as well between local authorities, which
is what you would expect. What explains a lot of the variation are different ways of working, different
styles, different sets of skills, different leadership qualities, the softer side of power, if you like, the softer
side more to do with influence and so on. I think that is what we are picking up here.” 

Councillor Katrina Bull talked about the impact of party politics on effective scrutiny: “I do not agree that
politics gets in the way of the normal business of being a councillor. Councils do not function without
politics, because you have to have ideals and people need to distinguish between those ideals. But I do
find that politics gets in the way of scrutiny because you really do not want to cause an argument among
whichever group. There is a slight cautiousness about being really robust. When I chaired a scrutiny
committee, I was very robust with our leader at that time and the local paper said to me, ‘That’s the
most robust attack on the leader seen so far’. I just do not think members have got it yet – and we have
had it for a number of years now.”

Professor Leach also commented that the new Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill,
in requiring all executive powers to be focused on the leader, and requiring the leader to have a four-
year term, potentially tilted the executive/scrutiny split in the direction of further executive authority.

However, the positive contribution of scrutiny in providing an arena for councillors to carry out in depth
investigations and work in a more deliberative way is an important development. Councils are developing
new ways to involve service users and community members in scrutiny. It is also the case that the
scrutiny role was introduced for councillors at a time when there was also a rapid expansion of external
inspectorates, best value reviews and inspections, and the role of the Audit Commission in scrutinising
and challenging services. If, as is planned, this external inspection becomes more restricted and
focused, the council scrutiny role may develop more as was intended.

Scrutiny of services external to the council

As well as scrutiny of the council’s executive, scrutiny committees also have specific powers to
scrutinise the NHS. These powers of external scrutiny are being extended by implementation of the
Police and Justice Act 2006, and the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill which will
give powers to scrutinise external agencies in their delivery of specific Local Area Agreement targets.
Councils can already scrutinise any other issue which affects their area, seeking voluntary co-operation
from service providers. 

Our second round table also discussed this. Jessica Crowe of the Centre for Public Scrutiny told us
about a number of areas where health scrutiny had impact: “We have got examples where health
scrutiny committees have made a difference, have influenced the outcome of reconfigurations on the
health service to compromise and change their minds, so they had an impact through getting into a
more campaigning mode which has developed, but the direct challenge is the thing that they have found
harder… 

“We have plenty of examples where health scrutiny committees have had an impact and got PCTs
(Primary Care Trusts) to change their proposals. Cumbria and Lancashire looked at the proposal to close
three medical health facilities and concentrate them into one site. The joint health scrutiny committee in
Cumbria and Lancashire harnessed the public campaign and really looked into it and came up with a
compromise solution, they got the PCT to agree to keep two facilities open, so there are examples where
things have changed.”

Councillor John Cox, from the London Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, described the benefits of
engaging councillors in in-depth scrutiny investigations: “That has two benefits, first of all it is
involving new councillors at an early stage in interesting work to stimulate and interest councillors, to
try to get support, but I think it is also bringing outsiders, if you like, who are learning to question the
professionals at a time when you can influence what is going on. Our health overview and scrutiny
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committee first thought to question our local PCT when they came in with a budget deficit of £15
million, but now with the full agreement and support of the PCT, we are looking at the 
commissioning arrangements and how the PCT commissions, and I think some of this working
outside the box and outside the usual areas that the councils normally deal with is very helpful and
very valuable work.” 

Developing the powers of overview and scrutiny

Changes which have been suggested to us as needed to strengthen scrutiny include: better support;
changes to party political behaviour; and stronger powers. In written and oral evidence, there were a
range of proposals for strengthening scrutiny powers:

� Northamptonshire County Council proposed stronger powers for councillors to call in
decisions which affected their ward or division.

� In Rochdale, call-in arrangements include provision for 100 signatures from the public to
trigger call-in and review of an executive decision.

� The Young Foundation proposed an extension of external scrutiny powers, to call partners to
account for service failings in the local area, and an obligation for scrutiny recommendations
to be acted on where robust evidence was presented.

� The London Borough of Tower Hamlets, and others, thought there should be stronger
scrutiny powers to call other public services to account. They emphasised the need to
integrate the forthcoming Community Call for Action with established arrangements such as
area working.

� The London Borough of Westminster also commented that the proposed new duty to 
co-operate and wider scrutiny powers were only in relation to Local Area Agreement (LAA)
targets, and advocated wider powers to require co-operation from other agencies.

Area and neighbourhood arrangements 

Professor Leach’s assessment was that area and neighbourhood arrangements were the most effective
recent development for the role of councillors: “I think almost all authorities I have been in where there
are area committees, particularly area committees with decision-making powers, that is seen as a very
positive thing by the councillors concerned, they really enjoy that much more than overview and scrutiny.
They like the kind of locality element of that and the fact that they can make decisions about Littleton,
Heywood or Rochdale. 

“If there is a problem of motivation of non-executive members in councils, that is a very good way
forward for dealing with it but, of course, there are many authorities that have not any kind of area
arrangements at all, and perhaps it is encouraging the White Paper is pushing hard in that direction.” 

The councillors at our round tables very much backed this assessment, for example, from Councillor
Maggie Foot: “Obviously I can only speak from my own experience in South Somerset but I would say, as
far as our area committee system works, it has been a stunning success and I feel… it does give new
members, particularly, a vehicle by which to become familiar with procedures… 

“The main thing is that it gives councillors a feeling of identity with their own community and a vehicle
for making things happen within their own area committee because they have devolved budgets and
decision-making powers, so the actual ownership of that area is enforced by the area committee
structure. At the same time, again for brand new councillors, you also have agenda items within an area
committee that encourage councillors to look more strategically across the whole district, so you have a
very good combination of local ownership and the more strategic view.”
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In written evidence we had other positive examples of how decentralisation was an important support to
councillors in exercising their role. Examples include:

� The London Borough of Westminster sent us written information about their comprehensive
approach to ward level working, including: Ward Members Online Information Service
(extranet); improved ward member consultation and input into policy development; a new
call-in power for ward-level decisions, and pilot of Area Integration Meetings, bringing
together service providers such as police, health services, housing providers and others.

� Chester City Council told us how devolved decision-making through Area Committee
mechanisms provides ward councillors with a regular local forum to debate service provision
with residents, the voluntary and community sector, and other public service providers, and
enables participation in local decision-making from the agenda setting stage. Community
safety was cited as a particularly effective area for joint local working.

� Kingston Upon Hull is constructing local area partnerships, coterminous with area
committees, ensuring that elected members have the local commissioning role and that
partners are engaged to deliver and are held to account by Area Committees. Direct
management by Area Directors, and the development of Area Plans based upon local
priorities, is intended to provide a joined up approach.

Local geography and current structures will shape what arrangements for decentralisation are most
appropriate. For example, Lancashire County Council told us about their Lancashire Local meetings,
which provide links between the tiers of local government to help tackle local problems.

The role of town and parish councils was not directly addressed by this inquiry, although it was
mentioned in evidence, and has been the subject of research (Jones, 2005). In some areas,
arrangements for decentralisation will certainly need to take account of this tier.

In thinking about delegation, both the Young Foundation and councils, for example Carlisle City Council,
raised concerns about the legal framework. This concerned provisions in the Local Government Act 1972
on making decisions by individual ward councillors. There needs to be clarity about this, in the light of
changes likely to be introduced by the current Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill.

Delegated budgets

We found that creating delegated budgets for area/neighbourhood committees or for ward councillors
was an important tool for local impact and effectiveness. Councillor Anna Berent, London Borough of
Islington said: “I understand that in many places area committees are able to do no more than make
recommendations: we can actually take decisions on local matters, not just for planning but otherwise.
Also – something that I know a number of other councillors now have – since last year we have had
money that we can dispose of, which amounts to £20,000 per ward or nearly £7,000 per councillor on the
area committees. We can either use this in dribs and drabs for one particular project or we can get
agreement between several councillors, not necessarily just for ones in one’s own ward, that this would
be a good way to spend the money. That is how we came to decide that £26,000 should go to developing
a community garden last year and we have other projects designed for this year.”

Councillor Matthew Ellis, Staffordshire County Council, said: “One thing that Staffordshire does do very
well, and it makes an enormous difference and has a huge benefit in a democratic way and in a profile
way as well, is something called the local member’s initiative scheme. That is where each individual
member is given a relatively small, £10,000 or £15,000, budget to use within the division and that can be
used for community projects. It is the decision of the local member how that is used and if he or she
wants to use £15,000 or £10,000 on one project, that is absolutely fine. There is a check and balance
mechanism and there is a mechanism to make sure that it is not illegal… but it is promoted as being
that individual member’s budget to use in a particular division.”
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Other councils in written evidence supported the idea of financial devolution to wards and
neighbourhoods: 

� Rugby Borough Council suggested that in wards with councillors from more than one party,
“there could be a neighbourhood profile or agreement which all would sign up to, and that
funding would have to be targeted to priorities identified in the profile”.

� Northamptonshire County Council also supported devolved budgets, and suggested such
allocations could be related to indices of deprivation or need. 

� Evidence from Maidstone Council also stressed the need for devolved powers and budgets.

Member champions 

Another specific role which has been developed is the role of member champions (this is distinct from
the wider idea of members as community champions, discussed in the next section). This refers to
individual councillors (generally non-executive members, this is an advocacy role rather than a cabinet
portfolio) who are given an issue on which they become an expert advocate – championing the needs of
older citizens, for example. This was mentioned by Professor Steve Leach in our second round table. The
South West Local Government Association has developed a guide to this role, and also a training course
where members can gain accreditation. 

Role descriptions for councillors

Our investigations revealed the wide range of roles which councillors carry out. As later sections of this
report will show, some roles are better supported than others by the council. Time, skills, political and
personal priorities, differing communities, will all impact on how councillors interpret their role. It has
also been a frequent comment in evidence that we must have realistic expectations about the roles and
activities of councillors, who are generally also expected to earn a living elsewhere and have family and
personal commitments. If we are to attract a wider range of people to seek election, we will not do this
by creating impossible expectations. 

However, clarity will help. There was also concern that good councillors are undermined by people who
are elected and then do almost nothing – the minimum enforceable requirement is to be present at one
formal meeting every six months. Our round table supported the need to define better what councillors
should be expected to do:

Councillor Bull said: ”I think the minimum standards for being a councillor are too low at the moment,
set a job description.“

Lord Best added: “You need a job description and you need an appraisal. You need someone to be seeing
whether you have fulfilled your job description.” 

The Special Interest Group Of Metropolitan Authorities (SIGOMA), also emphasised that the role of the
councillor needs to be clearly defined both to local government and the community, so people know
what to expect. 

The idea of a job or role description, to clarify expectations, was raised frequently. There are various
examples developed locally, which generally include a job description for all councillors and for
specific roles such as leader, cabinet member, overview and scrutiny chair, and so on. An example is
given in Appendix 2, which was a job profile developed by The Independent Panel to London Councils
in their report, The remuneration of councillors in London; 2006 Review. The Office of Public
Management told us, in written evidence, of their framework for defining the role of councillors and
related work on the knowledge and competency requirements for councillors and council leaders (see
box overleaf ).
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Roles of councillors

The Office for Public Management set out the following definition of the roles of councillors
and council leaders:

� Managing relationships within a political group

� Providing leadership within the group – for particular aspects of the group’s work or as
the overall leader

� Being a member of the executive, managing a portfolio; providing political leadership for
the council or for part of the council’s activities

� Being a member or a chair of a scrutiny panel 

� Attending whole council meetings

� Working with officers

� Community leadership, including providing collective representation 

� Representing individual constituents

� Advocating on behalf of their ward

� Working with partner agencies, being a member of partnerships

� Building relationships and working with a range of stakeholder interests to provide
governance for the locality

� Acting as an ambassador and managing the image of the council.

