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Summary of the Group’s findings and recommendations

 Cumbria offers scope for multiple models of localisation, Members could see the 
benefits of retaining the district boundaries, but heard from several local authorities 
that have implemented Area Partnership or Locality Board models with around 15 
Boards to serve a population similar to Cumbria’s;

 The evidence pointed to the importance of striking a balance between the strategic 
oversight that unitary status provides with the flexibility that is required at the most 
local level;

 That there is scope to rationalise the planning system compared to the status quo;
 Initial work was carried out to look at how localisation would enable new people to 

become councillors and heard from other councils about how they involve the public 
within the Area Partnerships and Locality Boards. 

Recommendation 1

That the following principles are considered for adoption when developing a locality model 
and structure for a future unitary:

 The importance of centrality of information about the population when developing 
models, in terms of population health models, education, economic data and 
information on vulnerable or marginalised groups;

 Getting the balance right between the following geographical scales: whole authority, 
current districts, sub-district level (as with the Area Partnerships and Locality Boards) 
and parish level; this means considering levels of downward devolution and 
potentially taking a tiered approach;

 Consideration of which functions to devolve – i.e. highways and infrastructure, 
preventative services, health and wellbeing responsibilities etc.

 Adopting a strength-based approach which capitalises on what people want locally, 
what works well and what could aid prevention, rather than focusing most attention 
on interventions where things are not working;

 Looking at participation models which moved beyond a traditional council or 
committee approach, with partners, parishes and the public playing a greater role, 
while Members retain key responsibilities (i.e. voting on spend);

 Importance of relationships and networks and ensuring that structural arrangements 
act as enablers rather than barriers – enhancing what has worked historically;

 Resilience – developing an approach which can accommodate structural changes 
among partners (i.e. NHS reorganisation), introduction of new actors (i.e. the Police 
and Crime Commissioner) and changes in personnel (i.e. elections with high 
turnover, key officers retiring or leaving), sudden changes in national policy (i.e. due 
to national politics, budgets or major shocks – i.e. COVID)

Recommendation 2

That the following proposed approach to working with, supporting and strengthening the role 
of town and parish councils is considered:

 Maximising a locally led approach that recognises that there is no one size fits all;
 Building the strategic capacity of town and parish councils for those who wish to do 

so, for example through locality structures, clustering and/or considering the merits of 
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establishing a quality framework for town and parish councils e.g. the current Local 
Council Award Scheme (LCAS), or the Certificate in Local Council Administration 
(CiLCA); 

 If developing an Area Partnership or Locality Board approach, to ensure parishes can 
cluster based on their historical associations, and that they have flexibility to 
determine how much they wish to be involved;

 Considering working with town and parish councils on a programme of devolution of 
resources, potentially with stronger ties to the local elected Member of the Unitary 
Council to ensure a voice at all structural tiers;

 For unparished areas to consider learning from the Area Partnership/Locality Board 
models, in terms of developing structures between Parish/Town Council level and the 
current District levels.

Recommendation 3

That Cabinet considers seeking further input from Scrutiny an several aspects of this review 
including:

 The role of the front-line Councillor in any future localisation model;
 For the resourcing work being carried out by Scrutiny to finalise initial work from this 

review on how to support the Councillor of the Future, especially in terms of attracting 
Councillors from diverse backgrounds and to work closely with the forthcoming 
Scrutiny Task and Finish Group on new ways of working;

 To consider the Equality implications of any future models, including those protected 
under the Equality Act, but also people who may experience inequalities due to 
deprivation or rural isolation;

 To consider the implications of localisation on children and families and for Adult 
Social Care.
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Background and Context

A non-executive Member session was held on 19 August 2020, which briefed and engaged 
Members on the current opportunity for development of proposals on the future of local 
government in Cumbria. 
The Council’s Cabinet considered a high-level, initial proposal for submission to the Ministry 
of Housing, Communities and Local Government on 3 September 2020.
At the 19 August session, Members contributed their suggestions on areas of focus for 
scrutiny activity in relation to local government reform. Members were supportive of the 
establishment of a task and finish group.
Members highlighted several issues for scrutiny activity – locality arrangements were a 
widely suggested focus, as was learning from other areas and building on best practice. In 
addition, Members highlighted the exploration of the impacts of reform on the local workforce 
and on frontline services.
A significant part of how, and at what pace, the process of local government reform will 
progress is subject to Ministerial decision. It is therefore important that Scrutiny engagement 
in the process moves at pace but is also able to be flexible to respond to developments.

National Context
The recent discussions that have taken place on the future of local government in Cumbria 
have been within the context of the emerging aspirations from the UK Government to pursue 
a ‘levelling up’ agenda across regions. It was clear through national speeches and local 
discussions with Ministers and civil servants that the Government views simplification of 
local government as a necessary platform for devolution. This is heading towards the 
publication of a White Paper on Devolution and Local Recovery, which has been delayed 
and is now expected in 2021, and is due to set out the future framework for devolution to 
local areas in the context of local recovery from the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic over 
the coming months and years.

There are many examples of how other unitary authorities have put in place mechanisms for 
effective engagement, decision-making, design and delivery of services in communities (see 
Appendix D). This includes ‘downward devolution’, which involves devolving assets and 
services to communities through locality working. These vary from establishing community 
networks in the case of Cornwall Council, to running place-based pilots with town and parish 
councils and community organisations in Buckinghamshire. However the structure is 
shaped, they all have the commonality of working with communities to empower and 
strengthen, giving town and parish councils a greater role in service delivery and managing 
assets, and putting the principle of locality at the centre of the unitary authority. 

In the LGA’s New Conversations: Guide to Engagement, they state that local councils can 
act as a ‘barometer’ of community opinion – principal councils can help to build their capacity 
to do this. They state, “…The authority needs to act as an agent and enabler of change – 
providing tools, building capacity, rolling out good ideas to other parts of the area, speaking 
to people about what they need, and giving a voice to community leaders. For this to happen 
there must be a trusting relationship between residents and the local authority, with a strong 
ongoing dialogue”. 

Best practice shows one way of ensuring this is through the established approach of Asset-
Based Community Development, which is about identifying what a community has to offer 
rather than just what it needs. The ‘assets’ in question include people, associations and 
institutions. Once they have been identified, the idea is to get them working together for the 
benefit of the community. 
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Research produced from think-tank Nesta into new operating models in local government 
included a guide to Asset-Based Community Development for Local Authorities. Through 
illustrating examples of other local authorities who have been renewing relationships with 
their communities, the guide explains the principles and benefits of the approach and how it 
can be adopted. This includes having alignment with corporate policy, through a mindset 
from leadership that frames communities as a source of ‘rich abundance’, taking a ‘test and 
learn’ approach and long-term investment and commissioning. 

This review looked at local examples of this type of activity and has helped to shape the 
learning and recommendations of this report. 

