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UNIT 2

Getting to know Rotherham Borough Council

The Role of Councillors 

Why are councilors important?
The position of Councillors is vital in the local community because: - 
· They are a voice of the community; 

· They are champions of the users of local services; 

· Local people know what is best for local communities and they are critical to the effective functioning of democracy; 

· They play a very important role in helping to shape future services for the benefit of the local people. In order to make sure this happens they work very closely and in partnership with the Police, Health and other Public Bodies and the private sector; 

Why become a councillor?

There are many reasons why people decide to become a local Councillor. For example, some individuals stand because: - 

· Of their concern over the local area in which they live and want to ensure that their local community is provided with the services needed; 

· They want to ensure that local community interests are taken into account in the Council's decision making and are committed to representing the local people's views; 

· They want to be involved in shaping the future of the local community; 

· They want to make a difference and they are concerned about one particular issue. This could be in their community or in the City, for example 'How is the City going to improve services, care for the elderly or reduce transport congestion'; 

· For some, it is an extension of what they are already doing as they are active in a Political Party, Trade Union or school governing body and they see the next step is to become a Councillor; 

· They want to pursue their political beliefs; or 

· They want to contribute business or professional skills. 
If you have ever had concerns about the future of local services and felt that you could be a voice for your community in pursuing the public interest, you may want to think about becoming a Councillor.
Legal requirements to be a councillor

To stand for election, on the day of nomination, you must be: 

· 18 or over; and 

· be a UK, EU or Commonwealth Citizen; and 

· be registered to vote; or 

· have either worked or lived in the area for 1 year 
You cannot stand if:
· you hold a politically restricted post for another Authority; or 

· you are bankrupt; or 

· you have served a prison sentence (including suspended sentences) of 3 months or more within 5 years prior to the election; or 

· you have been disqualified under any legislation relating to corrupt or illegal practices. 

What qualifications do I need?

You do not need any formal qualifications to become a Councillor. 


Skills required to become a councillor

These include: 

· listening to the views of the community and acting as an advocate 

· an enquiring mind - asking questions 

· problem solving 

· partnership working 

· fact-finding 

· presentation skills - the confidence to speak at meetings and to present a case 

· time management and speed-reading - there can be a variety of meetings to attend and a mountain of paperwork to read! 

The general principles

Selflessness 
Members should serve only the public interest and should never improperly confer an advantage or disadvantage on any person. 

Honesty and Integrity 
Members should not place themselves in situations where their honesty and integrity may be questioned, should not behave improperly and should on all occasions avoid the appearance of such behaviour. 

Objectivity 
Members should make decisions on merit, including when making appointments, awarding contracts, or recommending individuals for rewards or benefits. 

Accountability 
Members should be accountable to the public for their actions and the manner in which they carry out their responsibilities, and should co-operate fully and honestly with any scrutiny appropriate to their particular office. 

Openness 
Members should be as open as possible about their actions and those of the authority, and should be prepared to give reasons for those actions. 

Personal Judgment 
Members may take account of the views of others, including their political groups, but should reach their own conclusions on the issues before them and act In accordance with those conclusions 

Respect for Others 
Members should promote equality by not discriminating unlawfully against any person, and by treating people with respect, regardless of their race, age, religion, gender, sexual orientation or disability. They should respect the impartiality and integrity of the authority's statutory officers, and its other employees.

Duty to Uphold the Law 
Members should uphold the law and, on all occasions, act in accordance with the trust that the public is entitled to place in them 

Stewardship 
Members should do whatever they are able to do to ensure that their authority use its resources prudently and in accordance with the law. 

Leadership 
Members should promote and support these principles by leadership, and by example, and should act in a way that secures or preserves public confidence. 

What do councillors do?

Councillors or Members are elected by local people to plan, run, monitor and develop Council business including taking part in partnerships with others to do this; they work to improve the quality of life for people within the Canterbury City area and make decisions about local and City issues. Councillors are essential to deciding what is in the public interest amidst a range of conflicting issues and views. 