Carlisle City Council told us about their role descriptor setting out the core requirements which it
expects of a councillor: representing their electors and the people of Carlisle by acting as effective
advocates, campaigners and representatives. The Council emphasises that this community champion
role is the primary role of all councillors, including executive members.

The London Borough of Greenwich defines the roles of members in their council constitution. So, for
example, the key roles of members are set out as follows: 
All councillors will:

(i) collectively be the ultimate policy-makers and carry out a number of strategic and    
corporate functions

(ii) contribute to the good governance of the area and actively encourage community 
participation and citizen involvement in decision making

(iii) maintain the highest standards of conduct and ethics
(iv) respond to constituents’ enquiries and representations fairly
(v) participate in the governance and management of the Council
(vi) effectively represent the interests of their ward and of individual constituents, and
(vii) be available to represent the council on other bodies.

Another council which has developed job descriptions is St Edmundsbury Borough Council. The first job
description in their constitution is for frontline councillors, and they stress this role applies to every
member of the council.

The idea of a clearer role description was supported by Councillor Clyde Loakes, leader of the London
Borough of Waltham Forest. He added: “It is vital that any role description for councillors is not over-
idealised, is realistic about the range of skills which one individual may have, and recognises that unless we
pay councillors to be full-time, the role must be achievable alongside work and other time commitments.”
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The role of councillors in strategic decision-making

Councillors are elected to represent their constituents and their ward or division, but also to take major
decisions as members of the council as a whole, considering the strategic interests of the area. 

Kirstie Haines of the Young Foundation described this at our first round table: ”We also think there is a
strong role in advocating for their local communities in strategic policy making at the Town Hall level.
That is to check, in big strategic policy making, on the things that could send that policy awry because
no one has accounted, for example, for the fact that in a very rural community the limit on three miles
walking to school when there are no pavements and it is dark and it is across woodland is not the same
as if you are in an urban area. It is about checks and balances on big strategic policy making.” 

Gateshead Council told us about its approach to this. Its statement of the councillor’s role as community
champion recognises that ward councillors must be able to input into corporate decision-making. It
recognises, that ward councillors will (for example) present the views of their local communities to
Cabinet and management; explore with Cabinet members and management how local needs will be
met; and raise issues about performance. In addition, in order to strengthen links with localities, five of
the ten Cabinet members have an area portfolio. There is a members’ Charter for Consultation and
Communication which sets out standards for officers to consult councillors on matters affecting their
wards, and information for members on ward web pages.

The emphasis on decentralisation and representing individual constituents should not be at the expense
of this more strategic role. The Local Government Act 2000 gives the council the role of deciding the
policy framework, but with changing requirements for nationally required strategies, it may be useful for
government to return to clarifying the role of the full council in any future guidance on community
strategies and Local Strategic Partnerships.

Levels of representation

In our round tables and in written evidence, there was discussion, but not agreement, about whether
councils should have single member or multi member wards, about two and three tier local government
(parish, district, county) and about the overall number of councillors – the ratio of democratic
representatives to citizens. The panel did not feel a consensus had been reached on these issues. 
Professor Steve Leach, De Montfort University, said: “I think it is well known in terms of population to
councillor ratio we have the highest ratio of councillor to population in the whole of Europe, so if you are
concerned about trying to strengthen the impact of the local councillor and make it a more positive
experience, the last thing you want to do is reduce further the number of councillors in this country.” 

Rachel Lopata, Opinion Leader Research, said: ”People will only change their views about local
government if it is something they can feel and touch, they know a person and they see something
happening. Literally, that sort of engagement which has been talked about, that real experience, is much
harder to achieve when you have got a big group of people to represent.” 

Alison Seabeck MP said: ”You could have three incredibly lazy councillors doing absolutely nothing for
the same sized community or one very good councillor working and actively engaging, so I do not think
size matters necessarily… I find that hugely unfair when I am working (as an MP) with my councillors,
where you have one who you know is doing all the work and the other two are doing virtually nothing
other than turn up to the occasional meeting, and I do not think that is fair on the electorate either. It is
certainly not fair on the individual who is holding the fort. I would rather have good people doing the job,
fully accountable and properly remunerated.”

We recommend:

R1. There is a need for greater emphasis on development of an effective role for all
councillors, in the light of the early experience and assessment of the impact of changed
political structures and local constitutions.
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R2. Legal changes and implementation of good practice are needed to strengthen the
effectiveness of overview and scrutiny. These would include stronger powers in relation to
non-council public services in the area. 

R3. Decentralisation to neighbourhood and area structures has many benefits in
strengthening the role of councillors and engaging the public. Councils are encouraged to
develop this. Current legislation should be amended, to give councils the power to agree
local constitutions with radical decentralisation of powers to areas and neighbourhoods; this
can only be determined by the leader/mayor at present.

R4. There are clear benefits of delegated budgets to ward councillors, and/or delegated
budgets to neighbourhood and area levels. This should be an obligation for every council,
with appropriate financial safeguards.

R5. There is a need to clarify the role of councillors, for example through agreed role
descriptions. Local government organisations should actively promote a model role
description, after consultation with councils and political parties.

R6. The development of the ward and neighbourhood role should be in addition to
maintaining and strengthening the role of the council as a decision-making body. There
should be improved practice in involving all members in strategic decision-making.

R7. Any changes to local government structures, or wards (for example, any move to single
member wards) should not diminish the accessibility of elected members. 
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Section 2: Can councillors make a difference?
”I never in my life dreamt of being a local councillor, people like me were not local councillors, I
was a woman with a disability, I have got kids, I am a community activist, I am a school governor, I
occupied my son’s nursery when they tried to shut it. I have set up housing associations, been on
boards, never thought of being a local councillor and I got there 18 months ago by mistake. I
absolutely love it like I have loved nothing in my life apart from being a mum. It is the only thing that
even begins to compete with doing it, it is fantastic.” 

Councillor Marie Pye, London Borough of Waltham Forest

”The trend towards more and more partnership working does make that (holding partnership bodies
to account) more difficult because it becomes more opaque, so do the councillors know where to go?
The public have no chance of knowing where to go. It is hard for councillors. Most councillors have not
been involved in drawing up the Local Area Agreement and only one per cent of members of
partnership boards are councillors, so even in the Executive, there is pretty limited interaction.” 

Jessica Crowe, Centre for Public Scrutiny

Evidence summary

The role of councillors as community champions

In considering the roles of councillors, we heard much about the role of councillors as community
champions, moving beyond the services of the council to generally act as an advocate of their ward and
its residents. This has a range of aspects, encompassing an advocacy role for the area and its needs,
exerting influence over non-council service providers at ward and council wide level, and providing
support for community development, mediation and social cohesion. 

Views expressed at our round tables give some idea of councillors’ activities in this role. Councillor Anna
Berent, London Borough of Islington, said: “I am still active in these various community groups. I feel it
is really important, if one becomes a councillor, that one tries to find the time also to do the stuff outside
the Town Hall, otherwise one will lose contact and lose being perceived as part of a leadership that
affects people in their daily lives. Community leadership is not about coming in from above to set
everything to rights.” 

Councillor Antonia Bance, Oxford City Council, said: ”In my area I end up as a ring master for all of the
agencies that deliver services on our estate. We ran an event, which was like fresher’s fair, for agencies
delivering on Rose Hill on Tuesday night and we got 143 local residents through the doors of our
community centre to find out about the rebuilding of the houses on our estate to meet decent homes,
and that is when they see the council making a difference.” 

Councillor Marie Pye expressed a more critical view in describing her colleagues’ relationships with their
local community as follows: “We have three groups of councillors: we have new councillors who often do
not quite ‘get’ engagement. They still think they are in a bit of an election campaign and they think it is
like that, they do not really quite know what to do and it is all a bit much; we have councillors who have
been around for donkey’s years who think they engage with the community because they know the
language of the local boozer and they get a lot of case work, and then we have executive members who,
to be honest, are too busy, they do not know what their residents look like.”

A crucial role for members as community champions is in working with diverse communities. Both the
Young Foundation, and the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) emphasised this, the CRE telling us:
“Local leadership involves articulating a specific and resonant vision for a local area. In doing so ward
members must take care to ensure that this does not have a negative impact upon neighbouring areas
and wider community cohesion by being an explicitly exclusive vision… building an inclusive civic identity
and offering an attractive shared vision for the area.” Councillors have a responsibility to counter
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misinformation, for example about minority groups, and the CRE stressed that myth-busting is a core
function for local authorities, particularly in a climate where myths are actively promoted by extremist
groups in order to cause division within communities.

As an example, community cohesion is an important focus for members in Kirklees Council, whose
evidence commented on the need for councillors to have the information and skills to deal with “challenges
in terms of community cohesion, tackling extremism, understanding cultural beliefs and developing
mechanisms to get messages out and across community groups can all be seen within this context”.

Exerting power and influence as community champions

The idea of councillors as community champions envisages them exerting influence over all the issues
which affect their ward, including service providers which are not part of the council. Our inquiry
considered whether councillors in reality have the power to achieve this, and how they could become
more effective. Ways in which councillors could have more impact in this role which were raised with us
included: improved individual influencing skills; better support for this role from councils; clearer means
for all councillors to input into strategic planning and Local Strategic Partnerships; and neighbourhood
structures which support very local partnership working. Examples from our written evidence illustrate
some of the concerns:

� The Commission for Rural Communities expressed concern about the increasing complexity
of council business (with its emphasis on strategies, partnerships, targets and the like)
which can favour officer-driven policies at the expense of councillor involvement, and
expressed the view that there should be more technical support for councillors inputting into
processes such as Local Strategic Partnerships.

� Halton Borough Council told us: “The fragmentation of the public sector over the past two
decades has made the role of the elected member more complex and more demanding. The
public are confused about who does what and who is accountable for what. Their first port of
call is quite often their local councillor. Case work and representation has become more
challenging because of this.”

� The evidence submission from the London Borough of Redbridge said: “In order to represent
their areas effectively, ward councillors require powers to raise issues on behalf of their
communities with relevant public agencies and organisations. This appears to have been the
original intention of the Community Call for Action, but the current Bill now defines this as
relating to council matters, without a clear power to gain a response from other agencies.”

Partnership-based area and neighbourhood arrangements provide a route to influence for some
councillors:

� Wiltshire County Council is seeking to support the influence of councillors through the
development of community area boards, which will engage local people, their councillors
and local service providers.

� In Warrington, the council supports local partnership forums which provide links into the
council’s local area committee. There is a community based secretariat, and the council
emphasises that community-based work needs to be supported by the council for members
to be a powerful force within their communities.

One area of concern which emerged from a number of councils, were restrictions on speaking up for
local interests caused by the definitions of declaration of interest in the members Code of Conduct. In
their evidence, the Standards Board recognised this problem, and explained the current consultations
which will lead to revision of the Code. It is hoped this will improve the situation.
The need for the council to provide stronger support for councillors in their community role is also
discussed in Section 3. 
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Reviewing the powers of councillors

Consideration of whether councillors have sufficient powers to represent their community’s interests
effectively, also raises issues about council control over services. In our evidence we had discussion of
whether councils generally have sufficient powers to determine developments and services locally, and
whether the powers – or lack of powers – of local government, impact on people’s motivation to become
councillors. 

To illustrate this, Stuart Wilks-Heeg, of Liverpool University, told us about his research (Wilks-Heeg and
Clayton, 2006, see box) on the state of local democracy, based on very detailed analysis of two Northern
towns. This provided evidence about the declining powers and percentage of local public spend which is
under democratic control. 

Whose town is it anyway? The state of local democracy 
in two Northern towns

Among concerns raised by the research:

� 50-60 per cent of local public spending is in the hands of unelected public agencies.

� The proliferation of partnership arrangements directly counters the attempts to render
the local public agencies more transparent and accountable to local people.

� Local election turnout remains low and large sections of the population rarely vote in
local elections.

