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Gathering ideas from the community 

 

Advertised widely for ideas from the local community using a variety of 

media, including in public places and online 

 

Held public events to get local people involved 

 

Publicised the Actôs process in an eye-catching and clear way 

 

Running a panel 

 

Advertised widely for public to apply to be on the panel or panels 

 

Included those who have not participated in local politics before 

 

Allowed panel or panels to shortlist proposals received from community

                 

Invited those who proposed ideas to attend panel meetings 

 

Involving under-represented groups 

 

Identified groups under-represented in civic and political activity 

                 

Made genuine attempts to make contact with and involve these groups  

 

Reaching Agreement 

 

Panel(s) and council negotiate to reach agreement on which proposals to 

submit to the Local Government Association 

 

Published minutes of how agreement was reached 

 

Transparency & Feedback 

 

Kept participants and residents informed about SCA process and what 

happened to their proposals 

 

Allowed a chance for participants to offer feedback 

 

Published minutes of all meetings and decisions relevant to the use of the 

Act 

The Sustainable Communities 

Act Checklist for Councils 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF BEST PRACTICE   
 

We have endeavoured in this guide to provide a variety of means councils could use 

to engage residents under the Act. On the previous page is a checklist that a council 

could use as if they wanted to run their panel according to best practice as set out in 

this guide. This should not be seen as exhaustive, but should be used as a quick 

reference guide to assist in the process. 

 

In compiling this Best Practice Guide, we found that there were a number of highly 

successful methods of engaging residents used by councils in the first round that were 

also cost-effective. For example, producing 10,000 fliers to distribute around the area 

cost around £500 for Lewes Council. This resulted in the Act being widely publicised 

to resident across the area. Cambridge City Council were able to hold a public event 

to raise proposals under the Act for around £100. South Hams Council held an event 

where proposals were raised and voted on for around £350. 

 

There will inevitably also be officer time involved in setting up and running the SCA 

process in a councilôs area. However, we would hope that this guide, together with 

The Environmental Law Foundationôs report The Sustainable Communities Act: 

Empower Local Communities (2010) (both available on the Local Works website) and 

experience gained during the first round should help to reduce officer time in future 

rounds. 

 

The overwhelming evidence from our research and that of the Environmental Law 

Foundation is that where councils pro-actively involved local people in raising and 

developing proposals, it produced worthwhile results. Not only were more proposals 

raised and submitted than if a less active approach had been taken, but participants 

gave very positive feedback about being involved in a thorough way in a decision-

making process. This should be beneficial not only to the councilôs SCA process but 

also to the relationship between the council and local people more generally. 

 

We would like to thank all councils who used the Act during the first round by 

submitting proposals to the LGA and congratulate those who make a thorough effort 

to engage their communities and reach agreement with them on the proposals they put 

forward. Although we have chosen some specific examples of best practice in this 

guide, there were many other excellent examples of citizen engagement by councils 

not mentioned in this guide. We particularly congratulate those councils who made a 

genuine effort to embody the spirit of the Act by dedicating significant time and 

resources towards it. 

 

We have set out below a model best practice list which combines all the best aspects 

of the various methods used by councils during the first round. We have, as with the 

guide itself, included a variety of options so that councils can choose the methods 

most appropriate to their circumstances. 
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Informing the Community and  Generating Proposals  
 

A council achieving best practice in this section would: 

 

 Undertake a large community-wide request for ideas consisting of a variety of 

the methods listed on page 11 that could include: posting fliers in public places 

such as libraries and health centres; placing an advert in the press and asking 

community groups for ideas. Good examples of this came from Lewes and 

Teignbridge. 

 

 Hold a public event to raise proposals, inviting the public and 

community/voluntary organisations. Good examples of this came from Bristol 

and Cambridge. 

 

 Use eye-catching advertising materials, such as those used by Torridge and 

explain the Act in a simple way, as Teignbridge did. 

 

 Allow councillors and officers to feed in ideas as well, as East Devon did. 

 

Setting Up a Panel or Panels 
 

Best practice in setting up a panel or panels would include: 

 

 An open invite for people to apply to be on the panel or panels, that is widely 

advertised in a variety of media.  

 

 Include those who have not participated in local authority business before, as 

Sheffield and Liverpool did. 

 

 Ensure representation of a wide variety of groups and specify how this was 

carried out. 

 

 Use a combination of residents, community and voluntary sector organisations 

and under-represented groups. 

 

 Publish details of who is on the panel and whether they represent any 

particular group or are a resident. 

 

Running a Panel 
 

 Invite the proposers of ideas to be present at panel meetings to present their 

ideas to the panel, as York, Christchurch and Southwark did. 

 

 Hold face-to-face meetings, as most councils did, with more than one meeting 

if appropriate. 

 

 Allow the panel or panels to decide which proposals should be shortlisted 

from long list rather than council removing proposals, other than those that are 

invalid under the Act, as South Hams did. 
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 Suggest to the panel or panels they can vote on proposals to finalise a list. 

 

 Publish minutes of meetings. 

 

 If a council has a pre-existing citizens panel (i.e. body of 1000+ residents used 

for surveys), use this to rank/agree proposals shortlisted by the panel 

established under the Act. 

 

 Ensure hard copies of questionnaires/surveys are sent to groups who may not 

have access to the internet. 

 

Including Under-represented groups 

 

 Identify communities of interest and those under-represented in civic/political 

activity and invite them to be on the panel, as Islington did. 

 

 Use advice of experts such as the Council for Voluntary Service and equalities 

officers to help identify and reach under-represented groups. 

 

 Invite both representatives of formal organisations and members of that group. 

 

 Cover expenses of attendees if possible. 

 

 Consider holding separate focus groups with under-represented groups, as 

Cambridge and Essex did. 

 

 Allow participants, including under-represented groups, the option of 

suggesting amendments to proposals, as Essex did. 

 

 Publish details of how under-represented groups were included in the process 

and how their views were taken into account. 

 

Reaching Agreement  
 

Reaching agreement, and not just consulting with communities on what proposals will 

be put forward, is a legal requirement under the Act. The following methods would be 

considered as best practice in terms of reaching agreement if the council: 

 

 Either approve the proposals that the panel or panels recommends and forward 

these on to the LGA; or 

 

 Set up a process where the panel or panels and council meet and negotiate in 

person ï this could be on submitting a certain number of council proposals and 

a certain number of panel proposals, or amending proposals so that both 

parties agree. 

 

 Publish minutes of how agreement was reached. 
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Transparency and Feedback  
 

 Publish details about how each stage of the process will work. 

 

 Ensure that the Councilôs webpage on the Act is accessible. 

 

 Provide updates through other media as well if possible ï libraries and other 

public places could be used to situate information points about the Act. 

 

 Ensure switchboard personnel know who at the council is dealing with the 

councilôs involvement with the Act. 

 

 Publish minutes of panel membership, panel meetings and negotiations 

between the council and panel. 

 

 Keep proposers of ideas and the panel or panels informed about the progress 

of their proposals. 

 

 Allow a chance for participants to offer feedback and to recognise possible 

improvements that could be made, as Nottingham and Bristol did. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Sustainable Communities Act was born out of a grassroots movement of people. 

These people were concerned about the alarming rate of decline of their communities, 

but were just as alarmed about the powerlessness they felt to do anything about it. The 

campaign for the Act grew over five years, gathering extraordinary support as it 

brought together tens of thousands of people in over a hundred public meetings across 

the country. The campaign was led by an exceptionally broad range of over 100 

national organisations that formed a coalition called Local Works. The Act was 

passed with cross-party support in 2007.  

 

The campaign for the Actôs philosophy was that local people are the experts on their 

own problems and the solutions to them, but that government can help and act in 

order to achieve the changes sought. Therefore, if community decline was to be 

addressed, people had to be at the heart of making this happen.  

 

At the same time, given that the Act was designed to address local problems, it was 

felt that local authorities were the most appropriate conduit for people to work with in 

combating community decline. In addition, one of the key reasons behind community 

decline, many people believed, had been the increasing centralisation of power away 

from local authorities and towards Whitehall. As Brooks Newmark MP said, the Act 

ñwas an important benchmark towards building a bottom-up democracy and a clear 

repudiation of the centralised Whitehall diktat that we have endured for so long.ò 
1
 

For local problems to be adequately addressed, power would need to be devolved 

down from central government to local authorities and communities.  