Scope of Review

At a meeting on 10 September 2020 Scrutiny Management Board agreed to an initial phase 
of activity focused on the development of proposals in respect of locality arrangements, and 
strengthening the role of town and parish councils:

 To identify examples of effective arrangements for engagement, decision-making, 
and design and delivery of services at locality level; 

 To explore the benefits, challenges and risks of examples identified;

 To seek the views of a range of local stakeholders on potential future locality and 
community arrangements for Cumbria, including strengthening the role of town and 
parish councils;

 To consider best practice and approaches for engaging with localities and 
communities in the further development of proposals.

To also:

 analyse best practice from other areas on scrutiny engagement in local government 
reform processes – in further development of future models, in transition, and in 
planning for transformation.

The membership of the Task and Finish Group were:

 Cllr Bill Wearing (Chair)
 Cllr Mark Wilson (Vice-Chair)
 Cllr Trevor Allison
 Cllr Anthony Markley
 Cllr Will Clark
 Cllr Rebecca Hanson
 Cllr Elizabeth Mallinson
 Cllr Phil Dew
 Cllr Keith Hitchen
 Cllr Paul Turner
 Cllr Pete McSweeney 

Officer support was provided by:

 Joel Rasbash, Strategic Policy & Scrutiny Advisor
 Hayley Reay, Policy & Scrutiny Officer
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To take this work forward, the Task Group came together fortnightly throughout October and 
November 2020, while agreeing to carry out smaller witness focus groups and conversations 
in between. Members agreed the following priority workstreams:

 Health and wellbeing and locality working, examining particular examples including 
the Carlisle Healthy City and Ulverston Healthy Town projects

 Locality models from other unitary organisations, with a focus on those that have 
adopted an Area Partnership/Locality Board model (with witness sessions held with 
Buckinghamshire, Durham and Wiltshire Councils);

 Planning functions and how that could look in a potential unitary local authority; 
 ‘Councillors of the future’, including the benefits and risks of remote working, 

transport, work/life balance.

Members discussed what would interest them most and where they thought their knowledge, 
experience and skills would be applied best and what was deliverable in the timescale. The 
following focus group sessions were held:

Table 1: Witness Focus Groups held October to December 2020

Workstream Task and Finish Group 
Councillors

Activity and Witnesses

Planning Cllr Pete McSweeney and Cllr 
Paul Turner

Session held 21/10 with Cllr Stan Collins, 
Chair of the Task and Finish Group on 
Planning Obligations. 

Cllr Phil Dew, Cllr Keith 
Hitchen and Cllr Trevor Allison

Session held 26/10 with Sue Castle-Clarke 
(Chair of Cumbria Association for Local 
Councils) and Carolyn Otley (Cumbria 
CVS) 

Cllr Phil Dew, Cllr Keith 
Hitchen and Cllr Trevor Allison

Session held 16/11 with Buckinghamshire 
– Claire Hawkes (Director – Localities and 
Strategic Partnerships) and Cllr Gareth 
Williamson (Cabinet Member for 
Communities and Public Health)

Locality 
Models

Cllr Phil Dew, Cllr Keith 
Hitchen and Cllr Trevor Allison

Session held 2/12 with Wiltshire – Philip 
Whitehead (Leader), Richard Clewer 
(Deputy Leader), Ian Gibbons (Corp. 
Director - Legal, Electoral and Registration 
services), David Bowater (Snr. Corporate 
Support Manager), Rhys Schell 
(Community Engagement Manager)

Cllr Phil Dew and Joel 
Rasbash

Session held 20/11 with Durham - Michael 
Wilkes (Principle Area Partnership Co-
ordinator North). 

Health and 
Wellbeing 

Cllr Mark Wilson Session held 29/10 with Karen Johnson 
(Area Manager for South Lakeland), Carol 
Last (Community Development Officer) 
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and Mike Conefrey (Public Health Locality 
Manager for South Lakeland)

Cllr Rebecca Hanson Session held 4/11 with Lizzy Shaw (Area 
Manager for Allerdale) Georgina Ternent 
(Public Health Locality Manager for 
Copeland) and Valerie Ayre (Public Health 
Locality Manager for Allerdale).

models 

Cllr Elizabeth Mallinson Session held 6/11 with Emma Dixon 
(Partnership Manager, Carlisle City 
Council) Paul Musgrave (Area Manager 
for Carlisle) and Julie Clayton (Head of 
Communications and Engagement, North 
Cumbria CCG).

Cllr Bill Wearing, Cllr Will 
Clark and Cllr Anthony 
Markley

Members conducted informal fieldwork. Councillors 
of the Future

Cllr Bill Wearing Call to be arranged in the future with 
Claire Hawkes from Buckinghamshire 
Council. 

Evidence Gathered and Summaries of Witness Focus Groups 

In advance of the review, Task Group Members considered a range of background and 
contextual information: 

 Models of public sector community devolution – ways in which services could run e.g. 
community boards/partnerships, with town and parish councils including examples 
from other unitaries 

 Scrutiny best practice from other areas on scrutiny engagement in local government 
reform processes 

 Cumbria County Council Scrutiny Review 2012 which looked at unitary(ies) options 
including enhanced two-tier working

 Different methods of engagement with the community for example, citizens panels, 
neighbourhood forums, third sector networks, public participation methods

Summaries of Witness Focus Groups

While the meetings with witnesses took the form of informal discussions and varied in length 
and content, the broad questions discussed throughout were:

 How is capacity strengthened in communities, including town and parish councils, to 
become empowered and engaged in the delivery of services and policy 
development?

 Based on the locality models and structures in other unitary authorities, what would 
be the benefits and risks of applying them to Cumbria?

 What has been the learning and best practice from area-based partnerships set-up in 
Cumbria in the past?
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 What has been the learning and best practice from current locality arrangements, for 
example in health and wellbeing models?

 What is your experience of establishing localised structures – what have you found to 
be the benefits of your approach, what would you do differently and what advice 
would you give to Cumbria? (Witnesses from Buckinghamshire, Wiltshire & Durham 
Councils)

Discussions were also wider in terms of exploring the issues in witnesses and Members own 
areas of work, and experiences of structures and working with their communities. The 
discussion on health and wellbeing models in South Lakeland, with a focus on the Ulverston 
Healthy Town project, provided a particularly good example of the hyper-local asset-based 
approach adopted in the area. Appendix B shows the measures of effectiveness of this 
approach and the remarkable impact on the capacity of the local community to respond to 
COVID-19, which greatly mitigated the demand for statutory support. This approach is also 
mirrored in other areas across Cumbria, including Carlisle through local partnerships 
including the Healthy Town City project. 

More detailed notes of each of the meetings with witnesses is attached at Appendix A
for information, however the broad responses received to these questions are outlined
below.

How is capacity strengthened in communities, including town and parish councils, to 
become empowered and engaged in the delivery of services, policy development 
etc.?

The discussion with the Cumbria Association of Local Councils (CALC) firstly focused on 
their interim position statement on local government reform (Appendix C), which has a focus 
on empowering town and parish councils through engaging them at the policy development 
stage. However, a common theme across all of the discussions was the resource and 
support that is needed to facilitate and enable this work to be effective, for both the principal 
authority and town and parish councils.  

Communities can provide a critical friend role and could provide challenge but also 
opportunity as to how policies could work at a local level. Experience shows that success 
happens when there is a good connection to the strategic level, where communities can 
actively influence policy decisions, strategies and local frameworks. 