� The widespread use of participatory mechanisms, such as consultation exercises, is
deeply problematic, in a context where local public agencies have very limited scope to
respond to the issues raised by local people.

� Local democracy, particularly local party politics, is sustained by a small and diminishing
proportion of the population, and large sections of the population have virtually no
engagement with the local policy process.

� Far from broadening participation in local democracy, many recent reforms may have
served only to increase the influence of those that were previously engaged with local
affairs.

Research by Stuart Wilks-Heeg and Steve Clayton, published by the Joseph Rowntree
Charitable Trust

At our second round table, Paul Wheeler, of the Political Skills Forum, referred to Stuart’s research, in
order to emphasise the need to strengthen the powers of local government: ”At the moment… a huge
majority of public money is determined by professional interests and no-one else and if you go to any
other country in Europe it is completely different… we can talk about process, about extra scrutiny and
so on, and that is important, but if you really want to make this a job people want to do and make a
difference in their localities, we have got to ask who is responsible for those billions of public spend,
because at the moment politicians are not locally.” 

Particular concern was expressed about the important role of councillors in district councils by
Stuart Wilks-Heeg: ”One of the dramatic things is… in the data that we put together about public
spending and how little of that in particular is in the hands of the district councils. There is another
side to this which creates an enormous paradox. If you look at where the flows of contact are from
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the population to the agencies, the district council dominates, so whether it is people contacting the
councillors, whether it is people complaining about services, or whether it is responding to
consultation documents, the district gets far more contact than the county council, Primary Care
Trust or any other agency.” 

The Commission for Rural Communities backed this emphasis on the importance of district councillors
in rural areas, as the frequent first port of call by the public, and was concerned by their lack of powers
or leverage.

Research evidence supports the view that lack of power and influence demotivates councillors. The
Commission on London Governance emphasised that over a quarter of councillors who stand down, do
so because they believe local government has little influence. 

This finding comes from the IDeA exit survey of councillors in 2003. They recommended a statutory right
to be consulted by all service providers in the councillor’s ward; a public realm budget, and improved
package of support.

Other views that we received illustrate this problem:

� Leaders of political groups at Rugby Borough Council said: ”In the main councillors will
stand for election if they feel they can make a difference. If you increase the difference a
councillor can make, you make the job more attractive and you get more people
interested. Similarly, public participation via the ballot box should increase if they believe
that their vote makes more of a difference. The only way to achieve this is greater
autonomy for local authorities and more powers given back to them by central
government.”  

� Members from Crawley Borough Council told us that ”more power should be devolved from
central government and regional bodies” as ”local authorities have far less autonomy now
than in the past”.

As well as lacking control over many local services, councils expressed concern about the impact of too
much government direction over council services:

� Dorset County Council told us: ”Members generally feel that they would like more discretion
to make decisions that make a difference to the lives of people of Dorset, and to be held
accountable for them. They feel that too often they are simply regarded as an agent of
central government, and as an instrument for its own policies… this would help to attract
more people to stand for election, and once elected, to remain as a member.”

� Evidence from Staffordshire County Council also expressed the need to have fewer national
and more local targets, to give councillors greater freedom to respond to local priorities.
This is, as they point out, in line with the report of the Lyons Review.

Recently, the government has talked about the intention to devolve more to local government. 
David Milliband when Minister for Communities and Local Government became associated with the
phrase “double devolution” – that government would transfer powers “from Whitehall to Town 
Hall” and councils should also decentralise. There has been extensive analysis of the development 
of centralisation and appointed quangos (Select Committee on Public Administration, 2002; 
Dungey, 2006). 

In the interests of local democracy, the government’s commitment to decentralisation needs to be
revived and strengthened. Local democratic control over public services and budgets needs to be
extended. The government should take real initiatives to enhance local authority autonomy and powers,
for example in relation to health services, the police, and learning and skills.
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Extending the powers of scrutiny over external services

Local Strategic Partnerships and council scrutiny of external services are being emphasised by the
government as the sphere for increased local democratic influence. We heard evidence of councils using
these means to exert influence. Nevertheless, some did not see this as giving sufficient powers to the
councillors as democratic representatives, particularly as the services under review were very much
driven by national performance targets.

Jessica Crowe, Centre for Public Scrutiny, said: ”If the personal responsibility of the chief executive of
the NHS trust is still up with their Healthcare Commission targets rather than whatever the local plan
says, which trumps which? There has got to be some set of targets that trump others, and I think that is
the bigger key question.” 

One area where the government is extending council powers is in relation to scrutiny of external services
and by creating a ”duty to co-operate” with Local Area Agreements. The Police and Justice Act 2006
gives powers (to be implemented from 2008) to scrutinise organisations involved in crime and
community safety, including the police. The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill,
currently before Parliament, requires named public agencies to co-operate with councils to create Local
Area Agreements (to implement the community strategy for the area) setting targets, the achievement of
which can be the subject of council scrutiny. 

Section 1 gives some examples of influence exerted through scrutiny of health services. Our round
tables discussed the scope of developing the external scrutiny role to give influence and support the role
as community champions. 

Professor Steve Leach was doubtful the extension of scrutiny powers would have much impact: “I think
in relation to empowering overview and scrutiny, by having this list of organisations who have to provide
information, have to provide a response, I do not think it is going to make a huge amount of difference.
By and large organisations on the list do co-operate, they do provide information and they do turn up. Of
course, the legislation is not going to require them to change any of the behaviour, so I think it is a very
limited extension of overview powers, I do not think it will make a lot of difference in the end.” 

Councillor Matthew Ellis commented that having a high media profile helped him to exert influence over
other agencies: ”I have influence in the press, et cetera. Consequently, the relationship is very, very good.
People who are not in that situation in elected office, the police, the health authorities, can all say,
‘Sorry, not interested, go away’, and there is no mechanism for a democratically elected person to say to
these undemocratically elected public money spenders, ‘Hold on a second, there is some democracy
which needs involving here. We require you to come and say ---’. Parts of the new Bill just start to get
into the very outer edges of that.”

We believe there are changes to the Bill which would support councillors to be community champions.
The requirements of the duty to co-operate could be strengthened to ensure engagement with local
democratically-determined priorities. The duty on named services to respond to council scrutiny and to
have regard to its recommendations could be extended beyond the specific targets in the Local Area
Agreement. The Community Call for Action could also be extended beyond council services, to cover
services and agencies covered by the duty to co-operate with Local Area Agreements. 

Reviewing the effectiveness of co-operation

The Audit Commission intends to move from the current Comprehensive Performance Assessment of
local authorities to a Comprehensive Area Assessment which will have greater emphasis on the role of a
wider range of public services in meeting the needs of an area. This provides one route to ensure the
duty to co-operate is taken seriously by public services. In particular, we believe there should be a
requirement that the views of overview and scrutiny committees and non-executive councillors on
engagement of external services are sought by the Audit Commission and input into Comprehensive
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Area Assessments. In any future assessment of councils by the Audit Commission, the development of
effective roles for all councillors should also be considered. 

Making effective use of existing powers

Our evidence showed much concern about the powers, or lack of powers, at present to support effective
local democratic representation. Nevertheless, it was clear from our round table sessions and from the
written evidence we received, that many councils are making very effective use of the powers they have
already to exert influence and community leadership. 

Kirstie Haines described findings from research by the Young Foundation: “In terms of community
leadership for local authority members, we feel that a high number of members already take a very
strong role in leading their communities. The way they do this is by bridging between service providers,
of which there are a very diverse number now because local authorities have a much more strategic
commissioning role, which means that the number of organisations providing direct services to local
residents is very high in some areas. 

“Local authority members can provide a bridge in there, to make sure that the concerns of residents and
the increase of casework through public meetings can be accounted for by those agencies. This could
mean working with the police through Safer Neighbourhoods, working on NHS scrutiny at a local level,
but also just having a good knowledge of local service providers and talking to the local housing provider
or to the JobCentre Plus local office in order to find out how things are being delivered to local residents.
We have found lots of examples of that across the country, where very good active councillors are able to
interface very well with agencies.” 

Councillors gave examples of how they had been able to work with agencies at a very local level. Some
public services, noticeably the police, are putting greater emphasis on very local working, and this
creates a framework where active councillors can make a difference, now. However, there is also action
which could be taken to help councillors develop the influencing skills this requires. 

Stuart Wilks-Heeg told our second round table: “There is a great variation in the level of awareness of
local councillors about the powers available to them, and their willingness to use them. Just as
significantly, however, there is perhaps even greater variation in the extent to which local councillors
are able to identify and make use of more informal forms of power and influence open to them.
Encouraging local councillors to recognise and share experience of these more informal mechanisms
is arguably as important as training sessions explaining, for instance, the details of the overview and
scrutiny function.”

In written evidence, the leader of the London Borough of Sutton, Sean Brennan, stressed that “their
democratic legitimacy gives ward councillors the mandate that they need to speak for their communities
and to represent them, and that this is less an issue about new powers than ensuring ward councillors
have high quality opportunities to develop necessary skills to help them in their advocacy role, and a
greater degree of officer support across the sector.” 

Our message is that, although we support the case for stronger democratic powers locally, councils also
need to help make their councillors more effective in using the influence and powers they have now.

We recommend:

R8. It is vital that councils support the role of councillors as community champions, and
ensure that their local knowledge can have a real impact on services and decision-making.

R9. The government needs to strengthen its plans to devolve powers to local government, in
the light of the growth of quangos, the declining scope of council powers, and the small
percentage of local public spending which is under democratic control.
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R10. The government should take real initiatives to enhance local authority autonomy and
powers, for example in relation to health services, the police, and learning and skills.

R11. We welcome the new powers, particularly the duty to co-operate, in the Local
Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill. We believe there could be strengthening
of effective council community leadership in relation to other local services by extending the
Community Call for Action and scrutiny powers to all the agencies made subject to the duty
to co-operate in the Bill. 

R12. In order to encourage these public services to co-operate with councils, community
planning and Local Strategic Partnerships, there should be assessment of the engagement
of external services, by the Audit Commission, and input into Comprehensive Area
Assessments. 

R13. There should be opportunities for active involvement of all councillors in community
strategy development, and clear engagement of councillors in Local Strategic Partnerships
and related partnerships, and in Local Area Agreements. 

R14. All councils need to maximise their influence, using existing powers effectively, as is
done by the most effective councils at present. 
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Section 3: What support do councillors need?
”I think a lot of members’ time is completely wasted, you are asked to do things you should not be
doing. We should regard members like we regard non-executive members of boards, precious
commodities, and we use their time well. The biggest change should be a chief executive with a big
notice on his door saying, ‘Members’ time is precious, use it wisely’.” 

Paul Wheeler, Political Skills Forum

“We looked at how well people are rewarded financially in different roles that they might claim in a
locality. We were mainly looking at district councillors who are among the most poorly
remunerated, but still the contrasts are really striking. If somebody was looking to play a role
locally they can look at a range of other options now, a non-elected director on any of the vast
number of NHS Trusts, probation service board member, police authority, a whole range of roles
which are almost universally better paid than a local councillor and almost universally fewer hours
involved… for the district councils that we looked at, the contrast was stark. I think it is standard
across the NHS for a non-executive board member to get about £5,600 a year… in return for a
notional two and a half days a month.” 

Stuart Wilks-Heeg, University of Liverpool

Evidence summary

Good practice in supporting councillors

Improved support is vital, not just to enhance the effectiveness of councillors, but also to tackle the
pressures on their time. Unless we are to have full-time councillors (who would still need to use time
effectively), we need to make the role more manageable. We also need councils and council staff to have,
as Kirstie Haines reminded us, “a better understanding that these are local residents, this is a voluntary
thing, people have got to manage time and resources and they are not at the beck and call of the council
24 hours a day”. 