 

The Act therefore set up mechanisms whereby people and councils would work 

together. Specifically, councils using the Act would be required to set up ñpanels of 

representatives of local persons;ò and these panels would have to include 

ñrepresentatives of under-represented groups,ò so that panels did not just become 

another forum for the ñusual suspects.ò 

 

However, it was crucial that panels set up under the Act would not become just 

another ñtalking shop.ò As former Communities Minister Hazel Blears said ñThereôs 

nothing more demoralising than asking for peopleôs views and consulting and then 

doing what you would have done in the first place.ò 
2
 

 

The Act, therefore, required councils to ñtry to reach agreementò with their panels 

about proposals that would be put forward to government, something that Ms Blears 

described as ña dialogue where you say óI can do this and I canôt do thatô and then 

have a dialogue about the final decision to be taken together.ò 
3
 

 

So not only would the Act empower local people to address the decline of their 

communities, but it would also present an opportunity for a new relationship to 

develop between local authorities and the people who live and work in their areas, a 

relationship where decisions are taken together. As Alistair Burt MP said, it has 

                                                 
1 House of Commons, 26th February 2010. 
2 Hazel Blears, LGA Conference, London, 14th October 2008 
3 Ibid  
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created ña mechanism that encourages people to engage with their local authorities 

and with Government in a new way that has been refreshing and exciting.ò
4
 

 

The first ñroundò of submissions under the Act was made to government in July 2009. 

There was a very positive response to the Act, with 100 councils submitting 300 

proposals to government for actions and assistance that could promote the 

sustainability of their communities. This demonstrated a high level of enthusiasm for 

the Act and its goals.  

 

At the same time though, the first round of the Act presented challenges, not least in 

that government took a ñlight touchò approach to guidance, leaving the ball very 

much in councilsô courts as to how they wished to engage residents under the Act. 

The approach of government was understandable and indeed commendable, given that 

local circumstances vary and that the ethos of the Act was ñbottom up,ò rather than 

being another ñtop downò central government prescription. What this did mean 

however was that councils were taking a step into the unknown to an extent, and there 

was a degree of uncertainty about how they should go about this.  

 

As the promoters of the Act, we at Local Works were approached by a number of 

councils during the first round of the Act to produce a ñbest practiceò guide to aid 

them in engaging residents under the Act. Many councils were eager to learn how 

their colleagues around the country were going about this process. This guide is an 

attempt to bring together some of the best examples in one place. We hope that it 

achieves this and is useful to local authorities in future rounds of the Act.  

 

Participation in Context  
 

Whilst the Act represents a new form of participatory local democracy in this country, 

in some countries citizen participation in decision-making is commonplace. In Brazil, 

for example, a process of óParticipatory Budgetingô has taken place at local level since 

1989, where members of the public meet with authorities to deliberate and vote on 

how resources will be used in their area.  This has been associated with dramatic 

decreases in poverty and renewed civic pride.
 5
 In the USA, the America Speaks 

organisation has hosted numerous deliberation events where citizens nationwide were 

able to engage with policy makers through town meetings and teleconferences and 

directly inform social welfare policy proposals they put before Congress.
6
 

Additionally, in South Africa the post-Apartheid Constitution was developed in 1996 

through the participation of local level groups across the country and enshrined many 

important human rights in law.
7
  

 

With the passing of the Sustainable Communities Act Amendment Act 2010, citizen 

participation, in the words of John Denham MP, is set to become ñpart of the 

permanent architecture of local democracyò in this country too.
8
 It is hoped that it will 

reinvigorate local politics, as it has done abroad, as residents who participate in the 

Act develop a better understanding of local and national policy. Participation of local 

                                                 
4 Alistair Burt, House of Commons, 26th February 2010 
5 De Sousa Santos, B. ñParticipatory Budgeting in Porto Alegre: Towards a Redistributive Democracy.ò Politics and Society, 

Vol. 26, No.4, 1998, p.506 
6http://www.americaspeaks.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=page.viewpage&pageid=622&grandparentID=473&parentID=688 
7 Patrick Heller, Moving the State: The Politics of Democratic Decentralization in Kerala, South Africa, and Porto Alegre, 

Politics & Society, Vol. 29, No. 1, 2001, p.140,  
8 John Denham, Portcullis House, Houses of Parliament, 27th January 2010 
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people in decisions is also likely to increase the sense of legitimacy of those decisions. 

 

We thank all those councils using the Act in the first round and congratulate those 

who made efforts to thoroughly engage their communities, for they have begun to 

forge the path on this new road towards greater citizen involvement in decision-

making. It is hoped that more councils will choose this path in future and that the 

success of the first round can be built upon to develop further the relationship between 

local authorities and people in decision-making. 

 

Judging Best Practice 
 

We thought it would be appropriate here to outline how we judged best practice in 

producing this guide. We were guided in formulating our criteria by the principles that 

define the Act, which are: 

 

 That the Act ñbegins from the principle that local people know best what needs to 
be done to promote the sustainability of their areaò (The Sustainable Communities 

Act 2007: A Guide, Department of Communities & Local Government, Feb 2008). 

 That processes ñmust be seen to absorb bottom-up, community-driven 

recommendations and inputs.ò (Nick Hurd MP, House of Commons, 19th Jan 2007) 

 That the process should be a ñframework within which groups that do not always 
have the strongest voice can make their voices heard.ò (Baroness Scott of Needham 

Market, House of Lords, 12th Jul 2007) 

 That the Act ñis designed to strengthen the role of communities.ò  (The Sustainable 

Communities Act 2007: A Guide, Department of Communities & Local 

Government, Feb 2008). 

 

There have been some excellent and innovative examples of community engagement 

by councils using the Act, with many councils entering into the spirit of the Act as 

well as the letter. 

 

In highlighting examples of best practice, we are aware of resource constraints some 

councils may be under in these difficult economic times. However, the good news is 

that there were many low-cost methods used by councils that proved highly effective 

in the first round of the Act and we have endeavoured to highlight these throughout 

this report. We are aware in addition that a degree of officer time was taken up by 

those councils using the Act, but we would hope that the experience of the first round, 

combined with insights gained from othersô experiences as exemplified in this guide, 

should contribute to reducing this burden. Please note that Local Works is also 

available to offer help and assistance to councils that require it.  

 

Methodology  
 

We utilised information from 90 local authorities to produce this report. This included 

proposal forms submitted to the Local Government Association (LGA) under the Act, 

information on council websites and interviews with councillors and officers at local 

authorities. We are also indebted to the Environmental Law Foundation for their 

report: The Sustainable Communities Act: Empower Local Communities, which 

provided a great deal of information on councilsô engagement of residents under the 

Act. 
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SECTION 1- INFORMING THE COMMUNITY & 

GENERATING PROPOSALS 

 

The Benefits of Community Involvement  
 
Once a council has decided it wishes to use the Act, it must decide how it is going to 

generate proposals to submit to the LGA. It is very much in the spirit of the Act to ask 

residents for ideas and it is in accordance with the principles of the Act set out in our 

Introduction. Involving residents and community groups not only in deciding which 

proposals will be submitted to the LGA but also in generating proposals in the first 

place is a crucial part of local authorities using the Act.  

 

Evidence from the first round suggests that where councils made a genuine effort to 

involve their communities in generating proposals, there was an overwhelmingly 

positive response. Many councils that took a pro-active approach saw a large number 

of people becoming involved and a high number of proposals being submitted. The 

following councils, for example, all undertook in-depth engagement processes and 

received a large number of proposals from their communities: 

 

 
 

As these examples demonstrate, where people were given a genuine opportunity to 

develop their own ideas, there were no shortage of ideas that came forward. Indeed, 

there was not a single instance where a council used widespread engagement methods 

but failed to generate a number of potential proposals to put forward under the Act. 