Capacity to take on devolution of assets and service responsibilities was touched upon, 
CALC’s position on this is detailed in their interim statement, including the following:

“A principle authority should not think in terms of either ‘we’ do it or ‘they’ do it. Often the 
combination of local resources, local knowledge and sensitivity to local considerations 
provided by the town or parish council, coupled with the professional officer expertise and 
support provided by the principle authority will provide the best arrangement”. 

Unparished communities were also discussed. One suggestion was to scope out the type of 
representation that is both wanted and needed, through following the natural community 
clusters that exist already and holding informal community meetings in those areas to get an 
idea for the communities’ priorities. This could then potentially lead to the formation of a town 
or parish council, or another model, and people who have connection to and a strong sense 
of place tend to come forward. 
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These questions were also raised with Buckinghamshire Council in which they stressed the 
importance of assuring parishes that their focus is on downward devolution, and that 
engagement with higher structures is voluntary. Buckinghamshire also stressed the 
importance of giving parishes flexibility in terms of which structures they engage with, and 
that no parish is split by higher tiers. 

Based on the locality models and structures in other unitary authorities, what would 
be the benefits and risks of applying them to Cumbria?

There was broad agreement across witnesses that a strength-based approach through 
asset-based community development should be an underlying principle of any model or 
structure that may be put in place. Through beginning conversations from a strengths-based 
perspective (rather than deficit-based), this can help identify communities’ priorities which in 
turn can help shape the wider organisations priorities for Cumbria. Communication and 
engagement should be placed at the heart of everything, and ensure the approach is 
bottom-up which empowers communities. 

Another common theme across discussions was that ways of working and relationships are 
key in any locality model or structure. Whether this is at public sector leadership level, where 
leaders across Cumbria are working together for a common cause through sharing 
information, or within communities across third sector organisations, businesses, town and 
parish councils, health and police etc. 

A few of the discussions talked practically about how localities could hold their own identity 
and uniqueness and still have a strong connection to the strategic ‘centre’. A flexible, fluid 
approach, with a focus on health and prevention, would need to be adopted recognising that 
there is no ‘one size fits all’. 

In Buckinghamshire, an Area Partnership model has been introduced in 2020 based on 
learning from Durham. There are 16 Partnerships with a devolved budget, a dedicated 
Member Chair and Partnership Officer. They have a broad remit based on locally set 
priorities and run as public forums with clusters of parish councils based on the natural 
geography of the county. 

What has been the learning and best practice from area-based partnerships set-up in 
Cumbria in the past? 

This question was particularly highlighted through the discussion with witnesses from South 
Lakeland, where the previous structure of the ‘Local Area Partnerships’ (LAPs) in Cumbria 
were referenced. 

It was felt that some of the learning includes LAPs being provided with funding from when 
they were set-up meant the focus was on ‘fixing’ problems rather than focusing on the 
opportunities. Going forward it was recommended that a locality arrangement/structure in 
any form would need a plan with clear priorities to help manage expectations and consider 
the opportunities in an area. The learning also included that having a more dedicated 
resource to support localities would be needed. However even though the LAPs were 
disbanded, the legacy that has been left behind includes the framework for community grant 
distribution, which is still used, as well as the eight cluster areas in South Lakeland, which 
helps support conversations with NHS Integrated Care Communities.

It was clear that there were strong parallels between the LAPs in South Lakeland and the 
Area Partnerships/Community Boards in Buckinghamshire, Durham and Wiltshire – 
especially in terms of geographic scale and approach to resourcing, agenda setting and 
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participation. It was felt that this model could be useful when considering unparished areas 
of Cumbria.

What has been the learning and best practice from current locality arrangements, for 
example in health and wellbeing models?

As previously highlighted, the Healthy City in Carlisle and Healthy Town project in Ulverston 
provided good examples of current locality arrangements that included a range of partners 
across sectors. They also highlight the role of councillors, Community Development Officers 
and partners working together in capacity building and facilitating communities and partners 
towards a common goal. This reinforced the Asset-Based Community Development 
approach which works to facilitate rather than ‘do’ for communities. It was also agreed 
across all of the localities that took part in the review that the coronavirus pandemic has 
strengthened the partnership working in localities, and all areas would like to continue to 
build on this. 

By looking at approaches in West Cumbria, South Cumbria and Carlisle, it was clear that 
flexibility was a key factor, with Carlisle taking a whole area approach, South Lakeland 
operating with a model similar to the Area Partnership/Locality Board approach and West 
Cumbria operating more organically at a lower geographic and neighbourhood scale. Key 
lessons from each of these was the importance of relationships and networks on the ground, 
and that the approach to structures, models and governance act as an enabler. 

What is your experience of establishing localised structures – what have you found to 
be the benefits of your approach, what would you do differently and what advice 
would you give to Cumbria? (Witnesses from Durham Council, Wiltshire Council and 
Buckinghamshire Council)

Buckinghamshire identified a number of key recommendations for Cumbria to consider, 
based on their experience. These included:

 Advance engagement with Parish and Town Councils;
 Allowing time to establish structures, and to build lots of training and support for 

Members, and especially any Chairs of the potential locality arrangements (as this is 
nearly a full-time commitment);

 To ensure that agendas are not dominated by one topic e.g. they referenced 
Highways, but have a balance of topics and priorities (this is especially important for 
retaining and engaging communities and the third sector);

 Embracing digital technology.

Findings and Recommendations 

Summary of the Group’s findings:

 Cumbria offers scope for multiple models of localisation, Members could see the 
benefits of retaining the district boundaries, but heard from several local authorities 
that have implemented Area Partnership or Locality Board models with around 15 
Boards to serve a population similar to Cumbria’s;

 The evidence pointed to the importance of striking a balance between the strategic 
oversight that unitary status provides with the flexibility that is required at the most 
local level;

 That there is scope to rationalise the planning system compared to the status quo;
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 Initial work was carried out to look at how localisation would enable new people to 
become councillors and heard from other councils about how they involve the public 
within the Area Partnerships and Locality Boards. 

Recommendation 1

That the following principles are considered for adoption when developing a locality model 
and structure for a future unitary:

 The importance of centrality of information about the population when developing 
models, in terms of population health models, education, economic data and 
information on vulnerable or marginalised groups;

 Getting the balance right between the following geographical scales: whole authority, 
current districts, sub-district level (as with the Area Partnerships and Locality Boards) 
and parish level; this means considering levels of downward devolution and 
potentially taking a tiered approach;

 Consideration of which functions to devolve – i.e. highways and infrastructure, 
preventative services, health and wellbeing responsibilities etc.