We received comments on member support from a range of councils and other organisations. Current
provision of member support by councils is very varied, with some excellent practice, and some councils
who make almost no provision. Councils need to review what they provide, and we suggest here a
checklist of support services which all councils should provide, as a minimum. 

As we have discussed, councillors have changing and evolving roles. There is a need for councils to
review whether what is provided properly supports the contemporary roles of councillors. In some cases,
member support services re-enforce the traditional focus on formal decision-making meetings, and
ignore other roles, in particular community representation. 

Member support needs to respond to the greater expectations on councillors in their community-
oriented role. The Office of Public Management was among those pointing out that currently most
authorities are better designed to help them fulfil their roles inside the council such as portfolio holding
and scrutiny than their local leadership role.

Good practice should be promoted in providing better support for the ward and neighbourhood level
role including: surgeries and casework; community engagement; the forthcoming Community Call for
Action; involvement with local organisations and partnerships; and support for an engagement strategy
for each ward.

There must be a range of practical support services. Gateshead Council also pointed out that “support
for the various roles that councillors play is vitally important, and needs to be embedded in an authority’s
culture, and not simply left to a few designated employees”.
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Ensuring a minimum level of support

SIGOMA emphasised the need for better member support: “There needs to be more resources for
individual ward councillors so that they can manage the work load and issues that are generated. For
example, office or clerical support as well as research and statistics about local demographics,
performance data about local service provision or financial information about public spending in
neighbourhoods.” 

A greater emphasis on the community-oriented role of councillors should be matched by appropriate
support: “Councils should ensure that every councillor has at least one named officer to provide direct
support to their local role. This support could relate to:
� policy development support
� ward-based research support
� community engagement support
� better co-ordination of meetings, development sessions and briefings to maximise

opportunities for councillors to attend.”

As an example of apparently very limited provision, Councillor Valerie Whitaker, of South
Northamptonshire Council, told us: “I would really like to be able to claim my expenses from the council
when I visit organisations in my ward, or drive to a ward member’s house to do casework. I would also
like my council to pay for the cost of room hire for my surgeries, and for any public consultation
meetings I would like to hold in my ward. 

“They refuse it at the moment saying they are not legally allowed to. These expenses eat into my
retirement pension. I also think that phone calls from home on council business should be paid for, and
in family homes that a second phone line should be offered to councillors, so that they do not tie up the
family phone with council business. A filing cabinet should be offered at the start of a councillor’s term –
it is unbelievable the amount of written stuff we still get. Also, why can’t we have our computer discs
paid for?”

Most of these suggestions for member support would be established practice in many councils. But
there are still councils which provide almost nothing to support councillors. We believe that there is a
need to ensure that all councils provide at least a basic level of support to underpin democratic
representation (see box overleaf). All councillors, not just those in a leading role, should be entitled to
good support. This reflects the need for councils to value councillor time and support its effective use.

There is also a need to recognise that proper support needs funding. The cost of democracy must 
be given some priority, and the role of councillors would be better supported if all parties 
recognised this, and did not act in an opportunist way to criticise specific decisions to make
reasonable provision.

Support for disabled councillors

Councils need to give specific attention to the needs of disabled councillors, and to publicise that
appropriate support will be given. As Councillor Marie Pye told us: ”If you become a councillor or if you
are contemplating becoming a councillor and you have got a disability, you do not know whether the kind
of adjustments you will need will be there when you get there, you do not whether they will provide
British Sign Language interpretation at the council meeting, if you have got diabetes you do not know
whether there will be the appropriate food and you do not know if the place will be accessible. I am sure
that puts an awful lot of people off ever engaging with that whole world.”

Councillors are now included in disability discrimination legislation as entitled to receive support on the
same terms as employees. This is a legal right of which councils should be aware, and it also means
that some types of support can receive financial backing. We believe councils should review their
practice here.



26 The role of councillors

Member services: a checklist

Services which all councils should provide:

� Administrative/secretarial services for all councillors, including support in dealing with
post and communications, message taking, diary management, travel arrangements

� Office base at council premises, members’ area, access to meeting rooms and
confidential interview rooms

� Specific support for disabled councillors, for example with particular communication
needs

� Equipment for use at home (free loan) such as filing cabinet, personal computer/laptop

� Access to catering at council premises at hours when official business is taking place

� Meeting support (committee clerk services): arrangement of official council meetings,
record keeping, information distribution

� Support for overview and scrutiny roles including meeting management, policy
development, organisation of investigative work and consultation 

� Support for neighbourhood and/or area arrangements such as committees and forums

� Members’ library and information services

� Reasonable expenses for councillors on official business including travel, phone calls,
accommodation, meals, broadband costs

� Information technology equipment, council-hosted email, ICT advice, intranet

� Casework support, including payment for or free use of surgery location, organisation of
and publicity for surgeries, casework management arrangements

� Learning and development provision for all councillors, access to support to identify
learning and development needs, access to training and conference budget

� Childcare support or costs

� Access to appropriate legal advice

Additional services which it is good practice to provide:

� Research staff providing support to all councillors

� Assistants to political groups

� Additional information and research services, newsletters, briefings

� Website hosting/blog facilities

� Community engagement support
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Political roles and member support

There is also a need for clarity about the limits of council support in relation to the fact that councillors
are politicians, even if they are not party politicians. There is some confusion here and councils have
differing ideas about the appropriate limits. In some councils, even running surgeries and dealing with
casework is seen as part of the party political role of the councillor, for which the council cannot provide
support. Support for different forms of community engagement by councillors is often seen as not the
responsibility of the council. There is a need for clarity and fairness here, but we believe that the
restrictions defined by some councils on what is deemed to be political are too widely defined. 

Supporting the community role of councillors

Championing their constituents and their areas is a vital role for councillors. Nevertheless, we found that
the active support given to this role by councils is very variable. The Local Government Association (LGA)
report, Closer to people (2006) called on all councils to “provide practical support for councillors in their
representative role, to act more effectively as community advocates and leaders. 

“We argued that they should improve administrative and other support for all councillors to be able to:
� be accessible and active in their wards and communities, to build alliances and champion

different interests
� develop a list of priority actions for each of their communities
� enable, participate in and support local democratically-elected structures, such as area

committees, parish and town councils, which have a two-way relationship with the council
and other local public services

� call for action on local problems, or to organise inquiries about contentious issues.”

An example of a comprehensive approach to ward members was described by Staffordshire’s Local
Members Initiative Scheme – see box below.

Staffordshire County Council’s Members
Factors fundamental to their success as neighbourhood and community champions

� Strong leadership with a vision and strategy for developing members’ roles
� The introduction of district partnership officers to provide support and information for

members at a local level enabling stronger engagement with local people and
communities

� The effectiveness of scrutiny at supporting decision-making and influencing policy and
service delivery leading to better value for money is nationally recognised

� Cross-party member services support panel
� A high-level member development strategy guides support for members
� The programme of member training and development has increased understanding and

engagement in corporate priorities and has resulted in the engagement of the wider
membership

� The introduction and implementation of the Local Members Initiative Scheme which has
enabled more than 2,000 local projects to be supported financially by members since
2001 to a value of £2m. Each member of given £10,000 p.a. to spend in their division. The
Staffordshire model is recognised as good practice by central government. 

� The engagement of members with young people
� The value of partnership working with other tiers of local government and local

communities
� Effective communication including a member intranet, and members trained to develop

websites 
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Another council that has taken a systematic approach is the London Borough of Newham. A mayoral
authority, Newham has developed its Influential Councillor programme to help balance the powers of
the directly elected mayor, with the role of councillor. 

The programme includes:
� decision-making protocols which identify decisions on which councillors want to be

consulted
� area consultation meetings between councillors and staff
� pilots of neighbourhood reviews, particularly of environmental services
� local campaigns, engaging councillors, and the public on issues such as recycling
� support for casework, including three support officers for the influential Councillor 

Programme
� member development
� a democracy website and members web pages
� an optional performance assessment for councillors.

The Citizens Advice Bureaux pointed out that research (by the IDeA) showed councillors spend an
average of 22 hours per week on their role. Better support could help them use their time more
effectively. This could be helped by the “provision of more direct support to councillors to handle
casework, particularly in areas involving provision of legal advice to constituents.” 

Some other ideas put forward on supporting councillors from our written evidence included:

� Lancashire County Council provides a mobile unit which visits rural parts of the county to
support councillors and staff in meeting local people. State of the art mobile internet access
enables councillors to immediately access information the public is seeking.

� Worcestershire County Council employs two Area Democracy Officers to help local members
engage with the community, but lack of funding prevents them fully developing this
provision. They also provide a members toolkit to help them engage with their communities
and develop skills in this.

� Northamptonshire County Council suggests funding regular non-party newsletters for the
ward, and annual or twice yearly public meetings, as well as developing the use of modern
communications. It also provides administrative backup for booking and publicising
surgeries, casework management software, with training in its use, and suggests a
centralised message taking system.

� The South West LGA advocated Area Support Officers for members to support them in their
representative role.

� The leader of the London Borough of Sutton, Sean Brennan proposed that “government
could lift or reduce restrictions on spending on political assistants, to enable more support
to be provided to local councillors.”

� The London Borough of Tower Hamlets emphasised the need to also “consider how executive
members can combine their ward role with their executive duties and responsibilities.”

� The Young Foundation also emphasised the need to gear support to the hours within which
councillors fulfilled their role, not just to office hours.

Information and ICT

Another area where councillors need support is information. Kirstie Haines of the Young Foundation
said: ”Perhaps I could say a few things about local knowledge. When people talk about local knowledge
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they often think about complex NRU (Neighbourhood Renewal Unit) spreadsheets saying what
deprivation is, but for us local knowledge is also about knowing your community, knowing how it is
changing. We did some interesting work in Wakefield, where local members were much more acutely
aware, perhaps than officers, of how the population dynamic was changing in that area, with lots of new
arrivals from the new Europe, transitory refugee communities. They were very conscious of how that
new community looked and the interface between new communities and the very longstanding
communities… and they were able to say, ’Look, this is going to be a difficult issue for us’.” 

Councillors need to be provided with systematic local information about their areas. This could include
regularly updated population data and information on service performance.

With increased expectations of community leadership encompassing an overview of all local services,
councillors need information about this too. Kirklees Council proposed multi-agency information sharing
forums, at a local level.

The Young Foundation emphasised that member information needed to be geared to the fact that
councillors are lay people, and to use face-to-face briefing meetings, and not just paper. 

Councillors from Crawley Borough Council told us: “Too much emphasis is placed on electronic
communications. There will remain a significant number of councillors and members of the public who
have neither the interest nor the capabilities. We need a communication strategy for all.”

Better access to, and support for, ICT for members is, however, important. Councils are exploring
support for newer forms of communication, such as intranet, on-line discussion forums, councillor
websites and blogs. The use of these tools to communicate with the public is discussed in Section 5. 

Many councils are developing good support for members in using technology, for example:
� Lancashire County Council provides laptops and home broadband connexions for all

councillors
� Gateshead Council provides ICT training and support with a system based on identification of

each member’s needs in one-to-one discussions with specialist ICT officers.

Support for overview and scrutiny

There has been some improvement in support for overview and scrutiny as the potential of the role has
developed. Jessica Crowe of the Centre for Public Scrutiny cited their systematic survey of councils,
showing that on average scrutiny support has 3.1 full-time employees per council. In some councils, but
by no means all, to this is added some scope to draw on other council research or policy staff, and a
budget to commission expert advice, research and consultation. 

If councils have struggled to achieve much with scrutiny, it is often because they lack support staff, and
the support they do have is confined to traditional forms of committee clerking. Good practice requires
support to work in new ways, running investigative inquiries, hearing from witnesses, visiting other
authorities, and engaging users and the wider community. We encourage councils to provide this. 