 

Involving local residents in generating proposals also created a new sense of 

empowerment amongst participants and appeared to strengthen the relationship 

between councils and residents. Those councils who took a pro-active approach to 

engagement under the Act reported extremely positive results: 

 

 Lewes District Council (774 proposals received from local people) 

 City of York Council (327) 

 Sheffield City Council (over 300) 

 South Hams District Council (close to 200) 

 Teignbridge District Council (186) 

 London Borough of Islington (over 100) 

 South Somerset District Council (86) 

 Bristol City Council (76) 
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"I am delighted that so many residents and community groups have got involved in this 

whole process.  The range of proposals that we have received...shows just how creative 

they have been in thinking about how their local communities could be improved.ò  

ï Cllr Dee Simson, Brighton & Hove City Council 

 

ñIslingtonôs experiences in the SCA first round represented a new departure in terms of 

community engagement, as we had never worked on such a large scale and with such a 

diverse scope of people before.ò ï Sarah Forde, Policy Officer, Islington Borough 

Council 

 

"We had a very good response to the process we used in Bristol. People were very 

enthusiastic and seemed to really appreciate the chance to put their own views across in 

this way." ï Deborah Kinghorn, Policy Officer, Bristol City Council 

 

"The approach we used in Cambridge seemed to engage people very well. We tried to 

make this a community-led process and people seemed to respond to this, feeling as if 

they 'owned' the process themselves." ï Trevor Woollams, Head of Strategy & 

Partnerships, Cambridge City Council 

 

The Sustainable Communities Act is as ña very useful route for engaging local people 

in decision-making.ò ï Cheshire East Cabinet Minutes, 19
th
 May 2009  

 

ñIt is worth noting that those taking part in the research welcomed the fact that their 

opinions were being sought. They were very engaged with the research process, were 

keen to voice their opinions, and were eager to be informed as to the outcome of this 

particular project and the Sustainable Communities programme as a wholeô ï 

Herefordshire Voice Survey Report, 26
th
 July 2009  

 

ñPanel members found the experience worthwhile and Councilors and Council officers 

found the involvement of Sheffield people with the Council work to be very valuable.ò 

- Sheffield City Council Website  

ñPanel members were very positive about being involved in the process ï this was an 

opportunity to put forward their ideas to improve the area in a very real, engaged way.ò 

ï Owen Clifford, Community Services Manager, Lewes District Council 
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In addition, involving the community in generating proposals provided a greater range 

of options in terms of potential proposals than if the council generated proposals 

themselves. Sixty-five percent of Local Authorities with an extensive programme for 

providing information submitted multiple proposals to the LGA under the Act, 

compared with just 29% when information was not provided to the wider community, 

as shown in Figure 1 below: 

 

 
 

Figure 1 ï Multiple proposal submission rate by level of inforation distributed.  

Source ï Environmental Law Foundation: The Sustainable Communities Act: Empower Local 

Communities, - p.39/64 

 

With this in mind, there were a range of methods used by councils to involve residents 

and community and voluntary groups under the Act. These included:  

 

 Promotion in public areas e.g. leaflets in libraries and health centres  

 Printing articles in the local paper/local ward publications 

 In-depth interviews with residents in the local area 

 Focus group discussion of example proposals 

 Holding a special event (e.g. a public meeting) on the Act 

 Setting up a dedicated page on the Councilôs website 

 Involving town and parish councils 

 Inclusion of councillors in the process of generating proposals 

 Podcasts on website 

 Radio broadcast 

 On-line forum to submit proposal ideas and discuss existing ideas 

 Campus Consultation on site at local universities 

 School projects on the Act 

 Using existing networks to ask for ideas (e.g.,  neighbourhood/area 

forums, existing citizensô panel, residents associations) 

 Text messages to young people 

 Specific and targeted forum involvement e.g. Gypsy & Traveller Forum, 

Black & Minority Ethnic Forum, Youth Council  

 Business Forum meetings 
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In recognising best practice in this area, we believe the most important point is to try 

to involve as many people, from as broad a section of the community, as possible. An 

effective approach from the first round of the Act was to utilise a range of methods to 

achieve this. Below are two examples of best practice in terms of trying to reach a 

broad section of the community using a variety of methods:- 

 

 
 

 

The case of Lewes District Council is an excellent example of making an effort to 

inform the whole community about the Act. Posting flyers and putting up posters in 

prominent public places is likely to attract the attention of the general public. 

According to Lewes District Council, the cost of printing the 10,000 leaflets on the 

Act came to around £500. 

 

BEST PRACTICE ɀ INFORMING THE COMMUNITY 
 

LEWES DISTRICT COUNCIL     

 
  
Lewes District Council made a substantial effort to involve the general public in 

generating ideas. An interviewer drove out to the villages leaving literature and 

invitations to attend public meetings or submit ideas in village shops, halls, pubs, 

petrol station and bus stops. Some flyers were posted in to private houses and 

posters were left on village notice boards.  10,000 leaflets were printed and 

distributed around the district. 

 

Ten face to face interview sessions were also held in various locations in the main 

towns of the district, including at supermarkets, village shops and post offices. 

Certain venues were chosen specifically with the expectation that under-represented 

groups would be likely to attend these venues. Each session lasted from 1 - 4.30pm 

and these sessions totalled 35 hours of interviews. The district has a very low 

percentage of residents from Black and ethnic minority groups so they were 

positively discriminated for in the interviews. Disabled people and young people 

are also acknowledged as hard to reach groups and they were also positively 

discriminated for during the supermarket interviews. 

 

Each interviewee was provided with a short background to the Act and then asked 

what their top three wishes were for changes to improve their community. 

 

Three public meetings were then held in different towns to cover the district area 

and to generate further ideas.  

 

All of the ideas that the council received through these mechanisms were then fed 

to the panel formed under the Act to shortlist for potential submission to the LGA.  
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Holding interview sessions in busy public areas also provides the chance for people 

not normally involved in local authority business to put forward their ideas for 

change. It also provides the opportunity to develop ideas in more depth and engage in 

interactive discussions. Owen Clifford, Community Services Manager at Lewes 

District Council, reported that these interview sessions were very effective in 

generating ideas and people were most responsive to this method of engagement, 

although it was more expensive than distributing fliers. 

 

A pro-active approach such as that taken by Lewes District Council proved to be very 

effective in generating ideas: they received 774 separate ideas and comments during 

the proposal-generating process.  

 

Just posting details of the Act on the internet as some councils did, although an 

important part of the process, is unlikely to generate a large number of proposals on 

its own, as some residents will not have access to the internet and even for those that 

do, they would have to already know about the Act and consciously search for the 

relevant SCA webpage. Those not aware of the Act or of the councilôs intention to use 

the Act would be excluded from the process.  

 

How to Explain the Act to Members of the Community  
 

The Sustainable Communities Act is sometimes seen as a complicated piece of 

legislation at first and the question arises as to how to explain the Act to members of 

the community at the proposal-raising stage. A good example of tackling this came 

from Teignbridge District Council, who used eye-catching branding in a broad 

attempt to inform their communities about the Act, as detailed below: 
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We consider this branding to be a particularly good example of explaining the Act to 

residents. It conveys in a simple way the idea that the Act is a tool for asking central 

government to make changes and act or assist in ways that will benefit local 

communities. 

 

BEST PRACTICE ɀ INFORMING THE COMMUNITY 
 
TEIGNBRIDGE DISTRICT COUNCIL 

 
Teignbridge District Council used an imaginative approach to generating 

proposals. They used a ñDear Gordon, What if...?ò branded invitation process to 

encourage proposals from the community.  

 

A range of methods were used to encourage proposals, including a press release, 

posters, proposals forms with pre-paid envelopes in libraries, health centres and 

youth clubs. They also asked forums for ethnic, youth/access groups, parish and 

town councils and citizensô panels for their ideas and invited over 250 local 

groups to an Local Strategic Partnership forum event generating 69 proposals.

         

 

As a result of the engagement, 117 completed proposal forms were received via 

general public feedback with a further 69 proposals generated during the 

Teignbridge Strategic Partnership Forum event held on 21 April 2009.  
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Another good example of an invitation to submit proposals came from Torridge 

District Council, whose poster is below. A simple, colourful message with a request 

for ideas, this poster included the proviso that ideas must require some form of action 

from central government. 
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Holding a Public Event to Generate Ideas  
 

One particularly effective method of involving local people in generating proposals 

was to hold a public event in which people could put forward ideas. This allows the 

council the chance to explain the Act in more detail and for people to come together 

to exchange ideas. Two good examples of this were to be found in Cambridge and 

Bristol. 

