BOUNDARY COMMITTEE PROPOSALS FOR A UNITARY AUTHORITY FOR DEVON

- SPECIAL DEVON HEARTLANDS COMMUNITY FORUM – 28th July 2008 

1. Attendees

The meeting held at Fairplace Church Hall Okehampton was attended by 18 members of the public with guest speakers :-

Roger Grainger – Senior Community Strategy Officer for Devon County Council, & Nick Payne – Corporate Director for West Devon Borough Council,

with Philip Wagstaff in the chair.

2. Aim 

Philip Wagstaff introduced the speakers & outline the general aim of this special forum, which was to gain a greater knowledge of proposal for a Unitary Authority for Devon issued by the Boundary Committee on 7th July. 

3. Background Information

3.1 Key Terms of Reference

The Government instructed the Boundary Committee to advise on alternative unitary proposals for the whole of Devon to replace current County & District system. 

NOTE:- Town & Parish Councils remain the same.

3.2 Progress to date

Stage 1 Invite Outline Concepts for Unitary Local Government – Complete April

Outcome was that the Committee received a number of concepts, including from Borough, City & County Councils. 

Stage 2 Consider Concepts & decide on draft proposals – Complete 7th July

Preferred Concept is for a Unitary Authority for Whole of Devon (excluding Torbay & Plymouth) with an innovative Approach for local engagement & delivery by setting up Community Boards in 28 Market Towns & their surrounding parishes plus an Exeter City Board. 

Also they wished to include a further idea which they felt may have merit – 2 Unitaries: rural Devon and Exeter & Exmouth Unitary. 

Stage 3 Public Consultations & gather Financial Information – by 26 September

The public consultation is happening now all responses should be supported by evidence to be considered.

Financial Information Gathering is taking place with Finance Directors & teams burning the midnight oil to provide the detailed information required by the Boundary Committee. This information will be used to validate the financial viability / affordability of the proposals. This is a key test.

3.3 Future Stages

Stage 4 – Analysis information & preparing a report with recommended proposal for the Secretary of State (Hazel Blears) – by 31 December 2008

The five key tests that the proposal must satisfy are:-

· Be affordable, that is implementation costs recovered within five years

· Provide value for money & fair access to services

· Provide Strategic Leadership

· Provide neighbourhood empowerment

· Have a broad cross section of support  

Stage 5 – Parliamentary Consultation & legislation which would necessitate another 4 weeks statutory consultation before going through the Parliamentary procedures. 

NOTE:-  This assumes the Report is accepted

Stage 6  Implementation – The most probable implementation date is 1st April 2010. – just 20 months away!!

4.  DCC Response

DCC are pleased with the proposal made by the Boundary Committee as it reflects the outline concept that they had submitted. However it was just an outline therefore did not have detailed information & plans to underpin the concept. This was always the case & DCC are now working hard to develop more detail on the Community Board concept & have begun to involve town & parish representatives in that work. There is much work to be done to provide more detailed hard information. They are responding to requests for meetings & discussions. 

The vision for the Community Boards is to provide the meeting place where local concerns are discussed, local priorities agreed & decisions taken on how the local budget is spent. Under this proposal 28 market town & an Exeter City Community Board will be set up. 

Community Board membership might include :- 

· Town Mayor

· Town & Parish Councillors 

· Unitary Councillors

· Police Representatives

· Primary Care Trust Representatives

· Local representatives from the business, community & voluntary sectors &  nominated by the Community Forum. 

Only the Councillors on the Board will have voting rights, thus retaining the control within the elected members. 

The exact role, function & make up of each Community Board will be decided locally to meet their own specific needs, and to reflect and respect local circumstances. 

5. WDBC Response

WDBC are disappointed by the Boundary Committee’s decision to dismiss the various proposals for creating smaller unitary authorities, such as the South Devon and Dartmoor proposal that they had made. 