 Adopting a strength-based approach which capitalises on what people want locally, 
what works well and what could aid prevention, rather than focusing on most 
attention on interventions where things are not working;

 Looking at participation models which moved beyond a traditional council or 
committee approach, with partners, parishes and the public playing a greater role, 
while Members retaining key responsibilities (i.e. voting on spend);

 Importance of relationships and networks and ensuring that structural arrangements 
act as enablers rather than barriers – enhancing what has worked historically;

 Resilience – developing an approach which can accommodate structural changes 
among partners (i.e. NHS reorganisation), introduction of new actors (i.e. Police and 
Crime Commissioner) and changes in personnel (i.e. elections with high turnover, 
key officers retiring or leaving), sudden changes in national policy (i.e. due to national 
politics, budgets or major shocks – i.e. COVID)

Rationale: The aim of setting down some principles is to support a future unitary authority 
and to ensure that when designing a localisation model it can consider:

 Strategic level responsibilities;
 Design led approaches where the unitary creates administrative structures that sit 

between the whole unitary level and the most local levels;
 Room for a flexible approach unique to communities needs and aspirations.

A recurring theme in the witness sessions was the softer aspects of any approach – the 
people, skills, relationships, local histories and so on. A question thrown up was how this can 
be reconciled with administrative or top down designed systems. A principles-based 
approach at this stage was considered helpful to strike a balance.

Recommendation 2

That the following proposed approach to working with, supporting and strengthening the role 
of town and parish councils is considered:

 Maximising a locally led approach that recognises that there is no one size fits all;
 Building the strategic capacity of town and parish councils, for example through 

locality structures, clustering and/or considering the merits of establishing a quality 
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framework for town and parish councils for those who wish to do so e.g. the current 
Local Council Award Scheme (LCAS) or the Certificate in Local Council 
Administration (CiLCA);

 If developing an Area Partnership or Locality Board approach, to ensure parishes can 
cluster based on their historical associations, and that they have flexibility to 
determine how much they wish to be involved;

 Considering working with town and parish councils on a programme of devolution of 
resources, potentially with stronger ties to the local elected Member of the Unitary 
Council to ensure a voice at all structural tiers;

 For unparished areas to consider learning from the Area Partnership/Locality Board 
models, in terms of developing structures between Parish/Town Council level and the 
current District levels.

Rationale: The Cumbria submission to Government makes a clear commitment to working 
with and supporting town and parish Councils. The Buckinghamshire model has highlighted 
some of the advantages of taking devolution to a very local level. 

Again the Members felt that at this stage it was too early to be prescriptive about the role of 
parishes in a future devolved structure, and having discussed the importance of an organic 
approach at the local level in Recommendation 1, decided to focus on some wider 
considerations for parishes.

Recommendation 3

That Cabinet considers seeking further input from scrutiny an several aspects of this review 
including:

 The role of the front-line Councillor in any future localisation model;
 For the resourcing work being carried out by Scrutiny to finalise initial work from this 

review on how to support the Councillor of the Future, especially in terms of attracting 
Councillors from diverse backgrounds and to work closely with the forthcoming 
Scrutiny Task and Finish Group on new ways of working;

 To consider the Equality implications of any future models, including those protected 
under the Equality Act, but also people who may experience inequalities due to 
deprivation or rural isolation;

 To consider the implications of localisation on children and families and for Adult 
Social Care.

Rationale: The review included a workstream on the councillors of the future and began to 
scope this area and incorporate questions in the interview session. Given that SMB has 
commissioned further activity on the future ways of working for Members and Officers, it was 
felt this would provide a good opportunity to complete this piece of work. 

A number of issues relating to equalities, poverty and rural isolation came up in the witness 
sessions, but there was insufficient space to consider them fully. Likewise, there was 
insufficient space to give consideration to how localisation could best benefit children and 
families, the role of schools, early help, children’s social care, and the participation of young 
people in localised structures. A similar issue cropped up with Adult Social Care. 
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APPENDIX A

Task Group Witness Session Summaries

Planning Decisions and Localisation Focus Group Discussion 21/10/20

Attendees: Cllr Pete McSweeney and Cllr Stan Collins 

Discussion on a potential unitary organisation with planning authority:

 An advantage would be it would make communication easier - where one authority 
would communicate with town and parish councils. Example given of South Lakeland 
that has four planning authorities in the area out of nine in Cumbria.

 However, there could be doubts about neutrality and being impartial – would a 
unitary authority still be impartial; would third party consultants need to be hired over 
an in-house team?

 Nine planning authorities in Cumbria makes consistency in strategies and policies 
difficult

 Officers roles in current planning authorities important as they have local knowledge, 
a unitary authority might help to bring together this knowledge

Role of Town and parish councils:

 More involvement of town and parish councils in decision-making but some would 
need training and capacity building, or consider joint-working or merging in order to 
exercise functions

 It would be beneficial for communities if Parishes were trained to look at planning 
applications with an eye to view impact, for example whether a development will 
create extra demand for services and infrastructure

Economic development:

 Balance of attracting people to live and work in Cumbria vs influx of people causing 
pressures on services and infrastructure

 Important to work with bodies on place-shaping such as the LEP and service 
providers such as schools and hospitals to ensure consistency in planning and 
economic development 

 Important to get infrastructure in place first before building more houses e.g. schools, 
hospitals, roads, railways links (suggestion of hybrid trains), high speed broadband, 
public transport, emergency services (blue light hubs)

Future councillors of a unitary authority:

 Members would need better training on dealing with local issues as well as being 
able to see things strategically, make use of resources such as Youtube

 Training important around member involvement in on a Planning Committee and 
being involved in any local issues that may surround this – can’t have a conflict of 
interest if making a decision on a Committee 

Other issues raised:

 Drainage and water flow issues, and the impact of climate change
 Renewable energies and more local generation of power  
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Models of Localisation 27/10/20

Attendees: Sue Castle-Clarke (SC) (Chair of CALC), Carolyn Otley (CO) (Community 
Resilience Coordinator, Cumbria CVS), Cllr Keith Hitchen (KH), Cllr Phil Dew (PD) and Cllr 
Trevor Allison (TA)

The discussion began with CALC’s interim position statement on local government reform in 
Cumbria, which included Parish and Town Council empowerment. The discussion focused 
on how Parish and Town Councils would be better engaged at a policy development stage, 
as in the past engagement has been felt to have been a ‘tick-box’ exercise, and to have 
representation on the locality structures in place following the unitary process.

The conversation turned to the roles and responsibilities of a Town/Parish Councillor, 
including the fact that although all individual councillors sign an acceptance of office, the role 
is carried out unpaid. Members are elected but a small minority are co-opted onto a Town or 
parish council when a casual vacancy arises. SC talked about the code of conduct, standing 
orders and financial regulations that Councillors are bound by and raised the fact that some 
areas in Cumbria (Carlisle and Barrow) are unparished and therefore may not have a 
community voice at the table.

Members talked about the question of funding, and how this would work in the structure that 
already operates in Cumbria. There is a limit on how much small councils can do in their 
community without substantially raising the precept, therefore smaller councils need to look 
at how they work together going forward, for example in clusters for economies of scale.

CO commented on engaging communities at the policy development level, that success has 
been had when there is a connection to a strategic level. Communities can provide a critical 
friend role and could provide challenge but also opportunity as to how policies could work at 
a local level. 