 

 

 
 

 

We consider the holding of a public event to be a very effective tool for generating 

proposals. It allows people to discuss ideas and develop their understanding of the Act 

in an interactive manner. If the council makes efforts to invite under-represented 

groups to the event, it also provides a channel for these groups to become involved 

BEST PRACTICE ɀ HOLDING A PUBLIC EVENT TO 
GENERATE IDEAS 

 

CAMBRIDGE CITY COUNCIL   

         
 

Cambridge City Council held a community consultation event on 5
th
 February 

2009, when community groups were invited to present ideas that would help to 

improve the sustainability of Cambridge. This event was well publicised through 

the Local Strategic Partnership, the Council for Voluntary Services, community 

groups grant aided by the City Council and tenants and residents groups. 

 

Around 40 people attended the event which was chaired by the Councilôs Leader, 

Cllr Ian Nimmo-Smith. A short presentation was given to outline the aims of the 

Sustainable Communities Act but more emphasis was put on encouraging ideas. 

Three big posters were placed on the walls, each one having a theme from the 

cityôs Sustainable Community Strategy: Tackling Climate Change, Building 

Sustainable Communities & Ensuring Strong and Inclusive Communities. 

 

Participants posted 144 ideas in total. They wrote their ideas on coloured post-it 

notes and stuck these on the most appropriate poster. Similar ideas were grouped 

together. Participants were then given 10 sticky óvotingô dots and they stuck these 

against their favourite ideas. They were able to stick all 10 against their top 

favourite or spread them over a number of ideas. 

 

Before they left the event, people were asked to register their interest in becoming 

a member of Cambridgeôs óPanel of Representatives of Local Persons,ô which met 

subsequently to discuss ideas that had been raised at this public event.  
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with the Act at an early stage and to ask questions on a face-to-face basis, which may 

help them to understand the Act more fully than just through information on paper or 

on a website. 

 

Cambridge City Council reported that the cost of the event was kept low, partly due to 

the council being able to utilise a community centre to hold it. Used alongside a range 

of methods to encourage proposals, such as those used by Teignbridge and Lewes 

District Councils, this should ensure thorough community involvement in the Act and 

a large number of proposals being generated.   

 

Other Points to Note  
 

It is also a good idea to allow enough time for people to submit ideas. North 

Yorkshire, for example began their process for collecting ideas in January 2009 before 

finally submitting ideas in July 2009. 

 

Please note that should your council require assistance with explaining the Act to 

residents, there are a number of guides on the Local Works website which may be of 

assistance: www.localworks.org. These include guidance sheets containing potential 

proposals people could put forward under the Act. Councils will also of course be able 

to use the 300 proposals that were put forward in the first round as a guide to assist 

people with developing ideas in future.  

 

At the same time as a council is inviting ideas from its communities, it might also be a 

good idea at this stage to invite councillors and officers to put forward their ideas as 

well. One such example of this came from East Devon District Council. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.localworks.org/node4
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SECTION 2: SETTING UP A PANEL, OR PANELS, OF 
REPRESENTATIVES OF LOCAL PERSONS  
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Under the Act, any council that wishes to submit proposals to the Local Government 

Association must set up, consult and try to reach agreement with, a panel of 

representatives of local persons.  

 

 
 

 

Setting up a Panel or Panels 
 

In terms of setting up a panel, we have divided this in to two parts: firstly, the 

composition of the panel and secondly, the process by which the panel selects 

proposals. 

 

Composition of the Panel  
 

How then to achieve a balanced selection of the community? The Statutory Guidance 

recognises that local circumstances will vary and is not prescriptive in this respect. 

Many councils used existing structures such as neighbourhood and area forums, Local 

Strategic Partnerships (LSPs), engagement networks and parish councils as their 

panel. Some councils used a combination of these groups as their panels, as well as 

involving community and voluntary organisations.  

 

Our view is that using an LSP as a sole panel does not constitute best practice. 

Officials from public bodies, who often already participate in local authority business, 

can often dominate proceedings. The aim of the Act is to involve the wider 

community and those not normally involved in formal political processes in 

developing proposals, and this is unlikely to occur if the LSP is used as the citizensô 

panel.  

 

Another approach councils used was to utilise formal neighbourhood bodies such as 

area forums and residentsô associations. Whilst we believe it is reasonable for a 

council to utilise such bodies as part of its engagement process under the Act, we do 

Legal Requirements and Statutory Guidance  
 
In terms of what is meant by ñrepresentatives of local persons,ò the Statutory 

Guidance defines this as ña balanced selection of the individuals, groups or 

organisations the authority considers likely to be affected by, or interest in the 

proposal.ò 

 

In terms of local persons, the Act defines this as ña person who is likely to be 

affected by, or interested in, the proposal.ò The Statutory Guidance confirms that 

this includes those who work or study in the area, visitors, service users, third sector 

groups, businesses, bodies such as parish councils, and anyone else likely to be 

affected by, or interested in, the proposal or proposals. 

 

The Statutory Guidance also states that a local authority can choose whether it forms 

a new panel or an existing one and it may use more than one panel.  

 

Under the Act, a local authority must also involve representatives of persons from 

under-represented groups. This will be discussed in a separate section below. 
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not believe solely using such bodies represents best practice.  This is because this 

would exclude large sections of the community and as is the case with LSPs, these 

bodies are often dominated by people who already regularly participate in local 

authority business and who are often from a narrow demographic group. If 

neighbourhood groups are used as part of a citizensô panel, we believe that panel 

meetings should be held across the whole authority area to ensure representativeness.  

 

A number of councils took a more pro-active approach and set up new panels for the 

purposes of the Act, or used a combination of existing and new panels. Evidence 

suggests that utilising a new panel will result in more effective engagement of the 

community with more proposals being submitted, as illustrated below.  

 

Figure 2: Average Number of Proposals submitted to the LGA by panel type 

 

There were some excellent examples of new panels being set up for the purposes of 

the SCA, with genuine efforts to make these panels representative and to ensure that 

they did not just include ñthe usual suspects.ò One such example of this was Sheffield 

City Council. 
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BEST PRACTICE ɀ SETTING UP A PANEL 

 
SHEFFIELD CITY COUNCIL     

          
  
Sheffield City Council established a panel of 28 members of the community. In accordance with the 

statutory guidance, the Panel was chosen with the intention of being representative of a wide range 

of those living and working in Sheffield including black and minority ethnic people, disabled 

people, young people, older people, employed people and unemployed people.  The Presidents of 

Sheffieldôs two Student Unions are also members. 

  

The panel was refreshed in 2010.  People were invited to apply for panel membership online, in the 

local press and through the Council magazine, Your Sheffield. Importantly, in inviting applications, 

Sheffield Council stated that ñanyone who lives, works or studies in the City of Sheffield 

boundaries can apply to be on the panel. This includes those who are not eligible to vote in 

Sheffield, including those who are under the age of 18.ò This sent out an important message to the 

community that anyone was welcome to be involved if they wished to.  

 

Whilst applicants were encouraged to explain why they wanted to sit on the panel, the Council goes 

on to confirm that ñthis does not mean we are looking for people who have any particular 

knowledge or skills or who have necessarily been involved in Council or other community 

organisations.ò The councilôs intention to involve new people in the panel is reiterated: ñwe are also 

very keen to have Panel members who have never or rarely been involved in community or council 

activities before.ò  

 

The Council reported that the panel represented a wide cross-section of the community, including, 

the voluntary sector, members of the gay and lesbian community, young and old people, BME 

groups and local business.  The Council provided details of who was on the panel so that people 

could verify that the panel was representative. 

 

The original panel established in 2009 considered over 30 ideas that had been put forward via 

various means including a one-day event, the local press and online. The panel usually met every 

two months but this was more frequent in the build up to submitting proposals.  The Panel voted to 

reduce the list of ideas down to 4 proposals which were put to the LGA. Officers from the council 

with knowledge of policy areas relevant to particular proposals attended the panel meetings to 

explain the policy background to the proposals.  