The areas of concern are :-

I. Is an authority of 750,000 people across 2,500 sq miles too big?

II. The new unitary will have around 100 elected Members. That means that each councillor will represent on average around 7,400 people across the full remit of local government services. In the West Devon context this might result in one councillor representing several settlements and villages across a large geographic area. The unitary will operate under a Leader and Executive model with a maximum of 10 councillors on the Executive. The democratic deficiency is that the real power of the new council will concentrated in very few councillors. Many practising councillors have recognised that  representing 7400 people under such arrangements will become a very challenging if not full time job. By way of example an existing WDBC councillor represents on average about 1800 people.
III. The lack of any detailed & definitive information and costs about Community Boards, so how can informed judgements be made? 

IV. The timescale for decision-making & implementation is too short, therefore leading to a confused & confusing introduction.

V. The reasons for discounting the South Devon and Dartmoor proposal contradict & conflict with the decision to explore the Exeter & Exmouth option. 

VI. Financial assessment will be made using information based upon major assumptions, e.g. How Community Boards will operate and how complex and expensive services such as waste management might be aggregated? Also old data will be used such as the 2001 census rather than latest population predictions.

VII. The five key tests appear to be changing. For example the proposals will need a measure of support of key partners, stakeholders & service users/citizens rather than “…broad cross section of support”

VIII. Finally there is a concern that the vast majority of the community are unaware of the proposals & their potential impact. This was evidenced by canvassing people at the Tavistock Food Fair, so WDBC will be conducting a high profile media strategy to get people involved. 

Officers and Members of WDBC are also willing to attend meetings of groups and organisations to explain the proposals and their implications.

6. General Debate & Discussion

There was a lively & searching debate on a number of subjects including the following:-

· Community Boards are not inevitable but are subject to the proposals meeting the five key tests & then the Secretary of State adopting the proposal.

· West Devon Parishes has a direct link to WDBC & DCC through the Link Committees, represented by one Councillor per parish. This important democratic path is in danger if this proposal is adopted. Note:- Councillors representing the Parish Councils will have seats on the Community Board. 

· WDBC Services, such as planning, may end up being less readily assessable to the general public as it is likely that this function will be undertaken through area based Spatial boards. There was talk about having to travel to Newton Abbott for planning appeals etc. This is potentially a service that Community Boards could ensure was provided locally. 
· Dartmoor National Park Authority is not mentioned in the proposal but it is widely understood that their powers will remain as is. 
· Democratic deficiency would occur with the loss of Borough Councillors. This would be offset in part by the increase in Unitary (County) Councillors from the current 62 to 90 councillors. The Okehampton area could be served by up to 4 Unitary Councillors. It was stated that currently responsibility for 85% of local council expenditure lay with the 62 County Councillors.

· The need for & the expense of this whole exercise was questioned. However it has been imposed upon us by the government & not participating is not an option. None of the Local Authorities wanted this. 
· Each of the 4 West Devon MCTi Partnerships have secured a seat on the Local Strategic Partnership & are active participants in developing the Sustainable Community Strategy. It is important that this connection is preserved
· Community Board “Devolved Budget” – it has been indicated that a sum in the region of £200,000 per annum could allocated to each Community Board to allocate to local priority projects & services.
· The use of out-of-date population figures could skew the financial analysis conducted by the Boundary Committee. They should use the latest information.
However summing up the feeling of the meeting was the comment made a one individual who said "as an ordinary member of the general public there is not information available for me to make an informed decision."
This sentiment was endorsed by Okehampton Town Council, who are conducting research into Community Boards through their town council networks & talking to East Riding UA. It their intention to meet when the facts are known & then to make their response, probably including an extraordinary town meeting.  

7 . Further Information

For further details and background to these proposals from the Boundary Committee go to the following link: 
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/boundary-reviews/all-reviews/south-west/devon/devon-structural-review 
Or borrow a reference copy from Devon Heartlands Community Partnership – contact Ewen Rae 01837 659991 

DCC are very keen to hear any ideas or thoughts people have about the Community Boards as the County Council are very clear that they want to "co-design" the detail about the way the Boards will operate. Please email roger.grainger@devon.gov.uk or telephone Roger Grainger 01392 382865 with your thoughts or to discuss any issues around the concept of a community board.

Similarly you can contact WDBC Nick Payne, Corporate Director tel 01822 813710 or email npayne@westdevon.gov.uk