Members questioned how capacity could be developed to allow this to happen. Members 
were informed about the Local Council Award Scheme (LCAS), which helps town and parish 
councils confirm through a nationally recognised scheme that they have sound processes in 
place for good governance, community engagement and for developing their council. There 
is also the Certificate in Local Council Administration (CiLCA) which provides town/parish 
clerks with a broad knowledge of all aspects of the Proper Officer role, including law, 
procedures, finance, planning and community engagement. Having a CiLCA qualified clerk 
is important not only because a professional clerk enables a council to function more 
effectively but also because it makes a town/parish council eligible to exercise the General 
Power of Competence and this will help when it comes to taking on any assets/services 
through downward devolution. Sue recommended that it would be helpful to have a 
programme to increase the number of CiLCA qualified clerks and LCAS accredited town and 
parish councils. 

Members questioned what kind of response CALC have had to their interim statement, and if 
there had been any enthusiasm for empowerment. Also, what kind of response did they 
have to their advertising campaign for the election for new councillors, and how would 
success come from clustering councils who maybe aren’t at the stage where they are 
competent. SC said they have had around thirty responses so far to their ‘interim position’ 
paper (mostly agreeable with the idea of empowerment) and are now waiting for the decision 
from government before arranging more detailed consultation. They also had positive 
responses to promotion of standing for election and hope to build on that for the next round 
of elections through capitalising on people’s strong sense of place and commitment to their 
local community. In response to the clustering question, SC explained that many smaller 
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parishes are concerned about loss of individual community identity and gave examples of 
village halls that are not far apart in distance but still work independently for separate 
funding, rather than together for maximum community benefits. An inability to see the bigger 
picture, rather than competence, is what often holds smaller parishes back from 
collaborative working. 

Members questioned about participation and encouraging diversity and community 
approaches in unparished areas. CO talked about the democratic processes they have in 
place in the third sector for representation. It is important to have a flexible approach as it is 
easier to encourage new voices if they’re involved at their own pace to begin with. People 
tend to gravitate towards talking about issues rather than structures, however it is balancing 
that against the democratic and decision-making processes. 

Members asked about unparished urban areas for example in Carlisle, and the difficult 
decisions that must be made at times by community representatives. CO acknowledged that 
while it can be hard to involve people when difficult decisions must be made, however some 
community leaders will be prepared to do that on a particular topic that interests them e.g. 
changes to health services in West Cumbria have shown some people willing to take on a 
community leadership role in that area, but may not be willing on another topic e.g. 
highways. 

SC talked about how people can be passionate about an issue for a short period of time and 
then momentum can drop and questioned how this energy could be harnessed over a longer 
period. In answer to the question about unparished areas in Carlisle, she suggested 
following the natural community clusters that exist already and holding informal community 
meetings to get a feel for the priorities of an area. This could then potentially lead to the 
formation of a Town or parish council or a community model. -People who love their place 
tend to come forward. On the question of difficult decisions, Parish Councils have 
governance policies and procedures that help and support councillors to make those 
decisions.

Members questioned about other national models such as that in Northumberland or 
Buckinghamshire, and whether they would potentially work in Cumbria. CO replied that from 
a third sector perspective, a model where the footprint of the six districts were kept in place 
would be beneficial for the community groups based there. SC stated that if the footprint of 
the six districts were kept in place, this could be perceived that the old structure is still there 
but just operating under a different name, and it would need to be evidenced what had 
changed. The reorganisation is an opportunity to rethink the current structures - there could 
be distinct communities of place/identities that sit outside of the current footprint of six 
districts. SC also mentioned that if some of the larger Town Councils took on a former 
District Council role, this could disillusion the smaller Parish Councils, who feel the specific 
needs of rural communities should be considered in decisions also. 

Members questioned whether there would be buy-in from community organisations, which 
CO stated it depends on the capacity of the organisation, for example smaller organisations 
can have limited capacity. NHS Integrated Care Communities were discussed, and that 
there are voluntary sector representatives engaged there, if people can see where they have 
influence and add value buy-in is more likely. Also, as third sector organisations don’t have 
the same governance that local authority organisations do, engagement comes from 
enabling through building skills and relationships in communities. The discussion also turned 
to how different ways of connecting and communicating online have been made more 
possible by the pandemic, which could make local engagement easier, while still 
remembering some people don’t have the skills or digital equipment. 
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Future of local government in Cumbria – locality health and wellbeing models in 
South Lakeland 29/10/20

Attendees: Cllr Mark Wilson (MW), Karen Johnson (KJ) (Area Manager for South Lakeland), 
Mike Conefrey (MC) (Public Health Locality Manager for South Lakeland), Carol Last (CL) 
(Community Development Officer)

KJ gave an overview of a Local Area Partnerships (LAPs) model which was trialled in 
Cumbria previously, based on eight cluster areas based on the key towns in South Lakeland, 
including the learning and challenges. 

The learning includes LAPs being provided with funding from when they were set-up which 
meant that it was felt the focus was on fixing problems rather than the opportunities. Going 
forward it was recommended that a locality arrangement/structure in any form would need a 
plan with clear priorities to help manage expectations and consider the opportunities in an 
area. 

Resourcing for the LAPs was also discussed which took the form of ‘light touch’ 
administration support from South Lakeland District Council. This then moved to the County 
Council’s Community Development Officers (CDO’s), and it was felt that this reemphasised a 
misconstrued idea of the type of support available from the CDO’s. Going forward, the 
learning also included that having a more dedicated resource to support localities would be 
needed. However even though the LAPs were disbanded, the legacy that has been left 
behind includes the framework for community grant distribution, which is still used, as well as 
the eight cluster areas, which helps support conversations with NHS Integrated Care 
Communities. 

MC highlighted the successful partnership working with the NHS in localities within South 
Lakeland, however this took time to build relationships and some mapping work of 
stakeholders in the area. The learning was similar to the above theme that a deficit-based 
model where focus on problems just wouldn’t work, and that a strengths-based approach is 
the consistent approach taken with communities and partners. 

CL provided an overview of the partnership working in the community in Ulverston. The 
Healthy Town project acts as an informative case study of the role of CDO’s in capacity 
building and facilitating communities and partners working together. A partnership working 
group was set-up which comprised of town and parish councils, community groups, 
representatives from the NHS, local businesses and many more. The working group’s aim 
was to focus on what made local people happy and healthy, and the Healthy Town project 
came together. Events were held that encouraged people to look after their health, 
community organisations worked with health professionals to hold health checks in the 
community, and an action plan was developed. The positive work going on in the community 
received wider ‘Healthy Town’ recognition and along with Carlisle’s ‘Healthy City’ they 
became part of a healthy cities network, which projected Ulverston onto worldwide webinars 
to share learning. It has also received interest from the academic community where 
researchers from UCLAN are writing papers on the learning from examining community 
relationships.

This reinforced the asset-based community development approach which works to facilitate 
rather than ‘do’ for communities. The coronavirus pandemic strengthened the partnership 
working in localities and going forward the CDO’s hope to build on the momentum from 
volunteers to link in with this work.

The conversation turned to the potential activities/structures that could be formed in a unitary 
organisation context that could help local devolution and decision-making. The group 
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discussed some of the principles that could help facilitate this, including using strength-
based approaches through Asset-Based Community Development. Population health is 
important to consider including having good evidence of the priorities and opportunities in a 
place, for example housing, education, employment prospects etc. Through starting 
conversations from this perspective, a vision and plan can develop working each area and 
partners, that can begin to inform how a wider unitary organisation could take shape. 