 

The final list of 4 proposals was submitted to the Council, who approved them and forwarded them 

on to the LGA.  

 

In 2010, Sheffield refreshed their panel with around half of the original panel being replaced by new 

members.  The panel was refreshed primarily in anticipation of a second round of SCA submissions 

and are they also involved as a debating forum for national and local policy developments for 

Sheffield. 
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Minutes from all the Sheffield panel meetings were published so people could see 

how the panel discussed issues and came to decisions. Although the Leader of the 

Council chaired the panel, the council were keen to ensure that council representatives 

were not involved in the panel itself. The council stated ñIt was not felt appropriate to 

include Councillor representation on the panel as it was a forum for citizens. 

Councillors would have the opportunity to discuss and vote on the Panelôs suggestions 

in other Council meetings.ò This is in tune with the Statutory Guidance which, when 

referring to a panel of local representatives under the act, states ñIn this context the 

term órepresentativeô does not refer to formally elected or nominated members of the 

community.ò  

 

The panel process in Sheffield was found to be a positive experience all round: ñPanel 

members found the experience worthwhile and Councillors and Council offices found 

the involvement of Sheffield people with the Council work to be very valuable.ò 

 

Altogether this is an excellent example of setting up a panel. All those living and 

working in the area were invited to be on the panel, including those who were not 

eligible to take part in formal political processes. The council published the criteria by 

which they would aim to ensure the panel was representative in advance. The panel 

was exclusively made up of citizens and meetings of the panel are minuted for all to 

see.  

 

Creating a Balanced Panel 
 

Whilst Sheffield chose to compose their panel entirely of local residents, a different 

approach was taken by Liverpool City Council. 

 

 
BEST PRACTICE ɀ CREATING A BALANCED PANEL 

 
LIVERPOOL CITY COUNCIL 

        
 
Liverpool held four meetings attended by two councillors and 10 -14 members of 

the public.  These members of the public comprised representatives from a number 

of politically active groups that represent the interests of minority groups such as 

disabled, LGBT, elderly and black racial minority (BRM) people at the Liverpool 

First Forum, the Local Strategic Partnership for the city.  

  

The other members of the public were selected from groups that were previously 

not involved in political or council activities.  These people were selected by the 

local councilôs óneighbourhood managersô who liaised with community groups to 

óput the word outô about the Act.  These community groups then put those who 

responded in touch with the council and also nominated people they thought would 

be able to contribute well to the process but were not normally involved in politics. 



23 

 

 

Using a combination of both formal representatives of particular groups and local 

residents seemed to be a good way of ensuring a panel is balanced. As with Sheffield, 

Liverpool made an effort to ensure that people not normally involved in local 

authority business were included. 

 

Councils could consider ways of combining both formal representatives of particular 

groups and local residents. Below is a theoretical example of how a panel could be 

constituted. Firstly, it could include residents from the local authorityôs area, who are 

invited to sit on the panel through an open application process, such as that held by 

Sheffield. Particular importance would be placed  on including residents not normally 

involved in local authority business. Secondly, the panel could include representatives 

from a range of community groups, such as the Council for Voluntary Services, local 

Citizens Advice Bureaux, tenants and residents groups and neighbourhood groups. 

Thirdly, the panel could include under-represented groups, such as BME groups, 

disabled people, young people and any other groups the council considers to be under-

represented in political activity. This would ensure the panel includes a balanced 

cross-section of the community. 

 

 

 
 

 
&ÉÇÕÒÅ σȡ 0ÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ #ÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȭ 0ÁÎÅÌ 
 
 
Process of running a Panel  
 

Once a panel of local persons has been established, the question arises as to how the 

panel will operate. How will the panel decide on which proposals to put forward? 

What will the terms of reference be?  

 

A very good example of running a panel came from South Hams:   

 

 

 

CITIZENSô PANEL 

 

 

Residents  

 

Representatives of 

community/voluntary 

organisations 

 

 

Representatives of 

under-represented 

groups 
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This is an excellent example of running a panel because the local community was 

given a ñhands-onò role in the development of proposals. According to Laura Payne, 

Policy Implementation Officer at South Hams Council, this event cost around £350 to 

hold. 

 

South Hams adopted a two-stage process for dealing with proposals.  The first stage, 

the CPF event, consisted of participants not only raising proposals but also voting for 

their favourite ones, which led to a shortlist of 11 proposals being developed. 

Allowing attendees to vote on proposals is likely to be seen as a transparent and fair 

process through which to reduce an initially large number of proposals that a council 

may have received in to a shortlist of potential proposals to submit to the LGA.  It 

would be favourable in our opinion to another option used by some councils, which 

was for the council to reduce the list themselves, removing proposals that went 

against council policy. 

 

BEST PRACTICE ɀ RUNNING A PANEL 
 

SOUTH HAMS DISTRICT COUNCIL 

          
Proposals were raised at a special Sustainable Communities Act event for the 

Community Partnership Forum (CPF) and all South Hams District Council Members 

on 23rd February 2009. The CPF exists under the South Hams Strategic Partnership 

(SHSP) and consists of close to 200 organisations including voluntary, community, 

church and faith, statutory organisations and charities, as well as all of South Hamsô 

local town and parish councils. 

 

88 people attended the event and close to 200 proposals were raised and discussed. A 

shortlist of 11 proposals was created by attendees voting on the proposals they would 

like to see taken forward.  

 

This shortlist of eleven proposals was formulated into a survey for the South Hams 

Community Sounding Board. South Hams Sounding Board was a panel of almost 

1,000 local residents that were demographically and geographically representative of 

South Hamsôs whole community; this Panel also included under represented groups.  

 

Participants of the Sounding Board were asked to select 3 of the 11 proposals that 

would be most beneficial to the local community. They were then asked to allocate 10 

votes between the 3 proposals they had selected, to determine their importance. The 

survey produced straight-forward results with a clear rank from 1 to 11. This further 

step of community engagement served to test and prioritise the proposals raised at the 

CPF event. 417 members of the Community Sounding Board took part in the survey, 

with a response rate of 50.1%. 
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The approach South Hams took is more likely to lead to a positive response from the 

community to the Actôs process. We would suggest council officers can attend an 

event such as that held by South Hams to ensure that any proposals that are invalid 

under the Act are not put on the shortlist and to explain why to proposers.  If the panel 

wishes to submit a proposal to the LGA that goes against council policy, this is 

something that can be discussed at the ñreaching agreementò stage. Here the council 

can negotiate and reach agreement with residents and, if a proposal is rejected, give 

their reasons for this. 

 

The second stage of South Hamsô process, utilising another body to vote on the 

shortlist drawn up via the CPF event, provides another layer of validation to the 

process. It will help to strengthen the case that proposals submitted are representative 

of the communityôs wishes if a broad-based citizensô panel that is demographically 

representative of the community has had a chance to vote on the proposals as well as 

the panel established specifically for using the Act. A two-stage process such as this 

was also used by City of York Council and represents a positive way of ensuring 

fairness and transparency in a councilôs use of the Act.  

 

A similar approach was used by South Tyneside, who after having developed a 

shortlist via their citizensô panel, placed an advert in a newspaper for people to vote 

on their favoured proposals. 

 

Another advantage of this two-stage process is that it combines a ñreal-timeò panel 

involving face-to-face meetings, which inevitably has to be limited in size, with a 

larger representation of the community, such as a councilôs pre-existing Citizenôs 

Panel of 1000 residents or more, which does not need to have a physical meeting. 

 

There were many examples of councils utilising effective methods in the running of 

their panels and some are displayed below: 

 

 

 
 

INDIVIDUAL EXAMPLES OF BEST PRACTICE ɀ    
           RUNNING A PANEL 
 

A number of councils, including Southwark, York and Christchurch, ensured that the 

proposers of ideas were present at the panel meeting to present their proposals.  

 

Central Bedfordshire made efforts to telephone those groups not included on the 

panel to seek their views. This included ethnic groups and young people. 

