
TELFORD & WREKIN COUNCIL

CABINET - 24th NOVEMBER 2009
STRENGTHENING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TELFORD & WREKIN COUNCIL and TOWN AND PARISH COUNCILS
REPORT OF HEAD OF POLICY PERFORMANCE AND PARTNERSHIP
1.
PURPOSE

To seek approval for the recommendations made to support the Parish Charter and strengthen the relationship between Telford & Wrekin Council and the Town and Parish Councils.
	2.
RECOMMENDATIONS
2.1 That the arrangements for strengthening the relationship between Telford and Wrekin Council and the Town and Parish Council’s be supported, in particular by raising awareness of the Charter amongst staff within Telford and Wrekin and amongst Town and Parish Councils.
2.2 That the Parish Charter is monitored through the Charter Review Group and Parishes Forum, along with an annual survey of Town and Parish Chairs and Clerks.

2.3 That the proposals to facilitate Town and Parish Councils to become more active are implemented including consideration being given to revising the Council Constitution to enable Town and Parish Councils to speak at the Plans Board.


3.
SUMMARY
Following on from the adoption of the Parish Charter by both Telford & Wrekin   Council and the Town and Parish Councils it has been recognised that several processes need to be put in place to make sure the Charter is implemented, understood and adhered to.
This report outlines how we as a council will hold ourselves to account through training and monitoring and performance managing. It also covers how Telford & Wrekin Council will strengthen its relationship with Town and Parish Councils through the Parish Forum, Locality Management and by improving communication.
The report finally looks at how Town and Parish Councils can be enabled to become more active through support of the Wrekin Area Committee, being able to speak at Plans Board and through working with Telford & Wrekin Council to jointly promote the contribution to Quality of Life.

4.
PREVIOUS MINUTES

Full Council Minutes 25th June 2009 “Parish Charter” 

5.
INFORMATION
5.1
Background
5.1.1
 A Parish Charter has been in place in Telford & Wrekin since 2003 with reviews taking place in 2006 and 2008.  Following on from the adoption of the latest Parish Charter by Telford & Wrekin Council and the Parishes a framework for taking the process forward has been identified.  This is to ensure that the Parish Charter is a living document and that its adoption makes a difference to the relationship between the Parishes and Telford & Wrekin Council.

5.1.2
The Parish Charter is a protocol between two equal partners and the process that takes this forward must reflect this relationship.  It is important that both sides are fully aware of the contents of the Parish Charter and are enabled to live up to its spirit. Previous Parish Charters have not been perceived to make a difference due to the fact that many officers in Telford & Wrekin Council have either not been aware of its content or have not known how they should interact with it, or have not seen it as a particular priority.
5.2       Holding ourselves to account

5.2.1
Officer Training

In order to embed the Charter into Telford & Wrekin Council's way of working, there needs to be a process of awareness raising within the Council.  It is suggested that this is implemented through a presentation to all Business Managers, which is then cascaded to staff through team briefs.   Performance against the Charter will be monitored on a quarterly basis with reports being provided through Corporate Management Team and Cabinet as appropriate.  An initial seminar has already been held with managers and team leaders in the E & R Portfolio.
5.2.2
As part of the formal induction for all Telford & Wrekin Council employees there should be an introduction to the Parish Charter and the working of Parish and Town Councils. 

5.2.3
Annual Survey

It is proposed that an annual survey of Parish and Town Council Chairs and Clerks should take place, produced by the Parish Charter Monitoring and Review Group. These responses can be taken into account when setting priorities for policy and strategy development and identifying where performance improvements need to be focussed.
5.3
Strengthening the relationship between the Parish and Town Councils    and Telford & Wrekin Council

5.3.1
Parish Charter Review Monitoring Group


Included in the Charter is a process for review and monitoring, in order to do this the Parish Charter Review Monitoring Group (PCRMG) has been set up to undertake this process.  The group has been set up as an equal partnership between the Town and Parish Councils and Telford & Wrekin Council Members and Officers.  

The PCRMG will receive regular updates on how the Parish Charter is working and discuss any issues that are brought forward from Telford & Wrekin Council and the Town and Parish Councils.  This group will work to resolve any issues and also discuss suggestions and any proposals that will then be put forward to the Parishes Forum.

5.3.2
Parish Forum

The Parish Forum is held twice a year with member representatives from Telford & Wrekin Council and the Chairs of the Parish and Town Councils supported by the relevant officer. This Forum is an opportunity for Parish and Town Councils to meet with Elected Members from Telford and Wrekin Council directly to discuss issues that are common to both the Parish and Town Councils and TWC.  It is an opportunity to identify these common issues and find ways of solving them together.  

With the adoption of the new Parish Charter there is an opportunity to look at how the Parish Forum is working.  It is proposed that the terms of reference for the Forum be refreshed through the Charter Review Group, in consultation with Parish and Town Councils.  It has been suggested that the Parish Forum meet four times a year, and as part of this two of the meetings should be seminars for Parish and Town Councils around topics decided at the Parish Forum.

The Parish Forum has not always been well attended and this would be an opportunity to strengthen the Forum to further support the the strengthening of the relationship between TWC and the Town and Parish Councils. It has already been agreed that agendas for the Parish Forum be jointly set by Telford & Wrekin Council and the Parishes through the Parish Charter Review Monitoring Group.  
5.3.3
Improved Communications 

Telford & Wrekin Council are exploring the potential for improved communications with and amongst the Parish and Town Councils through additional IT capacity and support. 