Councillors usually represent a Political Party. However, they can be Independent. All Councillors represent all the citizens of Canterbury including taxpayers and customers of the Council services. 

The role of Councillor can be very varied and it is up to each individual Councillor how they work. However, the three main areas of responsibility are: 

· representing the people in their area (ward) and becoming a representative of Canterbury 

· Community leadership and 

· formulating Policy 

A councillor's role... as a representative
Many Councillors see their first and foremost role as representing their ward and the people who live there. To do this they: 
· Hold drop-in surgeries, usually in community type buildings like the local community centre - a place where local people regularly go; 

· Deal with constituent enquiries about an aspect of Council business e.g. claiming a discount for Council Tax; 

· Undertake case work such as representing an individual or a family at special appeals, perhaps related to housing benefit for example 

· Explain Council policy and make sure that the policy has been carried out fairly; 

· Support local partnerships and organisations; 

· Campaign on local issues, championing the causes which further the interests, quality of life and development of the community; 

· Win resources for their ward; 

· Encourage community participation and citizen involvement in decision-making; and 

· Listen to the needs of local people and take their views into account when considering policy proposals and in decision-making. 
They also need to ensure local people are informed about:

· Services in the area; 

· Decisions that affect them and 

· The reasons why decisions are taken by the Council. 

A councillor's role... as a community leader

Community leadership is central to the Government's thinking about modern local government. It involves partnership with other organisations. Canterbury City Council works in partnership with many local bodies and Councillors serve on these local forums on behalf of the Council. 

Councillors exercise community leadership by: 

· Representing the Council and constituents on local management boards, school governor committees or local partnership panels; 

· Participating in the activities of any outside body to which they are appointed and reporting back to the Council; and 

· Developing a working knowledge of the organisations, services, activities and other factors important to the community's well being and identity. 
A councillor's role... as a policy maker
All Councillors are involved in decision making. Councillors, as Members of Council and Scrutiny Committees (see below), meet with Councillor colleagues from all political and other groups, to debate and approve Council business in a formal setting. Most meetings are open to the press and public. There are written rules that govern behaviour and procedures at these meetings called Procedure Rules and these enable Councillors to take part effectively. 

Councillors can influence local policies through: 

· Their role on full Council; 

· For some, as a member of the Executive; 
Their role on committees which both scrutinize the work of the Executive and recommend policy developments; 

· Their role as employers of staff, on appointment panels, disciplinary and grievance appeals etc; 

· As members of management boards of voluntary bodies and school governors; 

· As members of partnership boards; 

· Membership of a Political Group; these Political Groups meet separately from Council meetings; and 

· Undertaking casework. 
The Local Government Act 2000 radically changed the political management of local authorities. Under the Act, by the deadline of May 2002, authorities had to draw up a timetable for reviewing their political arrangements and introducing an Executive, or Cabinet. Most authorities in England are using one of these modules:

· Elected Mayor with a cabinet 

· A Executive with a leader (Canterbury is using this model) 

· Elected Mayor with a Council Manager 
Broadly speaking, the Executive will take all major decisions, although some council functions, such as planning and licensing, are not subject to the new arrangements and will continue as they were. All members of the council, except those on the Executive, will be eligible to sit on any scrutiny and overview committees. These will scrutinise the discharge of executive functions, and make recommendations to the authority or Executive on these functions, on policy development and on matters affecting the authority's area or inhabitants. 

The main elements of the Local Government Act are:

· Promotion of Economic, Social or Environmental Well-Being. This gives authorities the power to develop community strategies. 

· Arrangements with Respect to Executives. All local authorities to establish a separate Executive along the lines of one of the three models referred to above, or any other form which may be made availably the Secretary of State by regulations 

· Conduct of Local Government Members and Employees. Sets out a new ethical framework which requires authorities to adopt local Codes of Conduct for Councillors based on a Model code, and to establish Standards Committees. A statutory code for employees is also to be put in place. 

· Elections. The new local Government Act gives the Secretary of State power to alter the frequency of elections to local authorities and the years in which elections are held. 
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