 

Nottingham City Council ensured that, when undertaking an online survey under the 

Act, hard-copy questionnaires were also distributed to equalities groups to ensure 

they were not disadvantaged. 

 

A number of councils, including Exeter and Teignbridge, distributed application 

forms for residents to apply to be on the panel.  

 

Sheffield City Council held more than one meeting of the citizensô panel, with three 

meetings being held in total. 
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SECTION 3: INCLUDING REPRESENTATIVES OF UNDER-
REPRESENTED GROUPS  
 

Under the Act, a local authority must attempt to involve representatives of under-

represented groups. The Statutory Guidance defines under-represented groups as 

communities of interest who ñmay be underrepresented in civic and political activity, 

in particular those who are hardest to reach.ò 

 

The Statutory Guidance also sets out the steps a local authority should go through to 

involve such groups: 

 

 
 
How to involve  under -represented groups  
 

It is not always easy to define exactly what is meant by an ñunder-represented group.ò  

Most councils using the Act defined groups according to typical categorisations such 

as ethnicity, age, gender, geographical area, disability, sexual orientation and faith. 

They then determined which of these groups were underrepresented in civic and 

political activity and invited representatives from these groups to form part of their 

panel.  

 

A number of councils took advice from equalities officers or other suitable experts, 

such as the Council for Voluntary Service, to assist in determining and then involving 

under-represented groups. Utilising community and voluntary groups who have links 

with under-represented groups is a good idea, as such groups will often already have 

established links with these groups and should be able to assist in involving them. 

 

To ensure that under-represented groups are truly ñrepresented,ò it might be advisable 

to recruit both formal representatives of the target group and also people belonging to 

that group. So for instance, if a council considered that young people were under-

represented in civic and political activity, it may wish to invite both formal 

representatives of youth organisations such as the Youth Council to take part in the 

 Legal requirements and statutory guidance 

 

The Statutory guidance states that ñin order to ensure that they have taken 

reasonable steps to identify and include representatives from under-

represented groups local authorities should, if they are establishing a new 

panel: 

 

 identify communities of interest in their area and ensure that people who are 

broadly representative of these groups are invited to join the panel 

 work with council colleagues, third sector representative groups and other 

agencies providing services to individuals and groups to take a view on 

which communities of interest may be underrepresented in civic and political 

activity, in particular those who are hardest to reach, and invite people who 

are representative of these communities to join the panel 

 take a view, once the panel is established, as to whether under-represented 

groups are sufficiently represented.ò 
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panel, but also to invite young residents who are not affiliated to any formal youth 

organisation to take part.  

 

It may also be helpful if expenses of participants can be paid to encourage under-

represented groups to take part. 

 

A good example of making particular efforts to involve under-represented groups 

under the Act came from the London Borough of Islington  

 

 

 
 

This is a particularly strong example of involving under-represented groups as the 

council made special efforts to reach out to certain groups that had not been involved 

in council business before, rather than only using pre-existing networks. The council 

firstly went through a process to identify those groups that were under-represented in 

civic and political activity (see Appendix 1). 

 

 

BEST PRACTICE ɀ INVOLVING UNDER-REPRESENTED 
GROUPS 

LONDON BOROUGH OF   
ISLINGTON          

         
                 
 
In the submissions-gathering phase, Islington council put a lot of energy into 

gaining the views and ideas of under-represented groups in the area.   

Information on how to submit ideas was placed online, in community centres, 

housing offices, libraries and other public offices which informed people how to 

submit ideas.  

 

These ideas were then publicised to under-represented parts of the community for 

their comments. They were also invited to add ideas of their own and attend the 

panel during which these ideas would be considered.  This information was sent 

out in óEasy Readô, large print versions to centres for people with learning 

difficulties or visual impairments and on tapes to blind members of the 

community.  The council also presented information in meetings with blind 

residents and deaf residents.  At the meeting for deaf residents - held in Islington 

councilôs building and attended by around 40 people ï three interpreters translated 

information into different sign languages to cater for the different background of 

the audience.   Islington Council worked in association with their Disability 

Alliance in this outreach work. 

 

The council received a lot of useful feedback as a result of disseminating 

information to these under-represented groups and it resulted in three people from 

these groups volunteering to be on the citizensô panel. 
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Information was printed in a variety of formats, so that those from disabled and hard-

to-reach groups could access the information. The Council then held specific meetings 

with deaf and blind residents, which demonstrates a pro-active approach to involving 

the groups they had identified as hard-to-reach.  

 

Holding meetings specifically with un der -represented groups  
 

Some councils took the step of holding a separate focus group with under-represented 

groups. In the case of Cambridge, the under-represented group identified was young 

people.  

 

 

 
 

Targeting certain under-represented groups in this way can be a useful way of hearing 

their views on a particular issue. For councils that use more than one panel, holding a 

specific meeting with under-represented groups is an effective way of incorporating 

their views on proposals. Even where only one panel is used, it can be the case that 

 

BEST PRACTICE ɀ TARGETING UNDER-REPRESENTED 
GROUPS 

 

CAMBRIDGE CITY COUNCIL   

         
 

A special consultation meeting with young people was held at CB2 Café in 

Cambridge on 28th May 2009. It was attended by 9 young people (7 female and 2 

male). Their ages ranged from 11 to 18 years old.  

 

The meeting was arranged and facilitated by the Councilôs Children and Young 

Peopleôs Participation Service and was also attended by the council officer dealing 

with the Act, Trevor Woollams, to explain the recommendations and answer 

questions.  

 

Drinks and snacks were provided for the attendees together with a £10 shopping 

voucher as a óthank youô for their time and input.  The young people worked in two 

separate groups, coming together at the end to compare their views.  

 

Each group was shown the recommendations from the panel and asked for their 

comments. They were asked which recommendations were most important and 

whether they had any views of possible proposals that they would like to see put 

forward.   

 

Both groups had very similar views about the proposals they thought should be 

prioritised, with issues that helped to tackle climate change and protect the 

environment seen as most important.  
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discussions become dominated by the well-educated and under-represented groups 

can struggle to make their views heard.  Therefore, holding a separate event 

specifically for under-represented groups can help to ensure these people are properly 

able to express their views. 

 

A good example of this came from Essex, which held specific focus groups with 

under-represented groups and amended their proposals to take into account the views 

expressed by these groups. 

 

 
 

The nature of the research undertaken by Essex was positive as it included within the 

structure of the interviews and surveys the possibility for respondents to comment on 

whether they might support a proposal if it was changed, and then what these changes 

might be. This created an in-built mechanism through which the possibility of 

amending or improving proposals was included. This is particularly important in 

BEST PRACTICE ɀ INCORPORATING VIEWS OF UNDER-
REPRESENTED GROUPS 

 
ESSEX COUNTY COUNCIL 

         
 
Essex County Council commissioned a research agency to carry out focus groups, in-

depth interviews and online research with members of their citizensô panel. Special in-

depth interviews were carried out with representatives of BME groups, carers groups, 

disability groups, older peopleôs groups and younger people.   

 

In a similar vein to Cambridge, a particular focus group was held with young people 

aged 18-25 to ensure that this under-represented group was able to voice their 

opinions. An incentive of £20 was given to all participants in order to encourage 

participation. 

 

Participants completed surveys in which they were asked whether they agreed with 

proposals on a sliding scale. Respondents who did not ñagree stronglyò with a 

proposal were asked if they would agree/ agree more strongly to the proposal subject 

to changes and were then asked what these changes would be. Answers were then 

grouped into themes.  

 

With regard to one of Essexôs proposals, focus groups raised concerns about potential 

negative impacts of a certain proposal, and a fifth (20%) indicated that they would 

agree more strongly with the proposal subject to changes.   

 

As a result of this and the comments as to what these changes to the proposal might 

be, Essex included changes to the structure of this proposal, which included a 

commitment to protect vulnerable groups within the framework of their EssexWorks 

strands.      
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terms of under-represented groups, so that they can see that their views are being 

taken into account in a structured way. 

 

Transparency  with Under -represented Groups  
 

Transparency is an important part of the Actôs process, but it is particularly important 

here. Under-represented groups tend to be less experienced in civic and political 

activity and may be more sceptical that their views are being taken account. Some 

councils stated that their panels were representative, but did not publish evidence of 

this or how under-represented groups were included. It was therefore not possible to 

judge whether this was the case or not.  