5.3.4
Parish Clerks Meeting

At the Parish Forum held in January 2009 it was proposed that the Clerks could join the Parish Forum and their Clerks meeting be disbanded.  The Clerks meeting was held two to three weeks prior to the Parish Forum meeting and was seen as an opportunity for Clerks and Officers to have a free and frank dialogue about operational issues.   Representations have been made to Telford & Wrekin Council by the Clerks to re-instate their Clerks meeting.  It has been explained that the issues raised at the Parish Forum are dealt with and voted on by the members.  The Clerks would not be able to vote as they are not elected members and this could lead to confusion as some clerks may not realise that they are not able to vote.
 It is suggested that as part of the review of the Parish Forum that Clerks and Chairs are consulted on the following:
· Should the meeting of Parish Clerks be re-instated in order to support the working relationship between TWC and the Town and Parish Councils.
· Should the role of Parish Clerks be bolstered at the Parishes Forum.

5.4
Enabling Town and Parish Councils to be more active
5.4.1
Wrekin Area Committee (WAC)

WAC is the membership organisation for Telford and Wrekin’s Parish and Town Councils, which is a sub committee of the wider Shropshire Association of Parish and Town Councils (SALC).  WAC is seen as an important link to the Parish and Town Councils although not all parishes are members of SALC and Telford & Wrekin Council is working with all of our 26 parishes and 2 parish meetings.  WAC is able to inform and represent the views of parishes and act as a conduit to pass information out to the Parish Councils.  

WAC have recognised that not all parishes are members of SALC and have therefore split their meeting so that all parishes can attend at the start of the meeting when presentations and information from the council is being given and a second part for members only. 

In order that WAC can carry on supporting all the parishes consideration should be given to providing a small sum of money say £5k - £10k to meet the costs of WAC to enable this to continue.    
5.4.2 Plans Board

Town and Parish Councils often raise concerns relating to local planning issues and have expressed a desire to be more involved with the planning process.  In order to facilitate this, it is suggested that consideration be given to allowing a representative from the Town and Parish Councils to speak at the Plans Board, which would also need to be reflected in a revision to the Council Constitution.  

If this went ahead it would be important that training be given to these representatives and that a seminar is held to launch the new arrangement.  It may be pre-requisite to only allow Town and Parish Council representatives to speak at a meeting if they have been on the appropriate training.
5.4.3 Joint Communications

Telford and Wrekin Town and Parish Councils should be encouraged to contribute to Telford & Wrekin Council publications and any publicity campaigns to promote the contribution that the Parish and Town Councils make to the quality of life in Telford & Wrekin.  

Equally Telford & Wrekin Council should also explore the potential for contributing to local Parish Council publications to promote the contribution made to the quality of life and delivery of services by Telford & Wrekin Council.

5.5
Equality and Diversity

This report outlines the processes for strengthening the relationship between Telford & Wrekin Council and its 26 Town & Parish Councils. No equality issues have been identified in relation to the proposed mechanisms for the delivery of the Charter as outlined in the report. Town and Parish Councils are close to their communities and this work will lead to opportunities for us to work with them to identify and engage with their more diverse communities.
5.6
Environmental Impact

Many of the issues that affect Parish and Town Councils relate to the environment by working closely with them the environmental impact should be reduced and lead to an improvement in quality of life.
5.7
Legal Comment

In order to allow Town & Parish Councils to speak at Plans Board the Council’s Rules of Procedure set out in Part 4 of the Council’s Constitution would need to be amended.  The rules could be amended to allow for such participation but with appropriate limits as to numbers allowed and/or time per speaker etc in order that adequate control over the process is retained.


Any amendments to the Council’s Constitution are initially considered by the Council Constitution Committee for recommendation to and approval by Council.

5.8
Links with Corporate Priorities

By working in partnership with Town & Parish Councils there is the potential to 
make an impact on all the corporate priorities. 

5.9
Opportunities and Risks

5.9.1 In proposing this action the Corporate Risk Management Methodology has been complied with. This approach is not intended to eliminate risks but to identify the risks and manage them.  However not all risks can be managed all of the time and some risks may not have been identified.

5.9.2 The following key risks and opportunities associated with this action have been identified and assessed and arrangements will be put in place to manage them.  
· The implementation of the revised Charter could lead to raised expectations, which if not met could damage the relationship between TWC and the Town & Parish Councils.  The proposals relating to staff training and the monitoring arrangements for the Charter have been put in place to reduce these risks.

· The Charter itself and the arrangements outlined in this report provide an opportunity to strengthen the relationship between TWC and the Town and Parish Councils.
5.10
Financial Implications
5.10.1
Council resources required to support the Parish Charter are in the form of officer time and this is met from within existing budgets. 
5.10.2
Paragraph 5.4.1 refers to providing a small sum of money to support the Wrekin Area Committee. If this proposal is agreed the funding would need to be identified from existing budgets held by Policy, Performance and Partnership.
6.
WARD IMPLICATIONS

As parishes cover all the wards of Telford & Wrekin this process will have an impact on all wards in the Borough.

7.
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