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INTRODUCTION

This response has been based on a careful study of the Further Consultation Paper together with the production of an Issues Paper for members highlighting the key topics to be addressed.

The Issues Paper was then discussed by Council at a Special Workshop which was independently facilitated by Professor Colin Knox of the School of Public Policy at the University of Ulster.

This response is a reflection of the corporate Council view which emanated from that workshop, although Council did choose not to offer comment on certain aspects of the proposals outside the local government sector.

GENERAL
Council expressed a general concern that such a comprehensive review affecting public services is being carried out in the absence of a sitting Regional Assembly and considers that good local governance in the future will depend heavily on the restoration of this tier of government.

Council recognises that, given the limited nature of the Review, and in particular the exclusion of the eleven Government departments from the review process, the two-tier model proposed represents a pragmatic approach to the management of the remainder of the public sector.

Council notes, however, that this model is predicated on the creation of “strong local government” in the sub-regional tier and questions whether the enhanced functions being proposed for local government can really be regarded as creating “strong” local government when it will still only account for some 10% of the public service budget.  This factor was influential in Council’s specific response to the question relating to the number of councils being proposed.

Coterminosity

The principle of seeking to achieve more shared boundaries with other public service providers is welcomed by Council.  The number of existing bodies operating across different boundaries at present is a major obstacle to achieving strategic, cohesive and integrated service planning and provision.

Community Planning

Council believes that the principle of coterminosity would be of immense benefit to a new local authority exercising its community planning responsibilities whereby it would have a key statutory role in co-ordinating service delivery among the major service providers within the council boundary.
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Council welcomes the fact that the council-led community plan would statutorily require all public service providers to contribute in responding in a co-ordinated way to the identified needs of the population and the plan would also provide a means whereby progress could be measured by the public.  Importantly, however, there is a need to ensure full compliance by all stakeholders in the community planning process.  Council is keen to include a legislative means of redress if community planning partners default on their commitments to local councils.
Councils in Great Britain already produce community plans using the legislative authority of the ‘power of well-being’ which allows them to expend money on measures that are deemed to be in the best interest of their communities.  Councils here in Northern Ireland have no such flexibility and the proposed new local authorities can only be successful in the community planning process if such power of well-being is provided.

Civic Leadership

The concept of civic leadership with councils ‘at the hub of the wheel’ in everything which impacts on their citizens is already well established in Northern Ireland and Council considers that the RPA provides an opportunity to enhance this role.  Larger councils, adopting a proactive role and with real credibility in terms both of power and influence, should be capable of enhancing beneficial partnerships with the voluntary, community and business stakeholders in the advancement of the overall interests of the area.  For their part, these sectors would surely welcome the opportunity to contribute to the community planning process as key partners.

Local Identity

Council regards it as vital that a proper balance is attained between having councils of a sufficient size and scale to deliver services efficiently and effectively whilst at the same time retaining a sense of identity with the people they serve.

Central Local/Relationship

Council considers that currently, local government is all too often the minor partner in this relationship.  In the new scenario envisaged, it is vital that formal, statutory liaison mechanisms are built in to ensure a ‘joined-up’ approach to public services.  These mechanisms must involve both elected members and senior officials.
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LOCAL  GOVERNMENT

Number of Councils

Council notes the general thrust of the consultation paper that, to attain the aim of creating a strong local government sector with increased powers, larger units of administration will be more efficient and hence fewer councils will be needed.

Council considers, however, that the principle at the heart of this debate is how a balance can be achieved between having councils of sufficient size to deliver services efficiently and effectively whilst at the same time retaining a sense of local identity.

Over the last 32 years since the last reorganisation of local government, there is no doubt that the 26 district councils, among other significant successes, have created a strong sense of local identity in their respective areas and indeed throughout Northern Ireland.

Council considers it unwise to now undo this good work by creating a small number of new council areas largely based on reasons of efficiency and comprised of communities which have no historical or natural affinity with each other; in this regard the seven council model is regarded as weak although the suggestion of ‘civic councils’ is recognised as an attempt to counter the loss of local identity.  However, the introduction of such a layer of administration at local level may only serve to blur the understanding of the new structures by the local communities.

Council, therefore, believes that the 15 council model, based on parliamentary constituencies, will provide the optimum structure to deliver the enhanced functions described in the consultation paper while at the same time retaining a clear sense of local identity.