Remuneration

We heard conflicting views on councillor remuneration, in particular about whether being a councillor
should become a full-time role. What does emerge is the need for coherence between the role
councillors are expected to fulfil, the expectations of time commitment it requires, and the payment and
support that is available. We believe there should be national standards of remuneration for councillors,
taking account of different roles and tiers of local government.

This extends beyond decisions about the level of allowances, into other complex and inter-related areas.
The London Borough of Kensington and Chelsea described their panel on this issue, which looked at the
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time taken by the role, allowances and whether councillors should be full-time, the community
leadership role, job descriptions for councillors, sickness, paternity and maternity pay, resettlement and
redundancy payments, pensions, annual up-rating of allowances, performance related pay, travelling
expenses, and the provision of support for councillors. The Kensington and Chelsea panel rejected a
direction of travel towards full-time councillors, but did recommend a range of changes to improve
financial provision, including termination payments for former post holders.

These are not all examined here, as they will be reviewed in detail by the Roberts Commission. We heard
mixed views about whether the role of councillors should be full-time or not.

Councillor Katrina Bull, of Nottingham City Council, said: “When I was thinking about obstacles, I know
that I would be cautious about making a councillor into a career, because having the one foot in the
community aspect is the best thing that you can bring to a councillor role and being in touch with the
neighbourhoods that you represent. Having said that, I do find that those people who have come from a
community activist background, without a political party to support them within Nottingham, have not
remained any longer than one term.”

London Councils, representing all the London Boroughs, established an independent panel to make
recommendations for the whole of London local government. It found that most councils included
dependent carers’ allowances in their remuneration scheme, and recommended that special
responsibility allowances should be continued in the case of sickness, maternity and paternity leave. It
also proposed that when members have held full time positions such as leaders, directly elected
mayors, and cabinet portfolio holders, there should be an entitlement to receive the special
responsibility allowance for a further six months if the individual looses their seat in an election.

Other views which were expressed to us include:

� The London Borough of Greenwich commented on the demands on members’ time: “Many
councillors in Greenwich will put in far in excess of the 60 hours per month assumed by the
Independent Panel on Remuneration of Councillors in London.” This was also the evidence
from the London Borough of Kensington and Chelsea.

� Leaders of the three political groups at Rugby Borough Council endorsed the need to move
to full time paid councillors, supported by mandatory surgeries staffed by the local authority,
and with a national standard of remuneration.

� Gateshead Council commented: “We are aware of councils which have not felt able to take
the increases recommended by their independent panel, for fear of negative media reaction.
A standard scale of allowances… would go some way to overcoming this problem.”

� Kirklees Council also felt there should be greater recognition of the need for councillors to
be full-time and remunerated as such.

The relationship of councillors’ allowances, and the tax, benefits, and pensions regulations, are complex.
Concern was expressed that for councillors on low, benefits-based incomes, rules should be changed to
ensure there was no loss of income. Our panel made comparison with the House of Lords, where
because the income received by working peers is paid as an allowance, similar problems do not arise. It
would be helpful for the Roberts Commission to investigate and propose a solution to this. 

We recommend:

R15. All councils should provide, as a minimum, a standard of basic support, as set out in
our checklist. 

R16. All councils should provide improved support for childcare.
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R17. All councils should provide improved support for disabled councillors, and publicity to
potential candidates of what support is available.

R18. Councils, government and the media need to recognise the priority of financing the cost
of democrac and effective councillors, gain all-party support for a reasonable level of
member support, and inform and challenge public and party attitudes to the provision of
adequate resources.

R19. There is a need to clarify attitudes and rules around council and staff support for
political roles and activities of councillors, including certain aspects of communication, and
surgeries.

R20. All councils should recognise the need for improved and consistent support for new
councillors to learn the job and become effective quickly, and should review and improve
what is provided.

R21. Councils must review how they support (or fail to support) the various roles of
councillors. They should aim to provide better support for ward and neighbourhood level
roles including: surgeries and casework; community engagement; the Community Call for
Action; involvement with local organisations and partnerships; and support for an
engagement strategy for each ward.

R22. All councils need to ensure better support for overview and scrutiny work, including
support for innovative ways of working such as community engagement with scrutiny
enquiries.

R23. Councils should provide better ICT access and support for members including newer
forms of communication, such as intranet, on-line discussion forums, councillor websites
and blogs.

R24. Councils need better information management arrangements including ward level
information for councillors.

R25. The rules on the inter-relation of members’ remuneration with tax, benefits and
pensions should be reviewed, so benefits and pension income are not lost by councillors.

R26. There should be national standards of remuneration for councillors, taking account of
different roles and tiers of local government.
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Section 4: What support with learning and
development should councillors have?

“Let us take it out of that dreadful room with the strange benches and the confrontational
atmosphere, let us stop having these ridiculous reports that are not written in English, let us make it
possible for someone who comes possibly from a working class background to understand what is
being written and what is being conducted, let us make it possible for someone to gain and acquire
the skills inside six months to be a good councillor. We have gone past the days where we can expect
people like me to get on the council at 26 and still be there at 56, it is not going to happen.” 

Councillor Antonia Bance, Oxford City Council 

“We run a councillor shadowing scheme in partnership with Bristol City Council. As well as giving
vocational experience – taking them to group meetings – it provides them (potential councillors) with
basic training. They go into an NGO and do work there for a few days. They are helped to understand
financial systems. To understand how media works, we put them with local journalists and they do
mock interviews so that they can understand how to perform with the media. They go away from that
not just having the political context within the council but the wider context of how MPs perform their
duties from day to day and how councillors perform their duties from day to day.” 

Ashok Viswanathan, Operation Black Vote 

Evidence summary

Good practice in member learning and development 

The last few years have seen substantial development in learning and development opportunities for
councillors. Although levels of provision are very varied, many councils have developed comprehensive
programmes. Added to these local developments, has been national capacity building funds, supporting
national and regional programmes, including Member Development Charters. 

Good practice includes not only the provision of opportunities to attend learning and development
activities geared to the needs of councillors, but also individual reviews of training and development
needs, and the provision of individual personal development plans for councillors. 

Kirklees Council provides a useful example, as they offer a programme including:
� role profiles, underpinned by skills and knowledge frameworks, used as a basis for personal

development discussions (at least annually)
� a personal development plan for each councillor
� flexible programme of development activities
� tailored induction for new and returning councillors
� support to enable groups to do effective succession planning.

Kirklees stressed that member development should not only be geared to leadership roles, but to the
ward roles as well.

Staffordshire County Council also provided us with an illustration of a comprehensive approach. 
Their member development strategy includes personal development plans (PDPs) completed by 
all 62 members. The council leader developed a PDP using an interview by an external peer 
member, then cabinet members and scrutiny chairs ‘cascaded’ the interviews to all members,
ensuring all have a programme to develop skills and knowledge based on their own assessment of
their needs.

Carlisle City Council told us about their cross party Member Learning and Development Working Group,
which has designed a comprehensive training programme, including specific modules on the importance
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of the representative role of councillors. There is a fund delegated to political groups so each councillor
can have a tailored traiing package. Personal development reviews are undertaken by all members
annually, and there has been work on mentoring. The council has been awarded the Member Charter for
Learning and Development by the North West Employers Organisation.

Work has been done both nationally (for example the IDeA political skills framework) and locally to
develop systematic understanding of the range of skills and knowledge needed by councillors. This
develops from the role descriptions for councillors discussed in Section 1.

Other views and examples on member development which were put to us:

� The Commission for Racial Equality stated: “Councils and membership organisations such
as the LGA and NALC, and capacity building organisations like the IDeA need to provide
training for councillors around leadership and the Race Equality Duty.”

� Evidence from Tower Hamlets put the case that learning and development for 
councillors should include greater emphasis on the skills of councillors to engage with 
their local wards. This would include developing an understanding of accountability,
community leadership, public and stakeholder engagement and service 
improvement.

� Fylde District Council pointed out the benefits of joint member training with other
authorities, to make the best use of budgets. Regional training has often proved a useful
development in the last few years, allowing the benefits of sharing experience from different
councils, with more practical travelling arrangements than for national events.

Induction training for councillors

One area where there is generally some provision by most councils is induction training. Evidence 
from the London Borough of Greenwich described their induction programme covering:
� introductory sessions including ethics, departmental information, working with partners,

scrutiny, regulatory advice
� follow-up programme of themed events, shaped to meet the expressed needs of councillors
� provision of key documents on structures, contacts and processes
� new councillors offered both a political mentor and a senior officer one.

This example illustrates a systematic approach, with attention to follow-up activities. Nevertheless,
many councillors from different authorities describe a difficult experience in learning their new role
once elected. After initial induction programmes offering information overload, there is often a sense
of being left to sink or swim in learning different aspects of the role. Our round tables heard specific
examples of this. 

In the absence of systematic support from the council, the attitude of political parties becomes crucial.
Often this provides the only framework to learn the role. However, in some parties there is a culture of
being expected to learn the ropes and approach more powerful roles only through very long service on
the council.

Councillors who took part in our round table discussions, and others, emphasised that a different
approach to support new councillors is needed. Induction should not be focussed so much on
information input in the first few days. Wider support and mentoring should be provided. The South West
LGA stressed the need to build ward work into councillors’ induction programmes.

Information on councillor turnover shows there is a major problem of councillors standing down after
one term, because they feel they have not been able to make an impact. Councillor recruitment of
people of different ages and backgrounds must be sustainable. 
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Mentoring

Mentoring has been another focus of improved member development. The IDeA has supported
accreditation of experienced councillors, often former leaders, as member peers. Member peers have
been involved in a range of coaching, action learning, and other activities. 

Member peers have been able to work more effectively with political groups, and frequently have gained
the confidence of councillors with whom they work, because of their specific experience in the role of
councillor. In our experience, this is a very helpful approach which should continue.

Accreditation

Another positive recent development has been the focus on councillors acquiring accreditation
through their role. Research is currently taking place on initiatives in different parts of the country,
and a report on this will be published by the IDeA later this year. There is considerable diversity in 
the range of externally accredited courses provided by local government and its partners, which 
offer councillors the chance to gain accreditation based on their learning and achievements as
councillors. 

These range from offering members some kind of skills training, e.g. the European Computer Driving
Licence, to undergraduate and postgraduate qualifications related to the field of local governance. 
Some examples include:

� Leicestershire and Rutland Improvement Partnership: a consortium of eight local authorities
led by Hinckley and Bosworth working with South Bank University, London. The partnership
is currently in the process of seeking provider(s) for the training programme, which will then
be accredited by South Bank University with whom the partnership have entered into a three
year contract to accredit all training. 

� Halton Borough Council: in July 2005, the Institute of Leadership and Management gave its
approval to Halton’s Elected Member Development Programme to be offered as an Endorsed
Award. There are currently 18 members registered for this of whom seven have completed
the requirements for the endorsed award.

� The Liverpool Councillorship Programme started in late 2005. The council initiated the
programme with Chester University. The aim was to design something that goes with the
grain of the roles that councillors have to play and which would be accessible to all.
Successful completion of all the modules leads to a Certificate in Higher Education. This can
be used as a building block to an individual degree.

� The South West Local Government Association has developed an accredited course for
member champions which can lead to a Level Three BTEC Advanced Award and is available
in both on-line and paper based formats. 

Evidence so far is that this is a very positive approach, providing opportunities for councillors to gain
recognition from what they do. This approach could be helpful in recruiting younger councillors, as it
would offer something positive for their career development. We encourage the relevant agencies to
make progress on accreditation.

The role of political parties 

As mentioned earlier, the political party provides a crucial framework for councillors, both in defining
and learning their new role, and in supporting positive attitudes to member development. Where a
systematic approach to member learning has been embedded, the role and example of political
leadership is crucial. 



35The role of councillors

Councillor Antonia Bance, Oxford City Council, said: “I think we need to be really clear that one of the
biggest motivations for becoming a local councillor and one of the biggest sources of training and advice
is one’s political party. There is not a chance I would be sitting here if I had not joined the Labour Party
at 20… My sources of advice and the people I trust for training are my council colleagues, former council
colleagues, my MP and my local party. They give me media training, they have supported me to develop
my skills and it is a function of local political parties to get people involved.” 