 

For under-represented groups to have faith in the Actôs process, it is important that a 

local authority publishes details of who was on their panel, so that people can see this 

clearly. Some good examples of councils that did this included Sheffield City 

Council, Cambridge City Council and Doncaster Metropolitan Borough Council. 
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SECTION 4: REACHING AGREEMENT  
 

This was probably the area that caused the greatest difficulty for councils during the 

first round of the Act, yet is perhaps the most important part of the Act, for it is this 

requirement that truly sets the Act apart from a consultation exercise. That there were 

difficulties is understandable, as the requirement of the Act to ñreach agreement about 

proposals with the panel or other persons consultedò is a new process in law and one 

which councils were therefore not familiar with. There was also no specific guidance 

from the government on how this should be carried out. 

 

What exactly does ñreaching agreementò mean? Former communities Minister Hazel 

Blears did a very good job when she launched the first invite for proposals on 14
th
 

October 2008 and defined it as  

 

ña dialogue where you say óI can do this and I canôt do thatô and then 

have a dialogue about the final decision to be taken together.ò 

 

During the progression of the Sustainable Communities Act through Parliament, it 

was also explained that councils must  

 

ñensure that there are genuine attempts to reach agreement. That 

goes much further than consultation often does when the consulter 

has to show only that suggestions were considered.ò
9
 

 

Many local authorities let the community take the lead in the process, and simply 

approved the proposals the panel had submitted without reducing or altering them. 

This was very much a case of the council ñsigning offò the communityôs ideas and 

submitting them to the LGA. Examples of this approach included Wiltshire Council, 

South Hams Council and Cambridge City Council. This approach certainly means 

those councils ñreached agreementò with their communities. 

 

Wiltshire Council submitted 20 proposals to the LGA which had been selected by the 

Citizensô Panel beforehand. The Leader of the Council had been supportive of the 

Wiltshire Panel throughout the engagement process and was happy for the ideas 

recommended by the Panel to be directly submitted to the LGA for national 

consideration.  As both parties approved of the decision taken this is certainly a best 

practice example of ñreaching agreementò.  

 

It appeared to be more beneficial to councils if the community took the lead in the 

process of deciding which proposals would be submitted to the Selector. Seventy-five 

percent of local authorities who involved the wider community in deciding on the 

final proposals submitted multiple proposals, compared with just twenty percent when 

there was no interactive discussion with the wider community.
10

  

                                                 
9
 Lord Marlesford, House of Lords, 12

th
 July 2007 

10
 Environmental Law Foundation, The Sustainable Communities Act: Empower Local Communities 

(2010),  p.40 
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Figure 4: Submission of multiple proposals by level of community involvement 

 

A few councils did not enter in to dialogue with the panel and took the decision on 

which proposals would be submitted unilaterally. For example, ten proposals may 

have been submitted by the panel and the council then chose to submit four of these to 

the LGA, without discussion with the panel. 

 

This is unlikely to be considered as having tried to ñreach agreementò as there was no 

discussion between the panel and the council and both parties cannot be said to have 

approved of the decision. Whilst this was the first year of a new process councils were 

not familiar with, local authorities should be aware that reaching agreement is a legal 

requirement under the Act for councils that choose to submit proposals. Failure to 

provide evidence of having tried to ñreach agreementò with their panel could lead to 

proposals being rejected in future rounds of the Act, as this represents a failure to 

comply with the terms of the Act.  

 

Reaching Agreement: A Dialogue 

 

In between these two approaches, some councils entered in to a genuine discussion 

about which proposals would be submitted to government. This involved a meeting of 

the council and the panel, with the final decision being taken together. One such 

example came from Lewes District Council. 
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The example of Lewes District Council of ñtrying to reach agreementò with the panel 

on proposals to be submitted to the LGA is a very positive one. There were face to 

face meetings between the council and the panel, so that ideas could be discussed and 

the parties could negotiate. A face-to-face meeting is much more likely to allow 

constructive discussions than correspondence or a phone conversation. As Cllr 

MacCleary reported, it also meant that proposals could be improved through debate.  

 

We believe having a face to face meeting, incorporating a genuine negotiation 

between the council and the panel, is a crucial part of the process of reaching 

BEST PRACTICE ɀ REACHING AGREEMENT 
 

LEWES DISTRICT COUNCIL     

 
 
Lewes District Council established a Working Party of five councillors to lead work on 

the Sustainable Communities Act at the Council.  

 

The citizensô panel set up by Lewes Council under the Act, made up of nine members 

of the community, reduced the proposals submitted by residents under the Act from 

over 700 to just 20 ideas. Following this, the Working Party and the Panel met to 

reduce this list of 20 ideas down further to a final list of proposals to submit to the 

LGA. This involved face-to-face meetings to discuss the proposals that were most 

suitable for submission. 

 

Three meetings were held between the Working Party and the Panel. The council did 

not set fixed parameters for these meetings, but preferred to let the process evolve 

during the meetings. The main goal was to reduce the list of proposals from 20 to a 

smaller list and to ensure both parties were in agreement with the final list submitted. 

 

Cllr James MacCleary, Lead Councillor for Community at Lewes and a member of the 

Working Party, commented that ñthe main difficulty in these discussions was getting 

across to the Panel that they had to ensure proposals asked for something that was 

achievable and that they had to request specific powers from government. Once the 

Panel understood this, negotiations proceeded productively towards the final list of 

proposals that were agreed upon to be put forward.ò 

 

Cllr MacCleary was also of the opinion that the process of having discussions between 

the Working Party and the Panel was useful in that ñit allowed proposals to be refined 

and improved as negotiations unfolded, so that the proposals that were submitted to the 

LGA were more likely to be adopted.ò  

 

A final list of 8 proposals that both the Working Party and the Panel were happy with 

was agreed to be submitted to the LGA. This list was signed off by the full Council on 

22
nd

 July 2009.  
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agreement under the Act. It is much more likely to lead to a situation where parties 

negotiate back and forth and taking a decision together. It is this collaborative 

decision-making that is at the heart of the Act and which marks it apart from 

consultation exercises. Whilst we also endorse the approach of the council just 

ñsigning offò the proposals of the panel as submitted, where this is not possible, we 

very much recognise the process used by Lewes set out above as one councils should 

strive to follow. 

 

One can see in the example of Lewes that there were disagreements between the panel 

and the council that were resolved through discussion. The proposals in their original 

form appeared to be beyond the scope of the Act and the council needed to explain 

this to the panel and proposals were then modified accordingly. The panel and the 

council also had to negotiate on reducing the list of proposals, which meant 

compromise on both sides in terms of rejecting certain proposals they may have 

favoured. The fact that disagreements were resolved through discussion is also much 

more likely to lead to participants accepting the decisions and the process as a whole 

than if the council takes decisions unilaterally. 

 

Lewes Council allowed the meetings between council and panel to unfold openly 

rather than setting fixed parameters. The benefit of this approach is that it does not 

restrict parties to a preset formula that could stifle debate and make participants feel 

as if the process was ñfixedò in any way. At the same time, we would not discourage 

parameters being set (e.g. how many proposals will be submitted, or how proposals 

will be refined)  for discussions between the panel and the council, as long as both 

parties are in agreement with the parameters before meetings begin. 
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SECTION 5: TRANSPARENCY AND FEEDBACK  
 

A very important part of the Actôs process is to provide feedback to participants and 

to be transparent about the processes used under the Act. People are more likely to 

accept a decision if they are able to see how it was arrived at. Providing information 

can also help to diffuse disappointment and give people the chance to challenge 

decisions. A particularly important part of transparency regards the composition of the 

panel which, if published, gives residents the opportunity to see who was on the panel 

and how members were selected. This will help to strengthen belief in the fairness of 

methods used.  

 

A number of councils provided detailed information about each stage of the process. 

This included a list of all proposals received (Bristol and South Hams), details of the 

panel (Sheffield), the process by which proposals will be selected for submission to 

the LGA (Teignbridge), and details of decisions taken (Cambridge). Bradfordôs 

website information was extensive and Q&As were tailored to its audience. 