The group discussed how a unitary model could help strengthen partnership working in local 
areas, and it is important than community priorities and plans inform the wider organisations 
priorities and needs. Communication and engagement should be placed at the heart of 
everything, and ensure the approach is bottom-up which empowers communities. 
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Future of local government in Cumbria – locality health and wellbeing models in 
Allerdale and Copeland 4/11/20

Attendees: Cllr Rebecca Hanson (RH), Valerie Ayre (VA) (Public Health Locality Manager for 
Allerdale), Georgina Ternent (GT) (Public Health Locality Manager for Copeland), Lizzy 
Shaw (LS) (Area Manager for Allerdale)

Cllr RH began the conversation by talking about the work of the West Cumbria Community 
Forum. The group began to discuss about the successful partnership working in Allerdale 
and Copeland, including with Integrated Care Communities (ICC) teams, health and 
wellbeing teams and community teams. VA referenced the healthy weight work in Allerdale, 
including the structures that have formed there that inform the work. One downside that was 
felt across Allerdale and Copeland was the engagement of the strategic level from Adult 
Social Care, that it was not integrating well with the ICC model, which could be down to 
internal restructuring. ICC’s need to have a bit of both in terms of a strategic wider Cumbria 
and external to Cumbria view, as well as operational. 

It was discussed that it was the relationships that had been built over the years (and 
strengthened throughout the coronavirus pandemic) that form the basis for good partnership 
working in communities. A model would need to consider differences and it would be difficult 
to form the same structures across each area. The role of the public health approach was 
discussed including the importance of it for acting as the glue which brings people together 
and the key to keeping things local. An example of the different circumstances in each area 
came from Copeland, where positive work during the first lockdown of the coronavirus 
pandemic had happened where lots of volunteers came forward to help in the community. 
However, the problem they are now faced with is a lot of the volunteers were furloughed staff 
who worked at Sellafield, who had since returned to work. This highlights the different 
demographics, employment opportunities and anchor institutions in different areas across 
Cumbria. 

Cllr RH questioned the role of the District Councils in this, which the group agreed that 
District colleagues are vital partners to enable the local focus and activities, including helping 
to make things happen. Cllr Hanson also raised the point about encouraging fitness and 
activity in the population during the pandemic, to improve health while doing something 
positive such as fundraising. This can increase positive mental health, and Cllr Hanson also 
raised the question about youth mental health and ensuring it is considered throughout all 
planning. 

The group considered the structures in Allerdale and Copeland that exist already and 
thought about it in the context of a unitary model. Cllr RH mentioned that one of the positive 
ways of working at local level can be the multi-faceted landscape with lots of different groups 
and partnerships. However, going forward this would need a strong resource to map 
everything out and build on strengths. The group agreed that a flexible approach would be 
needed to keep the fluidity at local level, with a strong connection to the strategic level. 
Involvement from communities, including councillors, can be dependent on what is going on 
in their local area. Going forward priorities need to be looked at through using evidence and 
data to support, in order to channel resource appropriately. They agreed that ways of 
working are vital, and they want to continue to work closely with colleagues across all 
communities and partnerships. 
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Future of local government in Cumbria – locality health and wellbeing models in 
Carlisle 6/11/20

Attendees: Elizabeth Mallinson (EM), Emma Dixon (ED) (Carlisle Partnership Manager, 
Carlisle City Council), Paul Musgrave (PM) (Area Manager for Carlisle), Julie Clayton (JC) 
(Head of Communications and Engagement, NHS North Cumbria CCG)

EM stated the importance of the T+F group as understanding how locality structures would 
work under a unitary organisation. 

The discussion with how the ‘Healthy City’ project works, to which ED explained that Healthy 
City covers a longer-term focus period and takes a holistic approach to health. It has a 
number of key priorities such as place, healthy urban planning and design, health as 
everyone’s responsibility, health literacy, communicating the same message, keeping it at a 
local level to avoid disconnect by residents, among other things. ED told the group that the 
first phase of Healthy City started in 2012, and they were in the process of looking at a new 
phase before the COVID-19 pandemic. ED also explained that Healthy City looks at the 
wider determinants of health, putting a health lens on areas that may not in themselves 
relate to health, with Carlisle City being the first to put a health sub-title in their local plan.

PM went on to explain that Carlisle City Council are geared well toward upstream work, 
putting a health lens on other areas such as green space, prevention, despite not having the 
intervention responsibility that Cumbria County Council does. He said that working together 
as partners magnified efforts and provided a clear vision with the healthy city forum. Also, 
when it emerged that the health and wellbeing board wanted some level of locality, six health 
locality forums were established. It may also be the case that there are boards that cover a 
certain area, such as healthy city, with partnerships across different areas.

JC then talked about her role with most of her work being in West Cumbria. She explained 
Cumbria CCG is now North Cumbria CCG, which would impact conversations surrounding 
unitary due to the nature or the areas it covers. JC explained that the NHS is interested in 
‘place’ and where the strategic decisions are being made. She also pointed out that given 
the difficulty in recruiting and retaining GPs in Cumbria, there are impacts on the way they 
interact with partners on the wider place-based determinants and recommended that there 
should be a better understanding of upstream work. PM highlighted that the desire was there 
for this sort of joined up work, but the capacity, only exacerbated by COVID-19, made this 
more difficult. However, PM stated that there could be the opportunity to join things up as 
GPs are interested in prevention, obesity population health etc. 

Following this discussion, the group discussed what the priorities would be in a future unitary 
environment, and how a more localised model operating in Cumbria. 

PM said that prevention, for any authority, is a good investment. He questioned if in the 
future more could be done through local government and public health teams in order to 
develop a better understanding of leaders working together for common aims. 

LM explained that in Carlisle, all portfolio holders have the 6 p’s to consider when looking at 
different topics. Everything the City does in Cabinet looks at the wider community and how 
all their determinants work together (for example the cumulative impacts of Carlisle Garden 
City).

ED then went on to say that on approach is the bottom up/top down approach. Carlisle City 
agree the 6 p’s approach is useful and is incorporated into the health strategy. Carlisle City 
Council is trying to build in better cooperation with CCGs, however some just have very little 
capacity. ED therefore says that the best thing to do is to build relationships, where all 
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leaders are sharing information and working together for a common cause. JC agrees that 
relationships at every level is what’s important, with social prescribers as key.

LM said that the role of local councils is to ensure there is engagement between clinical/GPs 
and residents, COVID has changed the way these things have happened (digitally). 
Therefore, a whole system approach must be taken to embrace the changes that are 
coming, especially in local communities. 

PM stated that the direction of travel towards self-services, tele healthcare etc has 
accelerated the public’s access to digital. This has been shown so far by less need for 
assistance during the second wave of coronavirus.

Moving on from the digital conversation JC said that ultimately the principle of collaboration 
is important in enabling people at every level to be able to get on and do things, cooperation 
and ability to work together. 