The Office of Public Management also emphasised to us the need to understand the political role:
“Developing councillors cannot be done without thinking and talking about politics – although politics is
often seen as outside the arena of learning. Politics is seldom taught as an activity, yet to be skilled in
political governance, politicians need to reflect on the way they ‘do politics’; how they affect others, the
problems they encounter and the capabilities they require.”

Ensuring progress with member development

From the evidence we have heard, it is vital that member development is recognised as essential, that
provision is raised to a new level, and that good practice is more widely available. All councils should
make such provision, and ensure councillors have access to regional and national opportunities,
including conferences, seminars, and a wide range of learning and development approaches. To support
this we are recommending that there should be a minimum level of training entitlement defined for each
councillor. 

It is essential that this work is member led, based on members understanding of their own needs, and
on understanding the political and democratic role of members. Although joint member/officer activities
can be very valuable, particularly in framing a response to new initiatives and responsibilities, councillors
should not being trained to duplicate the role of managers. 

Government support for capacity building

The role of the government in funding capacity building is vital, and should be maintained through the
Comprehensive Spending Review 2007. The panel particularly wish to emphasise the need for capacity
building to focus on developing the roles of all members, and not just those in leadership positions. All
members should have investment in learning and development, and this should be a high priority in
future use of capacity building funds.

We recommend:

R27. There should be a defined minimum level of training entitlement for each councillor,
and access to an individual training budget.

R28. It is essential to continue progress on member development and training, and promote
widespread adoption of good practice. This should include:
� training and accreditation which can contribute to career development
� tailored training/development programmes
� further development of specific types of training, including improved induction, media,

community involvement, scrutiny, ICT and new media, including use of websites and blogs.

R29. Councils should provide better support and training for councillors to enhance
communications, and community engagement 

R30. The government should continue to support and fund member capacity building in local
government.



36 The role of councillors

Section 5: How do we improve the public’s
understanding of the role of councillors?

“It is difficult to convince editors to get the subject of local government itself on the air. It is less
difficult to get the subject of rubbish, council tax or children at risk on the air, but when you say
local government per se the subject is dry, wordy, they do not want to know and, as you were
saying, it sums up images both in editors’ minds and the public’s mind of town hall bureaucracy,
people in long meetings in what used to be smoke filled rooms, that is the image the public have.” 

John Andrew, BBC

“We need to start seriously understanding and getting young people involved in the democratic
system because I think they are interested, they are just demoralised about the whole thing in many
ways. I am very firmly of the opinion that young people are much more comfortable with text
messaging, email, MySpace, YouTube and all of these modern innovative technologies which have
come in, yet the democratic system is being really slow in visiting them in their comfortable domain
and rather is expecting them to come over to the traditional paper domain.” 

Councillor Matthew Ellis, Staffordshire County Council

Evidence summary

Public attitudes and knowledge

One of the barriers to recruiting more people to seek to become councillors is lack of awareness about
the role and local government more generally. Another is the lack of trust in politicians, which creates a
climate of denigration and cynicism within which councillors have to operate. Evidence from public
opinion research was put to us (see box opposite).

Rachel Lopata, from Opinion Leader Research, also told our third round table: “Politicians and the
media are increasingly less trusted. People do not trust local politicians, they equally do not trust the
newspapers either, they particularly do not trust the print media. They are more likely to trust the
broadcast media than the print media but, equally, they tend to have a simple view. Where people
increasingly get their sense of whether things are going well or not in all walks of life is from the people
around them. They trust each other so they get their views about things from their peer groups.”

Rachel commented that to improve the situation, it is essential for the public to have a more direct
relationship with councillors. Councillors also “need to transform their image from one of career
politician to local public services champion”.

Councillors who are working hard for their communities clearly felt undermined by the media image of
local government, and by public attitudes to politicians more widely. At our third round table, Councillor
Matthew Ellis said: “The media in general, nationally and locally, what really gets in my gut is every time
there is a story about local authorities on television, the phrase ‘town hall bureaucrats’ is used
disparagingly, every single damn time and that is very damaging because it is used in a pre determined
disparaging way, and that will rub off on local people.” 

In written evidence, councillors from Fylde Council said that the reputation of politicians in higher levels
of office, such as MPs had an impact on attitudes of the public to all office-holders including councillors.

One example of negative media coverage was excessive media attention given to often quite small items
of public spending. Because of the adversarial nature of local politics, small items of expenditure get
taken up by opposition parties to create controversy. Paul Rowen, one of our panel members, said: “I will
give you an example of what is going on in our local election campaign at the moment. One particular



37The role of councillors

Public attitudes to and knowledge about councillors

Erosion of trust
The relationship between public figures and truth has become increasingly contentious over
the last decade. Research conducted by Opinion Leader in 2002, involving 104 interviews with
opinion leaders and a survey with 1001 members of the public, which looked at trust showed
a depletion of trust between authority and the public. Being in a position of authority no
longer commands respect or warrants the unquestioning trust of the public; the public want
public figureheads to earn their trust and prove themselves to be worthy of their respect. 86
per cent of the public agreed with the statement “we no longer trust people because they
are an authority figure – they have to prove it”, 62 per cent “do not trust government to act in
my best interest in sensitive times” and 75 per cent disagree that “today’s politicians are
more trustworthy now than they were ten years ago”. 

Truth
A 2004 MORI State of the Nation report for the Municipal Journal found that only 35 per cent
of people say that they trust local councillors to tell the truth, their perceived veracity was,
however, at least better than that of Cabinet Ministers (20 per cent) or politicians as a whole
(18 per cent).

Self interest and politics 
A citizens’ jury in Wolverhampton found that councillors are perceived to be too concerned
with politics and not concerned enough with the needs of the people they represent. The
Jurors who took part, looking at the future role of local government over a two and a half day
jury session questioned the political system, and the general perception was that councillors
and politicians were self-interested following their own political careers and not nearly
interested enough in representing the needs of their local community. 

Accountability 
In 2005, Opinion Leader brought together 100 people in a forum looking at attitudes to local
public services on behalf of the National Consumer Council. The forum found that the public
do not believe that local government is responsive to their needs. Participants at this forum
raised specific questions about the lines of accountability in local government. There was a
strong sense that automation of services, through the use of call-centres and websites, is
being used as a device to obscure accountability – making Councils more remote. Similarly,
research conducted by Opinion Leader on trust, mentioned above, found that the
inaccessibility of figureheads reduces the potential for them to be accountable to those they
serve. A common complaint is the inability to get hold of the person you want; council
leaders and councillors are perceived, far from being close to the communities they serve,
as unobtainable. 

Councillor contact
Polls have found that as many as two thirds of people (67 per cent) have never met their
local councillor and a similar number cannot name one (MORI Social Research April 2002).
The survey found that London has the lowest levels of councillor contact – 82 per cent of
Londoners had never met their councillor and only 13 per cent of Londoners would seek out
a councillor if they needed help. This research also showed strong evidence of greater
disconnection between local councillors and younger age groups than older members of the
public – those aged 55 and over were twice as likely as 15-24 year olds to know the name of
their councillor. 

Extract from written evidence from Opinion Leader Research
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group of councillors is claiming that the council is spending £20,000 on free parking for councillors
outside the Town Hall. They are all parking but one particular group have chosen to use that as an issue.” 

Our round table on this issue felt it was vital for politicians and others to recognise an overriding interest
in gaining support for local democracy, and that one element of that was to recognise the financial costs
of democracy had to be paid. 

David Walker from The Guardian commented: “Trust in the elected system needs to be repaired. There is
an obligation on all politicians, regardless of partisanship, to pull together in certain instances. Clearly,
we do not want to diminish genuine represented conflicts of interest, but there are issues and I think it is
a very good one where politicians should come together and say, ‘We need the wherewithal to perform
democracy’.”

Improving understanding of local government

On the basis of evidence from public opinion research, the other evidence we received and the
experience of the panel, it is vital to improve public understanding of the role of local democracy and the
work of councils. This is an essential underpinning to restore confidence and encourage people to seek
the role of councillor. If this is not tackled, to the real demands of the role is added the burden of public
and media denigration.

David Walker expressed the view that councils needed to do more to promote what they did, for example
through improved information and branding of the many services provided by the council in every
locality: “I personally believe marketing corporate relations have not received the attention they deserve
by elected members and that is one of the reasons why local government feels itself to be in a parlous
state. I know you may say, ‘Well, we have services to deliver’, but I think the best can be the envy of the
good and councillors are sometimes too self-effacing in not choosing to spend some of the collective
resource at their disposal on the business of democracy.”

At a local level, councils could do much more to communicate what they do, and the democratic role of
councillors. We heard, for example, from Cumbria County Council about their Local Democracy
Commission. One area of its recommendations on improving local election turnout stressed the need to
ensure that all its activities and contributions were made clearly apparent to the electorate.

Members of Parliament and councillors

As Members of Parliament, our panel thought there was scope to improve the way councillors and MPs
worked together as democratic representatives in the locality. MPs regularly deal with local council
issues, councillors often deal with national legislative and government issues; at a local level, there is
often close working together, particularly between representatives from the same party. The panel
recommend that both groups identify better ways to work together to improve communication with the
public, and understanding of the roles of councils, parliament, and government. This might include
newsletters, media work, websites, public events and programmes to promote democracy. MPs have
recently been allocated new communications budgets for MPs, and there may be learning from this
about how democratic roles can be promoted.

New approaches to communication

Our round table discussions and other evidence produced lively discussions of communication by
councils and councillors, including use of new media. Our third round table heard how councillors used
blogs to communicate:

Councillor Antonia Bance, Oxford City Council, said: “I was a blogger before I was elected to be a
councillor… I was elected a councillor in May 2006 and I try to make sure that the blog stays, not just a
record of what I do as a councillor, but what I am thinking, about politics and about life more generally.
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It has provided a very fertile source of information for the local media… It gives me a profile in The
Oxford Mail and in The Oxford Times which are our local press that I would not otherwise have. It has
given me a profile with the local BBC television and with BBC Radio Oxford… People’s perceptions of
councillors are not that they are 27 year old young women who work full time and do it as a vocation,
but I care about my community and I wanted to get involved. I am reasonably outspoken and reasonably
opinionated with things on the blog… I tend to make the local gossip columns as well as the news.” 

Councillor Matthew Ellis, Staffordshire County Council, said: “Before I gave up work, marketing was
partly my speciality so I enjoy the media side of it tremendously. I have a very high media profile on a
local and regional basis so I work hard at it. Blogging is very interesting. I was a huge cynic as far as
blogging was concerned. I could not for the life of me think why anybody would be interested in what I
had for breakfast, or what I was going to do at 10.30 this morning, until on a trip to the States at the
back end of last year I did a master class in blogging and it opened a whole new method of campaigning.
This looked pretty good, building a relationship with the electorate of which I have in total 17,000, so it is
quite a lot of people. I started blogging… It has been a total and utter revelation to me. The interaction
that I am getting off it is astonishing… the number of contacts that I am getting through the site is
averaging around 25 to 30 a week which are private contacts, people are using it to contact me.” 

Even between these two councillors, there were big contrasts in how the character of the area they
represented impacted on their use of communication tools. Councillor Ellis represents a predominantly
rural area: “On the communications side, I try to move people over to electronic (media) as much as I
possibly can because I have got 178 square miles, and I have got 14 villages of varying sizes and one
urban area and getting around those is very difficult.” 