 

Information was typically provided via councilsô websites and good examples can be 

viewed at the following council websites: 

 

South Hams: 

http://www.southhams.gov.uk/index/residents_index/ksp-community-

support/community-suscomact2007.htm 

 

West Lancashire: 

http://www.westlancsdc.gov.uk/your_views/sustainable_communities_act.aspx 

 

Dorset: 

http://www.dorsetforyou.com/sustainablecommunitiesact 

 

Sheffield: 

http://www.sheffield.gov.uk/your-city-council/consultation/sheffield-sustainable-

communities-debate/sustainable-communities-act 

 

Wiltshire : 

http://www.wiltshire.gov.uk/council/consultations/sustainablecommunitiesact.htm 

 

Bristol : 

http://www.bristol.gov.uk/ccm/content/Council-Democracy/Democracy-

Elections/sustainable-communities-act---suggestion-scheme.en 

 

It is important that SCA web pages are as accessible as possible, and this can be aided 

by ensuring that a search for ñSustainable Communities Actò on a councilôs website 

leads directly to the appropriate webpage.   

 

 

http://www.southhams.gov.uk/index/residents_index/ksp-community-support/community-suscomact2007.htm
http://www.southhams.gov.uk/index/residents_index/ksp-community-support/community-suscomact2007.htm
http://www.westlancsdc.gov.uk/your_views/sustainable_communities_act.aspx
http://www.dorsetforyou.com/sustainablecommunitiesact
http://www.sheffield.gov.uk/your-city-council/consultation/sheffield-sustainable-communities-debate/sustainable-communities-act
http://www.sheffield.gov.uk/your-city-council/consultation/sheffield-sustainable-communities-debate/sustainable-communities-act
http://www.wiltshire.gov.uk/council/consultations/sustainablecommunitiesact.htm
http://www.bristol.gov.uk/ccm/content/Council-Democracy/Democracy-Elections/sustainable-communities-act---suggestion-scheme.en
http://www.bristol.gov.uk/ccm/content/Council-Democracy/Democracy-Elections/sustainable-communities-act---suggestion-scheme.en
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However, only providing information online excludes those who do not have access to 

the internet. Some councils dealt with this by issuing press articles updating residents 

on progress. Ideally speaking, information updates should be provided by the same 

media through which information was initially provided. Additionally, councils 

should aim to inform the whole community and not just those involved with the 

formal process. 

 

We also received reports from members of the public that they were often unable to 

find out if their council was using the Act or who the appropriate council officer 

dealing with the process was. This could lead to frustration and ultimately to people 

being unable to take part in the Act. We believe it is important that switchboard 

 

BEST PRACTICE ɀ ONLINE TRANSPARENCY AND FEEDBACK 
       

 DORSET 

                              
     

 
  
All principal councils in Dorset took part in a collaborative effort under the Sustainable 

Communities Act. Councils in Dorset successfully used the internet to provide local 

communities with information on the Act and managed to keep the consultation process 

transparent. This was carried out via the shared website used by councils in Dorset, 

www.dorsetforyou.com.* 

 

Councils in Dorset provided different documents for people to download, which included 

proposal submission forms for local citizens to forward their proposal ideas as well as 

guidance material on the Act. The proposal submission forms were also available in audio, 

large print, Braille versions and other languages to make information more accessible for 

hard-to-reach groups. It is explained on the Dorset for You website which short-listing 

criteria the LGA has set up to assess proposals which helped local residents to better 

understand what is required of a proposal. 

 

Furthermore, the consultation process used by councils in Dorset is detailed on the Dorset 

for You website with information given on the timescale the council is following. Details of 

the Panel meetings can be accessed via a link to the local authority officers whose contact 

details are published on the website. The proposals that came forward can be accessed as 

well and councils in Dorset have provided feedback to residents whose proposals have not 

been put forward or did not meet the requirements of the Act. 
 
 
[* Please note that the Dorset for You website is used by 6 of the 7 principal councils in Dorset (Christchurch 

Borough Council, Dorset County Council, East Dorset District Council, North Dorset District Council, 

Purbeck District Council & West Dorset District Council) for a  variety of shared purposes, including the 

Sustainable Communities Act. The logo above represents the Dorset for You website and not any of the 

individual councils. ] 
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personnel are informed of who is dealing with the process on behalf of their council 

and efforts are made to ensure that enquiries are directed to the appropriate officer.  

 

It is also important to ensure that proposers of ideas are informed of the progress of 

their proposal, and are able to understand why their proposal was rejected if this was 

the case. 

 

Good examples of transparency included Teignbridge District Council, which 

provided clear information about how the Actôs process would work in the area (see 

Appendix 2). This allowed people to see how decisions would be taken and how they 

could become involved. 

 

Another good example of transparency was provided by Sheffield City Council 

which, as stated above, published minutes of the meetings of the panel. Bristol City 

Council provided regular updates on the Act, with information on progress of the 

proposals through the LGAôs shortlisting process and governmentôs plans for reaching 

agreement with the LGA.   

 

In terms of providing feedback on the use of the Act in the area, there were good 

examples of councils seeing this as a two-way process and recognising that their 

processes could be improved. Nottingham, for example, recognised the need to 

improve their engagement processes for the next round and Essex modified the 

content of their proposals based on feedback they had received about them. 

 

It would be helpful for local people if councils were able to provide an information 

point where the wider community can go to find out what is happening under the Act. 

This could be at libraries or council offices. It would also be helpful to have a central 

online webpage through which all information related to the Act can be accessed, 

whether it be council meeting minutes, FAQs, proposal submission forms, updates or 

any other relevant information. A very good example of this was Bristol councilôs 

website which included a variety of up-to-date information. Bristolôs Act web address 

for this is above (p.30).  
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Appendices  

 
Appendix 1:  
!Î ÅØÔÒÁÃÔ ÏÆ )ÓÌÉÎÇÔÏÎ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÆÏÒ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÕÎÄÅÒ-represented 
people and groups to represent them  
 

Borough Profile (April 

2008) unless otherwise 

indicated 

Borough Profile: 

The following 

groups to be 

considered for 

representation 

on the panel 

Evidence of 

under-rep in 

civic and 

political activity 

suggests  

(National data 

has been used 

where local data 

is not available) 

Under-

represented 

groups to be 

given a higher 

priority  

Organisations 

through which 

groups could be 
targeted 

Disability : 16% of 

residents define 

themselves as having an 

impairment or a 

disability. This will in 

part account for the high 

number of residents in 

receipt of incapacity or 

disability benefits. 

Disabled people, 

people with 

impairments 

Voter Turnout 

may be lower in 

respect of those 

on long-term 

benefit. Also, 

civic participation 

may be more 

difficult 

depending on the 

nature of an 

impairment or 

disability. For 

example for 

people with 

learning 

difficulties. 

Disabled people, 

people with 

impairments 

(including people 

with learning 

difficulties) 

-Elfrida Society 
-Shape 
-Samuel Rhodes 

School 
-Richard 

Cloudesley School 
-Nomination by the 
Disability 

Reference 
Group 
-Islington Carers 
Forum 

Faith: The 2001 census 

showed just over half of 

residents are Christians, 

while just over one third 

claim either no religious 

belief (23%) or make no 

statement regarding 

religion (10%) and 8% 

are Muslim. 

Christians, 

Muslims and 

those who have 

no religious belief 

  -Islington Faiths 

Forum  
-Imam Network 
-SACRE 
(Standing Advisory 
Council for 

Religious 
Education) 

Gender: Women 

represent 51% of the 

resident population and 

men 49% 

Men and women Women are 

underrepresented 

as councillors, but 

this is not the case 

within Islington.  

Women from 

BME groups may 

be less likely to 

vote  

BME Women -Womenôs Design 

Service 
-Akwaaba 

Womenôs 
Club 

 

Source: Environmental Law Foundation: The Sustainable Communities Act: Empower Local 

Communities, p. 80 
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Appendix 2:  
4ÅÉÇÎÂÒÉÄÇÅ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌȭÓ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÈÏw the SCA process could work in 
the area 
 

 
 

 