ED agreed on this point and said that the partnership ethos as a way of working is vital, it is 
important to take time to understand who the partnerships are in a system so that there is no 
need to duplicate work, with everyone working towards a common aim.
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Future of Local Government in Cumbria – learning from Buckinghamshire Council 
16/11/20

Attendees: Cllr Gareth Williamson (GW) (Cabinet Member for Communities and Public 
Health), Claire Hawkes (CH) (Director – Localities and Strategic Partnerships), Cllr Trevor 
Allison (TA), Cllr Keith Hitchen (KH), Cllr Phil Dew (PD)

Management Team structure

Members confirmed that the task was to look at unitary authorities that have implemented 
local approaches, and what they have learned from their experiences. 

In Buckinghamshire an Area Partnership model has been introduced in 2020 based on 
learning from Durham. There are 16 Partnerships with a devolved budget, a dedicated 
Member Chair and Partnership Officer. They have a broad remit based on locally set 
priorities and run as public forums with clusters of parish councils based on the natural 
geography of the county. 

CH began by discussing how the organisation transitioned to a unitary organisation, 
including having Project Officers in place for transition planning.  All the Service Directors 
were in post by January 2020. Their experience of the transition period was that the planning 
takes a long time and is complex. Advice on the set-up of Community Boards and localism 
included to begin as early as possible, including gaining the political decision early, for 
example their shadow cabinet was already completed in December 2019. As well as working 
with a new corporate team and a new corporate plan, they visited local town/parish councils 
to gain a sense and understanding of their needs and what was important to them. This 
included visiting Clerks as key stakeholders as well as Members. It is important to 
understand the key themes from community asks and needs.

This includes finding out what is important to stakeholders and building good relationships. 
They also TUPE’d staff into the new structure and advised not to rush to build a structure, 
create something meaningful in order to bring it to life. 

Experience of transitioning to a new authority during March 2020 lockdown

Without the Covid-19 pandemic, the model would be fully staffed, however they had to 
launch the model before it was ready which was challenging and required a huge effort 
across organisations. 

The Covid-19 response was woven in to take a local place-based approach. It became a 
starting point for community conversations before they had formal committee meetings, 
including building in emergency measures.

Cllr TA questioned what their worst experience was. They agreed that the complicated 
period was just after the initial lockdown, they were still carrying out emergency provision 
whilst building structures and a new directorate.  They had to quickly move from an 
emergency to achieving some business as usual to get things done, which has meant 
relationships were built quickly.  

They also have a Strategic Partners Board which brings together all partners and launching 
as a unitary organisation provided a reset opportunity for this. The Strategic Partners Board 
explored what needed to be done differently and how to work in a new way. They found 
having good relationships and a record of key contacts provided a way to build up the 
service. The pandemic accelerated new ways of working and also sped up governance 
processes. 
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Managing the community board model

Each Community Board held an online recruitment process due to Covid-19 restrictions. 
They found Member briefing and training to be crucial in gaining buy in and understanding of 
the process and aims of Community Boards.

Cllr PD questioned about looking at alternative models, including how Buckinghamshire 
came to the decision for having sixteen boards. He also asked what was decided about 
informal/formal voting rights and membership, as well as budgets. They responded that they 
came to a decision based on what was the most likely identifiable communities, with Local 
Area Forums acting as a basis for identifying areas. They also learned a lot from Durham’s 
approach.  

They also advised that some thought should be given to identifying the best ways of 
communication, including identifying what subject matters to a community and how to 
engage with community groups e.g. highways issues was a big agenda item for them.  Their 
approach involved sub-groups which helped to manage the agenda to keep moving in the 
right direction. It is useful when setting agendas and identifying priorities to look at the legacy 
of previous arrangements, and make sure that it is seen as a new way of working and a 
fresh entity.   

They also stated that the Boards are not constitutional bodies but are informal, with some 
Chairs who made the decision to not use the councillor prefix.  Ideally the boards should be 
gatherings of people that want to make a difference in their communities.  Ensuring proper 
training for Chairs is essential. They also have a Co-ordinator role for each board which they 
have found to be critical. The Co-ordinator works with their Chair to shape the agenda and 
find out about the key issues in the local area.  Each area used a public health report as a 
‘baseline’ of the important issues. Their advice would be to bring data together to get to 
know the local community and have found that a thematic approach works well. They also 
advised that through their experience the Co-ordinator role’s workload has been heavy, and 
it has been vital not to appoint Chairs who have little capacity. 

In answer to the question on membership of the boards, they confirmed that the boards are 
set up in such a way that anyone can join, there is no formal membership. The budget 
involved was managed by the local authority. This was broken up according to the board 
priorities, which is where the funding is focused on. There are different parts to the funding 
involving 3 areas – the Public Health portion, an Infrastructure Fund, and a Priorities Fund. 
The funding is to fit the 3 priority areas that have been agreed by the board. Cllr KH 
questioned how they decide how much funding is allocated to each board. This is based on 
a formula which is based on population/IMD; therefore, it is important to know the areas well. 
They also found the Councillors Crisis Fund of £250k which was to support recovery from 
Covid, has helped to get the Community Board thought process going.

Cllr KH asked a follow-up question on whether there was a rural element into the division of 
funding, to which they replied it was important to have conversations on Community Board 
geography. Cabinet and committees are engaged with the Community Board work, so the 
rest of the council understands their geography and needs/priorities.  

Cllr KH followed up his question further by asking whether they have considered equity as 
well as equalities in dividing up grant funding across Community Boards and to set priorities.  
They replied that their Rural Forum was very successful previous to the Community Boards, 
so they continue to feed into the overall intelligence of prioritising board focus and spending. 

The conversation turned to devolution, particularly managing expectations and the fact that it 
can generate a lot of questions and concerns that it could be viewed as services and assets 
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being ‘given over’ to town/parish councils wholesale. It is important to be clear about what 
devolution is but more importantly what it isn’t and manage expectations. 

In their experience it has not always been easy to reach a resolution on unitary, however the 
Community Boards have helped to be the avenue for people to get together to focus on 
matters that will support communities.

Cllr TA questioned how to help support parishes to work/cluster together, and how to help 
some parishes who may have concerns that their assets will be acquired by the new 
authority. He asked a further question about how to address problems of a lack of public 
support for a unitary model.

Their reply assured that no control over assets/services has been taken up by the new 
unitary, and if anything, it was devolved in some cases. They have found the one unitary 
model to be extremely useful as it matches with the LEP/CCG/NHS/Police – footprint which 
means things can move quicker, they gave the example of tackling Covid-19, which they 
believed has been critical.

Before adopting a single unitary approach, it was felt that there was difficulty recruiting 
particularly in planning and social care. However, since putting in place a single geography 
structure it has been more meaningful as they felt it gave advantage to attracting strong new 
talent within the new authority. 

In answer to the question on supporting parishes to work together, their advice is not to 
underestimate the time needed to set everything up. Ensure small/more rural parishes 
voices are heard early in the process, including utilising rural/village sub-groups which can 
be a good idea. Also, they had weekly sessions with Association of Local Councils. A town 
and parish newsletter was sent out to every single parish area to keep communication open. 
Only cluster people together if it makes sense to do so – smaller parish councils might 
identify with a neighbouring council. Have strong but also flexible Terms of References. 