Counicllor Bance, however, emphasised that, representing a deprived urban area, not much contact with
constituents came via her blog: “I represent a large council estate, literacy rates are quite low. It is a very
poor area, we are in the middle of a massive regeneration scheme and if people want me, they see me
at Residents and Tenants, I have four in my ward and I go to every meeting of them. We put out leaflets.
We put out a leaflet a week and a half ago and my casework has tripled in the last two weeks and that is
because we put things through people’s doors… they may not trust politicians, but if something has
come through your door and it has not been delivered by a postman, it has been delivered by a volunteer
or your councillor or someone you know who lives in your street and it gives a local phone number and a
local address of a person who is there to represent you, that is far more powerful than any new
communications technology. That is where my casework comes from, it comes from tapping on doors,
leaflets and phone calls.” 

Councillors blogs vary from those who use a personal blog to express their views on national politics, to
blogs which are a source of local information for constituents. Some are entirely personal initiatives, not
involving their council. For others, councils host councillors’ web pages. Where councils and public
resources are involved, it would be helpful to have better national guidance on content which can
legitimately be included in councillors blogs and web pages, particularly in relation to party politics and
views expressed. This is part of the wider need for the government to review the current legal framework
and code of conduct on local authority publicity. We urge the government to give attention to this issue.

Other examples of good practice in communication/use of new media

Councils are developing the use of new media, and other forms of communication to publicise what they
do, and the democratic role in particular. In support of the community role of councillors, some councils
support annual reports and community action reports from each councillor to their ward or division.
Some other specific examples we received in evidence:

� Lancashire County Council has been webcasting meetings of the cabinet since September
2002, and now webcasts the council and regulatory committees as well. Last year’s Local
Democracy Week saw a webcast debate between leading councillors and representatives of
the youth council.
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� Worcestershire County Council told us: “Greater engagement with young people is a key to
greater understanding of the role of government. For example, through the local media, we
urge them to vote in the Worcestershire Youth Cabinet and UK Youth Parliament elections,
and found that enabling young people to vote online or via text really paid off (received 4,474
votes for our Youth Cabinet).”

Our evidence provided good practice ideas of how councils can improve their communication, and the
understanding of the public. Nevertheless, councils could and should do more to communicate what
they do, and the democratic role of councillors, and should review how they currently do this. 

However, we also felt there is a need for national action, by the government, by the media, particularly
public service broadcasters, and by political parties. We believe the need to improve the understanding
and recruitment of councillors is fundamental to the health of local government. There are a range of
things the government could do to support this, but one is to run a specific recruitment campaign, using
the resources of government and bodies such as the Electoral Commission, to boost the recruitment of
councillors. Comparison was made with work done to recruit magistrates.

National political parties could do much more. Frequently local election campaigns, literature and party
political broadcasts are not used to promote local government issues at all, but focus on national issues
such as the NHS, foreign policy or the image of national politicians. The media, and public service
broadcasters in particular, have responsibilities to support democracy at a local level, and should review
the contribution they could make. 

We recommend:

R31. It is vital for the health of our local democracy to enhance positive publicity about the
role of councils and councillors, in order to contribute to the recruitment of councillors.

R32. Members of Parliament and councillors should work together locally to enhance
communication about democratic roles and responsibilities.

R33. The government should provide public funding and support for the recruitment of
councillors, and possibly other voluntary public service roles. This should be done in the
wider context of the need to promote active citizenship. This should include a national
campaign funded by government (similar to that used to recruit magistrates) to promote the
role and recruitment of councillors.

R34. Councils, central government, and the media need to work together to recognise the
vital role of democratic representation, and in particular the need:
� to communicate better what councils do, and the role of councillors
� to sell the role of councillors and to make it more appealing
� to improve information given to young people, and through citizenship education,
to encourage better information-giving by local media 

R35. Public service broadcasters need to recognise their vital role in promoting the role of
councillors and local democracy.

R36. Councils need to develop the use of new media and, in particular, communication with
local people through new media.

R37. The government should revise the code of recommended practice on local authority
publicity, and clarify the legal situation on hosting councillor websites.

R38. In the light of this, councils need to ensure councillors have accurate legal advice on
publicity, including the development of new media.
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Section 6: Who wants to be a councillor?
“I do not think it is up to statute, I think it is up to local communities and local parties to ensure the
calibre of councillors is high. The problem is it is very difficult to get people in under, say, 45 or 50.
Our average age is 53, admittedly the average length of service is 12 years but anyone who is trying
to make their way in the world, to pay a house mortgage or to build a career, just cannot afford to
do anything except turn up in the evenings. Whatever the law may say about bosses giving time off,
it is career-breaking. You are going to increasingly rely on people like me who are retired.” 

Councillor John Cox, London Borough of Kensington and Chelsea

“Very much since our inception, we have felt that if you are going to stem the decline of
participation in any elections then we all have to ensure that our institutions look more like the
people they serve, that they look more like 21st century Britain. Until they do, in the eyes of many
young people, many black communities and also other marginalised groups, institutions like this
will be seen as irrelevant and illegitimate.” 

Ashok Viswanathan, Operation Black Vote

Evidence summary

Councillor recruitment

It is widely recognised that there are problems with councillor recruitment. In many areas parties find it
difficult to select candidates to contest elections. The demographics of current councillors do not reflect
the public they serve: only 29 per cent are women, the average age is 58, and only four per cent are from
ethnic minorities. We need to encourage more, and a wider range of people, to seek the role. But
alongside this, research shows that activism within political parties is in decline:

Stuart Wilks-Heeg said: “The picture is, if you look at local council seats they are overwhelmingly held by
people who represent a political party, so the pool from which we are drawing our candidates for
councils is small, it is a very small number of those who are active locally. We all know this, and let us
be honest about it, in some cases you have the main parties where essentially they have to stand every
party member in a local election in order to have a slate of 15 candidates, and they are only standing on
the basis that they will not get elected.” 

In the evidence we received, it was also emphasised that in order to expand the pool of people seeking
election as councillors, the role had to be achievable.

Councillor Clyde Loakes, leader of Waltham Forest, stressed the importance of members developing new
ways of working and new skills, but also said: “It is an inescapable fact that many councillors have to
balance careers or family responsibilities with their role, so spending more time engaging with residents,
training to understand new technologies or understanding local statistics may not be an option. There is a
clear tension here between the need to expand the pool of interest in standing in elections for ward
councillors and the time needed to engage in the range of activities to successfully fulfil the role.”

Another issue raised was that in order to achieve and retain greater diversity of councillors, new
councillors needed support to become effective quickly. This may also require challenge to the ‘time-
served’ culture of some local political parties.

“The reality is that as a frontline councillor, you like to have a job, you have got kids, you have a life, you
maybe cannot do this forever so your contribution for whatever period you are doing it has to be valued
and you have to be given the status for it as equally do those councillors who have been there for 25
years. We have to value both and sometimes we do not. Some are very disparately long serving
councillors and some are like, year off, you are only here for four years. We need to value whatever
people bring,” Councillor Marie Pye said.
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As we have discussed earlier, to attract more people to the role of councillor, we need to balance its
demands in terms of roles and activities, with the time people with varying commitments could give to it,
and the income which supports it. The role must also offer a real sense of achievement, and we need to
tackle the negative attitudes now attached to political representation.

Discrimination and good practice

There is a general need to attract more people to the role of councillor, by making it more ‘doable’ and
with greater capacity to make a difference. There is also a need to take action in response to
discrimination which has led to under-representation of less powerful groups. We also need to take
positive steps, without denigrating the years of community service given by older councillors. 

David Walker said: “You must not knock longevity too much. The most successful local representatives
can express personality and in a sense give the public a sense of identification through them with a
place, with a local authority, they have been in the business a long, long time.”

In this country and others there are a range of initiatives to change the representation of different
sections of society in legislatures and councils. In relation to representation of women, examples include
all-women shortlists, zipping (alternating male and female candidates in list-based elections) twinning
of constituencies to select male and female candidates, and requirements linked to state funding of
political parties (in France, for example). Our panel was not able to investigate this work in detail, but
encourages the Roberts Commission to do so.

We did hear about the work of Operation Black Vote, which illustrates the positive work which can be
done. Operation Black Vote is a small voluntary organisation which has done pioneering work to
encourage people from ethnic minorities to be more politically engaged. An example of their work to
improve councillor recruitment is in Bristol, where they have worked with the City Council and all
political parties to encourage black candidates, significantly improving representation on the council.
They work with people who are active in their communities, who may be volunteering, working for a
charity, or involved in local community organisations, and encourage them to see how they could take
this further as a councillor. They promote public education, mentoring and shadowing schemes.

Ashok Viswanathan, Operation Black Vote, said: “In terms of the way we bring people on, we go
through an interview process where we ask people which party they support and which party
representative they would want to shadow, so even before they come on board we have an idea as to
what their allegiances are politically and then how we might want to develop them as candidates.
Then we do something that is very simple, it is not rocket science, we introduce them to people. As
you all know, the world of politics is about networking, it is about introducing, it is about making
contacts, and that is what we do.” 

Ashok Viswanathan also proposed some actions which could be taken: “I think two things that you could
do, one is you can recommend that local councils are funded specifically to run mentoring schemes, not
just for the councillors, but for people who might aspire to be councillors and that is not funding that can
be used elsewhere. It has to be used and it has to be allocated for that purpose. The other thing that
could be done by Government, and they had the opportunity, with the Race Relations Amendment Act,
which while including public bodies, does not include political parties. Had it done so, I think already we
would have started to see a difference in terms of selection processes, more BME (Black and minority
ethnic) candidates coming forward.”

Action to encourage new people to stand for office also must be sustainable, and recognise the problems
of councillors giving up after one term, because they have no sense of achievement, or have found the
role unmanageable. This illustrates the need for councils to support new councillors better.

Kirstie Haines, Young Foundation, said: “I think one of the issues we have not really talked about, and
you picked up on, is about retention. I think lots of the clues about how councillors are recruited
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happens in the ones that you lose. We have done a lot of work in Wakefield, we had a shortlist for Labour
candidates and because it is a mainly Labour area, it means that they have got a whole great new batch
of women councillors there who this is the first time they have held office, for lots of them it is about
raising their social aspirations as well and it is really interesting. Lots of the ones who we spoke to are
not going to stand again, or at the moment do not think they are going to stand again because they are
mid-way through and they are finding it hard to balance out home, work and their responsibilities and
they feel unsupported in lots of different ways.” 

Pre-nomination work by councils

There is much more councils could do to promote the role of councillor and to encourage people locally
to consider putting themselves forward for election. We heard some examples from councils:

� St Edmundsbury Borough Council ran a ‘voice’ campaign, backed by all political parties and
independent councillors, to promote a wider range of candidates standing for local office in
2007, including an open event for potential candidates.

� Bristol City Council, and London Borough of Hackney are among councils which have run
open days for potential candidates to learn more about the role 

� Staffordshire County Council advocated taster session run by the council to encourage
people to find out about the role of councillor. 

Other examples of work by councils to promote the role are given in the LGIU’s publication, Promoting
councillor diversity (Gardiner, 2005). These include: awareness raising, advertising, open evenings,
capacity building, mentoring, and work with political parties. 

However, some councils have held back from this work, either because they see it as treading on the
territory of political parties, or because existing councillors do not wish to encourage competition. As
long as access to information and events is made equally available to potential candidates from all
parties and none, there is no reason why councils should not provide better information. We believe it
should be made clear they have a responsibility to do so, by a formal duty (possibly on the Returning
Officer) to promote information about the role of councillors and the process for seeking election, in
good time before elections for people to consider this option. The Electoral Commission could also do
more to support this work.

The role of political parties

Despite the barriers which discourage people from seeking office as a councillor for local election, some
parties are finding more imaginative ways to attract candidates.  

Paul Wheeler, Political Skills Forum, said: “There are some oases within that, particularly in London,
but in other parts as well. Bracknell Forest Conservatives have a waiting list of people to be councillors.
They have lot of energy and interest, partly because the job has been promoted… They have a very good
leader who spends a lot of money on member development, Paul Bettison, and also very good
relationships with local community groups and so on, where they say, ‘Are you interested?’ There is a
real talent-spotting approach to some of this which the better parties have always done.” 