Functions

Council endorses the enhanced functions for local government as set out in Appendix 4 and in particular regards the return of responsibility for spatial planning as an essential ingredient of a successful community planning process.
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Council also considers that responsibility for local roads and libraries should be included in the revised functions of local government, provided that there is an appropriate re-allocation of financial resources to a local level.
More generally, there needs to be a root-and-branch review of how local government services will be funded.  Council is keen that the link between spending and electoral accountability is retained.  Equally, Council does not want to inherit services (e.g. libraries, minor roads and youth services) with a legacy of under-funding and immediately be held to account for poor service delivery.  Council supports the idea of an investment fund to tackle under-funded services in advance of their transfer to local government.
Statutory Safeguards/Standards

Council fully supports the proposal that the new local governance arrangements need to be underpinned by a range of statutory safeguards to ensure equality and fairness in the decision-making process and to encourage cross-community support.

Severance Package
Council supports the introduction of a severance package for members, both to recognise the contribution of councillors who may be displaced by the restructuring and also to make space for a new generation of the population to seek election to local government in the future.

Council considers that there should be a ‘rolling’ severance arrangement put in place to apply at the end of a member’s term of office, whether arising through voluntary retirement or non-election.
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HEALTH  AND  SOCIAL  SERVICES

Council notes that this sector accounts for almost 45% of the total public expenditure covered in the review.

Council accepts that the current arrangements in this sector reflect the outdated policies of the internal market approach which created structures designed to separate the commissioning of services from their provision; consequently the need for change in the structure and organisation is regarded as urgent.

While some members expressed support for the separation of primary and acute services with a primary care body in correlation with each local authority, Council’s specific response in regard to the proposals for this sector is to support the need for a reduction in the number of Boards and Trusts.

Council believes that it is vital to reduce the level of bureaucracy in the Health Service to release resources to improve service delivery at the point of need.

EDUCATION

Council believes that the overall vision for the education sector has been well defined in Government policy statements in recent years and, in the main, the proposals appear to be an attempt to match up the administrative support structures in a way which is compatible with this vision.

The existing administrative structure does appear complex with a wide range of bodies involved in specific areas with varying degrees of collaboration between them.  These structures have evolved over many decades and are probably in need of revision, although the degree of change is a matter for some debate.

Council does not wish to offer comment on the specific structures proposed but would strongly support the transfer of responsibility of Youth Services to the local government sector.  Council believes that there is clear logic in incorporating this function within Council’s general community development role.
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Council also believes that public realm functions associated with the education sector should transfer to the local government sector.  Playing fields, sports facilities and school halls, for example, could be offered to the local community beyond the hours currently used by schools. This expensive plant is under-utilised during the summer months when there is a high demand for other public sports/community facilities; this operates successfully in other jurisdictions.
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PUBLIC  BODIES  AND  EXECUTIVE  AGENCIES

Council believes that there is a pressing need to ensure a much greater level of public accountability for the services provided by these bodies.

Accordingly Council would urge that all of these bodies should be:

(a)
comprehensively reviewed to justify the need for their 
existence at all

(b)
reviewed in terms of their membership to ensure greater 
accountability through the presence of more elected 
members.

Council would be strongly opposed to the use of Executive Agencies being a discretionary matter for individual Departmental Ministers.
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MANAGING  THE  CHANGE

Council recognises that the delivery of public services is highly labour-intensive and the need to address the human resource aspect of the RPA is, therefore, paramount.  New structures in themselves will not deliver the public services required for the 21st century; hence, if the timescale envisaged in the RPA is to stand any chance of being achieved, considerable priority will need to be given to addressing the human resource issues.

In terms of the capacity of both members and officers to deal with this new public service environment Council strongly believes that there needs to be a major emphasis on developing the leadership potential of both officials and elected members during the lead-in to 2009.

Apart from a specific programme of initial capacity building, the long term professional development of the sector needs to be addressed.  In this regard the idea of a Northern Ireland Institute of Public Administration appears to have considerable merit.  

Council also believes that the RPA offers a unique opportunity for Government to consider creating the situation whereby civil servants, local government staff, health and education staff etc would all be employed under harmonised terms and conditions within an integrated and unified public service for Northern Ireland.

IMPLEMENTATION  AND  EFFICIENCY

Although the consultation does include a draft timetable, it does not give any indication of how the implementation process is to be driven to attain these targets.

Council believes that for such a comprehensive change initiative, it is imperative that a high-powered implementation task force is urgently established to develop an implementation plan to drive forward the key actions in a cohesive manner.  Of course, the local government sector should be represented on such a task force.

EQUALITY,  SOCIAL  NEED,  HUMAN  RIGHTS  AND  RURAL  ISSUES

Council recognises the potential impacts of the review in these areas of overarching importance and urges further extensive examination to ensure that the delivery models finally arrived at fully address these issues.
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