They also held public engagement events during the transition period which they found to be 
helpful and took away that it is important to be available to listen and engage with 
communities.

Cllr PD questioned about managing expectations of the Community Boards, including how 
fairness is ensured. They have found that the attendance at Community Boards have been 
good and are starting to live up to expectations. They have also connected with the VCS 
recovery board. Their advice would be to contact community foundations early on.  They will 
most likely buy into the new service provision and potentially match fund projects.  It is also 
important to have a positive ‘can do’ attitude and make cross-board links e.g. health and 
wellbeing. 

The boundaries for neighbourhood policing changes have aligned with the boards, which 
has been important to connect with and set ways of working with other boards.

They also shared some learning around Community Boards having an ongoing narrative and 
meetings that are connected rather than isolated from each other in terms of subject matter, 
which has worked well. The aims and objectives of Community Boards should be set out to 
everyone involved as soon as possible.

Cllr KH questioned how much they have been in contact with their County Associations and 
District Associations. They replied that it is important to talk with associations early and myth 
bust quickly.  Invest time to work out key stakeholders – district and county associations are 
critical to bring on board – have consistency in the message across council 
leaders/councillors and corporate leaders.

65



26

Future of Local Government in Cumbria – learning from Durham Council 
20/11/20

Attendees: Cllr Phil Dew (PD) and Michael Wilkes (MW) (Principle Area Partnership Co-
ordinator North, Durham Council).

Area Partnerships in Durham

Area Partnerships were established in 2009 when Durham became a unitary authority. 
Fourteen Area Partnerships were set up with different sized geographies reflecting the 
diversity of the county. Each Area Partnership was allocated £100k per annum and the 
partnership consists of a Board made up of 21 Members – 7 councillors, 7 stakeholders (i.e. 
police, health, third sector, housing etc.) and 7 members of the public recruited through a 
selection process. Stakeholder membership varies, though Durham City Area Partnership 
includes Durham University. 

Councillor membership rotates annually to ensure all Councillors have an opportunity to take 
part – though there is flexibility locally. Public representatives are selected every 4 years, 
and current members of the public can reapply to stay on the Board. 

Each Board establishes priorities and members of the public have an opportunity to vote on 
priorities. Once priorities are set the Board can set up sub-groups and working groups. 
Examples include employment, children and young people and public health. These are 
based on the discretion of the Board. 

The £100k is the Council’s corporate financial contribution to the Area Partnership and this is 
supplemented by funding from other stakeholders depending on the priorities and 
membership of the Board. Examples include various grants for youth provision, and 
provision for older people, and the CCG contributes funding. Individual directorates and 
services within Durham Council can also contribute funding. 

In addition to the £100k for the whole partnership, every Member receives an annual 
neighbourhood grant allocation of £20k. This can be used within their division or pooled 
across the Area Partnership to boost funding for any cross-cutting activity.

Board meetings are public forums open to any member of the public who can contribute to 
the discussion, though only Board members (including stakeholder and public 
representatives) can vote. 

Each Area Partnership has a Co-ordinator and two part-time support workers. Some of the 
larger Area Partnerships have more staff, especially where there are more elected 
Councillors and therefore a larger totality of neighbourhood grants to manage.

The Area Partnerships are used as consultees including the Council on its Mid-Term 
Financial Plan. This has included participatory budgeting events, questionnaires and other 
methods that have resulted in contact with 14,000 people. 

Area Partnership work collaboratively with Town and Parish Councils including the allocation 
of funding for Town and Parish Councils that have sought to extend their remit. Town and 
Parish Councils are free to decide how much they wish to participate in the Area 
Partnership. 
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Future of Local Government in Cumbria – learning from Wiltshire Council 2/12/20

Attendees: Cllr Philip Whitehead (PW) (Leader, Wiltshire Council), Cllr Richard Clewer (RC) 
(Deputy Leader, Wiltshire Council), Ian Gibbons (Corporate Director Legal, Electoral and 
Registration Services, Wiltshire Council), Rhys Schell (Community Engagement Manager, 
Wiltshire Council), David Bowater (DB) (Senior Corporate Support Manager, Wiltshire 
Council), Cllr Phil Dew (PD), Cllr Keith Hitchen (KH), Cllr Trevor Allison (TA)

Wiltshire Council introduced an Area Board model in 2009, which feature partners, residents, 
officers and councillors who come together to discuss, engage and consult on issues that 
matter to their communities. The resources are focused on locally agreed priorities backed-
up through local data and evidence via the Joint Strategic Needs Assessment, along with 
public discussion. The Area Boards are supported by democratic services and the 
community engagement team, who ensure agendas reflect the main priority issues of 
communities. Some Area Boards have sub-working groups that specifically focus on issues 
for younger people, health and wellbeing and community transport and air quality, which 
feed back into the Area Boards who make decisions on funding etc. In 2018/19 the Area 
Boards invested £1.1million into community led projects and calculated that for every £1 
awarded by Area Boards, it levered £3.49 of community investment. 

The conversation focused on relationships with local town and parish councils, of which they 
have a close working relationship with good collaborative working on jointly supported and 
funding projects, albeit with some tensions in some areas. Cllr PD questioned how the area 
footprint has worked out in practice, taking into account that Wiltshire previously had 
community planning areas that existed pre-Area Boards, and how that worked with town and 
parish councils. DB explained that Wiltshire was fully parished before moving to the Area 
Board model, which then lent itself to an asset transfer development programme to town and 
parish councils at the outset of becoming a unitary authority. Cllrs PW and RC agreed that 
everyone in the local communities felt it was the best move, and the consolidation of budgets 
helped to manage the pressure and impact of the recession on local residents. It also 
encouraged more strategic-thinking and cohesive, but this came with tensions at the 
beginning of their journey which they worked through. 

Cllr TA asked about financial savings which were made, all witnesses agreed that they made 
significantly more than was projected, particularly through the rationalisation of buildings. 
KPMG stated that £18million savings made between 2009 and 2013. Cllr KH questioned the 
percentage of council tax given to Area Boards, which was confirmed as about one third of a 
percent. Cllr KH also questioned about how Planning works in the area, and Cllr PW 
confirmed that Planning is still based on the previous district footprints, with four Area 
Planning groups, which are separate from Area Boards, and one Strategic Planning 
Committee. However Area Boards may be involved in consultation if there is a large-scale 
planning application in their area. 

Cllr PD asked where Area Boards meet and how the decision was made about task/working 
groups. Cllr PW stated that meetings mainly take place in council-owned buildings, such as 
libraries, which acts as community hubs. Cllr RC stated that some rotate around local village 
halls, and it depends on what works for that community, they are in control of where they 
would like to meet. As for task/working groups, this depends on what matters to the 
community, they can sometimes explore issues specific to them e.g. more affordable 
downsized housing, for a short-term basis. Cllr PW gave the example of a good working 
relationship with the local parish council, which funded 25% of small projects in communities 
that had come out of task/working groups. They also confirmed that Area Boards are 
apolitical and work on what is best for their local area. 
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