Political parties have used advertising, promotion of the role to community activists, and changes to
their rules for candidates, pre-nomination and pre-election training, and could do much more. However,
we need to be realistic about the resources of political parties to implement change.

Jessica Crowe, Centre for Public Scrutiny, said “About the political parties… they themselves are
voluntary organisations and we are asking volunteers to have a role of selecting people who are
increasingly doing a job that is demanding and requires a whole range of skills, but there is no
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support given to the political parties. We could say that political parties are bad and we should remove
party politics from local authorities in this country, but I think it is probably unlikely even if we wanted
to do that. I am not arguing for complete state funding for political parties, but there is a model… 

“The Westminster Foundation for Democracy has a method for allocating state funding to political
parties overseas to do developmental work, to support them to do things that we think are important
and support emerging democracies in Africa and Eastern Europe. If it is acceptable to give state
funding to political parties to do things that we think are valuable for democracies overseas that are
emerging, why not to a democracy that we consider to be an ailing democracy at home?” 

Stuart Wilks-Heeg also emphasised the fundamental role of the political parties in putting forward
candidates, boosting the pool of potential local candidates will almost certainly require a total 
re-invigoration of the local party system, and that public financial support would be required for this.

Attitudes of employers

There are also changes which could be make it easier to combine being a councillor with paid
employment. This would include changes to the legal framework for time off for public duties. 
A comparison with magistrates was made by Maidstone Council, among others, who told us: “The
support from employers of councillors could be improved; an approach similar to that expected of
employers of magistrates was suggested.”

Another way in which employers could help support the role of councillors would be explicit recognition
of service as a councillor to be included in corporate social responsibility policies.

Among views which were put to us:

� The London Borough of Greenwich commented that although the legal provision exists for
reasonable  time off, many councillors are pressured not to exercise their rights. In addition,
while employers might allow time off for a formal council meeting, they are less likely to
understand the importance of neighbourhood or engagement activity. ”The government
might consider some form of reward to those employers allowing or encouraging employees
to take time off to participate in public life.”

� Kirklees Council commented on the need for “greater consideration of the ways in which
employers can be encouraged to support their staff to become councillors and create an
environment where their role is valued”.

� Fylde councillors suggested that younger people might be encouraged to become
councillors if it could offer some form of qualification. Transferable skills could be
demonstrated through accreditation (discussed in Section 4) and an agreed job description
would be an element of that.

� A councillor from Derbyshire commented that his employer, in the civil service, would be
considered to be good practice in allowing 18 days a year time off for public duties, but “one
and a half days a month is hardly sufficient for someone to undertake the roles expected of a
councillor in the government’s vision for local government”. 

� Staffordshire also argued for an improved legal framework for time off from employers, and
expressed concern that small firms had particular difficulty with giving time off to
councillors.

� UNISON advocated a right to take up cabinet posts on a full-time basis, including 
on secondment from employers, to encourage a wider range of people to stand 
for them.
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We recommend:

R39. There is a vital need for renewal of democratic representation, to ensure council
chambers have a diverse membership, reflecting the communities they serve. There is a
need for stronger action by government, councils, and political parties to enhance councillor
recruitment, and tackle barriers.

R40. We must recognise current discrimination and inequality in recruitment of councillors
and take action to improve the recruitment of women, disabled people, in particular younger
disabled people, people from ethnic minorities, younger people in general, and those in
employment.

R41. There should be a new legal duty on councils (possibly on the Returning Officer) to
provide information about the role of councillor, to support recruitment. This could include
open events, information packs, shadowing and mentoring, and the general promotion of the
role.

R42. Political parties should take stronger measures to tackle issues of diversity in
representation, in relation to:
� recruitment 
� pre-election training 
� post election training
� succession planning
and should review party rules to take account of this.

R43. National and local funding is needed for work which would support wider recruitment
of councillors, such as mentoring.

R44. Employers should be encouraged to recognise the benefits of the role of councillors,
and to include support for councillors as part of corporate social responsibility. 

R45. The Roberts Commission should review the legal framework for councillors’ rights to
time off for public duties, for example in comparison with the framework for jury service,
and the possible need to recompense the employer for statutory time off for public duties.
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001 Special Interest Group Of Municipal Authorities (SIGOMA)
Claire Mangham, Research Officer

002 London Borough of Waltham Forest
Councillor Clyde Loakes, Leader of the Council

003 The National Association of Citizens Advice Bureau
Rick Emmerson, National Development Officer

004 Rugby Borough Council
Councillor Craig Humphrey, Councillor. James Shera, Councillor Jerry Roodhouse

005 Office of Public Management

006 Northamptonshire County Council
Rachel Barford, Councillor Services Manager

007 Wychavon District Council
Sheena Jones, Support Services Manager

008 The Young Foundation
Kirstie Haines and Saffron James, Neighbour Project Manager

009 Tower Hamlets Council
Natalie Errington, Scrutiny Policy Officer

010 Commission for London Governance
Robert Neill AM, MP

011 London Borough of Greenwich
Mary Ney, Chief Executive

012 Kirklees Council
Councillor Andrew Palfreeman, Philip Hume, Carl Whistlecraft

013 University of Liverpool, School of Sociology & Social Policy
Dr. Stuart Wilks-Heeg

014 Wyre Borough Council
Councillor Paul Moon, Peter Foulsham

015 Flyde Borough Council
Carolyn Whewell, Scrutiny and Improvement Officer

016 Westminster City Council
Nicola Howe, Policy Manager

017 County Councillor Kevin Gillott
Derbyshire County Council 

018 North Dorset District Council
Liz Goodall, Chief Executive

Appendix 1: Written evidence
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019 Local Governance Research Unit, De Montfort University
Professors Steve Leach, Vivien Lowndes and Lawrence Pratchett

020 Staffordshire County Council
Jane Kennedy, Senior Corporate Policy Manager

021 The Standards Board for England
David Prince, Chief Executive

022 Wiltshire County Council
John Thomson, Deputy Leader & Portfolio Holder for Community Services
Keith Robinson, Chief Executive, Julie Martin, Policy & Community Officer
Also submitted: Strengthening Local Influence in Decision Making – 
Community Leadership in Wiltshire and The Beacon Scheme 2006

023 Conservative Group, Somerset County Council
Christopher Wolverson, Leader of the Conservative Group

024 Wycombe District Council
Councillor, J M Blanksby, Councillor G Galbraith, Councillor R Raja, Councillor I McEnnis,
Councillor J A Savage

025 Lancashire County Council
Liz Smallwood, Assistant County Solicitor

026 National Council for Voluntary Organisations
Dhara Vyas, Policy Officer
Also submitted: How Voluntary and Community Organisations can help
Transform the Local Relationship

027 Commission for Rural Communities
Brian Wilson, Director – Thematic Studies & Inquiries

028 South West Local Government Association
Councillor Ron Parker, Chair
Also submitted: Members Champions: Guidance and Advice

029 Sunderland City Council
Karen Brown, Review Coordinator

030 Maidstone Borough Council
Angela Taylor, Overview & Scrutiny Manager

031 Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea
Gifty Edila, Director of Law and Administration

032 Political Skills Forum
Paul Wheeler, Director
Also submitted: PDF version Political Recruitment – How local parties
recruit councillors by Paul Wheeler for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation

033 Cumbria County Council
Executive Summary
David Claxton, Head of Member Services and Scrutiny
Submitted: Full PDF version Cumbria Local Democracy Commission Report
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034 Carlisle City Council
John Egan, Director of Legal and Democratic Services
On behalf of the Cross Party Steering Group

035 Graham Russell, Senior Associate
South West LGA

036 London Borough of Redbridge
Alan Sizer, Policy Manager

037 Gateshead Council
Jonathan Rew, Executive Assistant to the Chief Executive
Also submitted: The Ward Councillor as Community Champion and
Members’ Charter for Consultation and Communication

038 The University of Manchester, School of Social Sciences
Dr Francesca Gains, Senior Lecturer and Co-ordinator of the Evaluating Local Governance 
Research Team

039 Dorset County Council
(Letter response) David Jenkins, Chief Executive

040 Chester City Council
Brian Reed, Member & Services Manager

041 APPG Responses Sent From Individual Councillors

042 Worcestershire County Council
Dr George Lord, Leader of the Conservative Group and Leader of the Council; John Buckley, 
Leader of the Labour Group and Chairman of Overview and Scrutiny Steering Committee; 
Tom Wells, Leader of the Liberal Democratic Group

043 Hull City Council
Stuart Davy, Head of Neighbourhood Management

044 London Borough of Sutton
Sean Brennan, Leader of the Council

045 Halton Borough Council
Ian Leivesley, Strategic Director – Corporate and Policy

046 London Borough of Newham
The Office of Sir Robin Wales, Mayor of Newham

047 London Councils
Councillor Merrick Cockell, Chairman

048 St Edmundsbury Borough Council
Ann-Marie Howell, Principal Policy Officer

049 Unison
Heather Wakefield, National Secretary

050 Plymouth City Council
Giles Perritt, Head of Continuous Improvement
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051 Crawley Borough Council
Pat Tinsley, Head of Democratic Services

052 Aberdeenshire Council
Joanne Shirriffs, Policy Manager

053 Commission for Racial Equality

054 Opinion Leader

055 Nottinghamshire County Council
Roger Latham, Chief Executive

056 University of Birmingham
School of Public Policy, Institute of Local Government Studies

057 Local Government Association and the IDeA
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Appendix 2
Example of a job description for councillors, produced for the Independent
Panel on Member Remuneration, London Councils

On behalf of the community – a job profile for councillors

Purposes:
� To participate constructively in the good governance of the area.
� To contribute actively to the formation and scrutiny of the authority’s policies, budget,

strategies and service delivery.
� To represent effectively the interests of the Ward for which the councillor was elected, and

deal with constituents’ enquiries and representations.
� To champion the causes which best relate to the interests and sustainability of the

community and campaign for the improvement of the quality of life of the community in
terms of equity, economy and environment.

� To represent the council on an outside body, such as a charitable trust or neighbourhood
association.

Key Tasks:
� To fulfil the statutory and local determined requirements of an elected member of a local

authority and the authority itself, including compliance with all relevant codes of conduct,
and participation in those decisions and activities reserved to the full Council (e.g. Setting
budget, overall priorities, strategy).

� To participate effectively as a member of any committee or panel to which the councillor is
appointed, including related responsibilities for the services falling within the committee’s
(or panel’s) terms of reference, human resource issues, staff appointments, fees and
charges, and liaison with other public bodies to promote better understanding and
partnership working.

� To participate in the activities of an outside body to which the Councillor is appointed,
providing two-way communication between the organisations. Also, for the purpose, to
develop and maintain a working knowledge of the authority’s policies and practices in
relation to that body and of the community’s needs and aspirations in respect of that body’s
role and functions.

� To participate in the scrutiny or performance review of the services of the authority including
where the authority so decides, the scrutiny of policies and budget, and their effectiveness in
achieving the strategic objectives of the authority.

� To participate, as appointed, in the area – and service-based consultative processes with the
community and with other organisations.

� To represent the authority to the community, and the community to the authority, through
the various forums available.

� To develop and maintain a working knowledge of the authority’s services, management
arrangements, powers/duties, and constraints, and to develop good working relationships
with relevant officers of the authority.

� To develop and maintain a working knowledge of the organisations, services, activities and
other factors which impact upon the community’s well-being and identity.

� To contribute constructively to open government and democratic renewal through active
encouragement to the community to participate generally in the government of the area.

� To participate in the activities of any political group of which the councillor is a member.
� To undertake necessary training and development programmes as agreed by the authority.
� To be accountable for his/her actions and to report regularly on them in accessible and

transparent ways.
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