Introduction to Community Councils

Community Councils were introduced through the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1973

"to ascertain, co-ordinate and express to the Local Authorities for its area and to public authorities the views of the community which it represents, in relation to matters for which those authorities are responsible."

There are currently approximately 1,200 active Community Councils in Scotland. Community Councils get involved in a wide variety of issues such as road improvements, youth projects, environmental initiatives, upgrading of amenities and community initiatives.  This is just a small example of activities they might undertake to benefit their area, either working on their own or in partnership with other agencies.

The boundaries of their communities are usually defined naturally, hence the name “Community Council”. The features and rules that describe these boundaries, including the number of Community Council representatives, the populations they represent and their election procedures are determined by each parent local authority through the Scheme for Community Councils.

The Local Government Scotland Act 1973 empowered all local authorities to assist Community Councils, both with funding and administrative support. 

A Community Council can act as a campaigning body in raising awareness of specific local issues. They can be particularly useful in co-ordinating smaller, local organisations to ensure that resources are being used efficiently and effectively. 

The local authority, in return, has a duty to consult Community Councils on how local services are delivered and other issues affecting their neighbourhoods. Community Councils have the right to be consulted on planning applications in their areas and are also kept informed about licensing applications.

The Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 also provides new statutory rights for Community Councils along with other community organisations.  This includes Part 3 Participation Requests and Part 8 Common Good.  The Planning (Scotland) Act 2019 has also strengthened Community Council’s engagement with the planning system.

Examples of Community Council Activities

Activities can include :
 
· writing letters following a meeting of the Community Council in order to highlight an issue
· attending meetings with public officials
· holding a public meeting either at regular intervals or in response to a specific issue, or to find out what the areas of concern are within the community
· carrying out surveys in the area, typically by using questionnaires
· meeting with other Community Councils or other community groups
· writing in response to a draft policy report or consultation document
· receiving and responding to enquiries and problems raised by members of the public
· sending representatives to attend a meeting of a council area committee, advisory group or regeneration partnership
· producing a newsletter and distribute it to all homes in the area, or electronically via social media or the Community Council website
· arranging for public officials or others to attend future meetings of the Community Council
· negotiating codes of practice with local authorities
· arranging community events such as gala days, fetes, or clean up days in order to promote the Community Council.


Role of the Community Councillor

The role of the Community Councilor is to represent the views of the community. This means not offering personal views and opinions on local issues, or taking decisions that are based on self-interest.  The role involves discussing issues with people in the community to clarify their views and assess the strength of their feelings on different topics.  When representing members of the community on a particular interest, a Community Councilor must check out the facts of the situation before taking matters to the Community Council.  There are two sides to every story, so make sure that both sides are put forward. There is little point in taking up time at meetings to discuss problems that are based simply on misunderstandings or misrepresentations of the facts.

At some point it may be that you will find some conflict between your own personal views and interests and those of the community that you are representing. If such a situation does arise, try to make sure that the views of the community take precedence. Experience shows that if the views of individuals on the Community Council are allowed to take priority then the community will very quickly lose confidence in the Community Council and its work may subsequently be devalued.

In some instances, it may be necessary and appropriate to declare an interest in the matter under discussion and to withdraw from that debate and decision-making.

The task of any Community Council is to identify the needs and aspirations of its community and to take decisions that will lead to appropriate action in that community. At some point this might involve setting priorities on the competing or conflicting needs of different sections of the community.

Competition and conflict are normal in any community, so you shouldn’t think of them as something that can be altogether avoided. What is important is that you approach competition or conflict in a fair and reasonable manner. This means taking a balanced view of your community’s needs and aspirations and giving a fair hearing to representatives from different interest groups in your community. In particular, you should try to avoid being influenced by prejudice or bias, whether in the sphere of race, religion, gender or any other of the "labels" which get attached to people and to local issues.






59


Role of Office Bearers

Each Community Council must have a Chairperson, a Treasurer and a Secretary – the office bearers – and these roles carry the most responsibility. The office bearers, as elected members representing their local communities are responsible for the efficient and effective operation of the Community Council working within the Local Authority’s Scheme of Establishment for Community Councils.  All members of the Community Council are equally responsible for the Community Council’s decisions and actions and may take on additional activities in support of the Community Council.  The office bearers’ roles are described below, followed by an outline of other potential roles within a Community Council

The Chairperson

The Chair is elected in accordance with the rules set out in the Community Council’s own Constitution. The chairperson is responsible for ensuring that discussions are productive whilst adhering to the agenda, that meeting runs to time and that clear action points are set. 

In regular meetings the role of the Chair is a formal one, all speakers will be expected to address their comments to the Chair. This helps the Chair to keep control of the discussion. In Committee meetings, where proceedings need not be so formal, the Chair may be content simply to steer the general direction of the discussion – this may be described as an enabling role. The extent to which a Chair adopts one or the other of these will be dependent upon the circumstances at a particular time or occasion.
Perhaps most importantly of all, the Chair is expected to know the rules by which the Community Council functions, and ensure that at all stages of its work the Community Council is operating in accordance with any procedures that are set down. In this context the Chair may be called upon to act as an arbiter when there is a disagreement about how the rules should be interpreted.

It is important to recognise that the Chair’s role extends outwith the meeting itself. The Chair may be called upon to act on behalf of the Community Council between meetings, or to represent the Community Council in dealing with outside bodies. This role may also be delegated by the Community Council to other office bearers or members.

The Vice Chair

The Role of the Vice Chair is to stand in for the Chair when unable to attend a meeting
 and often the Vice Chair is the next “Chair in waiting”.

The Secretary

The Secretary ensures the smooth running of the Community Council by organising on-line or in person meetings, booking venues, setting the agenda and keeping minutes and records. The secretary also ensures effective communication between committee members, members of the public, the media and local authority officers.

The Treasurer

The Treasurer is responsible for maintaining the Community Council’s financial records, making payments on behalf of the Community Council and any charities and/or other funds dispersed by the Council. This includes managing the bank account, ensuring money is only spent in a manner approved by the Community Council Members as recorded in the minutes.  

The Treasurer ensures that any financial transactions are signed by two persons authorised by the Community Council Members as recorded in the minutes and notified to the bank in writing. It is good practice to have more than two authorised signatories, in the event of someone being unavailable at short notice.  The Treasurer must keep proper accounts of all receipts and expenditure and prepare an Annual Statement of Accounts. Councils should use an independent, external examiner to approve the accounts. This need not be a professional accountant but should be someone who has some relevant knowledge and experience of finance.

Another key role for the Treasurer is reporting and answering any questions raised by Members of the Council or the public on the Statement, this must be formally approved at the next AGM. When the statement is certified and approved, it should be sent to the local authority, as part of the process of applying for the annual administration grant.  The standard form of words for the Treasurer’s Certificate is: “I certify that the above accounts have been prepared by me and accurately reflect the financial provisions relating to the period …..”

AREA FORUM MEMBERSHIP 

Background

Community Councils in several Local Authority areas across Scotland have formed themselves into Forums or Associations. Forums tend to receive support from the Local Authority, either through grant funding, or more typically through in-kind support in the form of staff time, venue provision, and administrative resourcing.

Why have a Community Council Forum?

A Community Council Forum can be a support group for all Community Councils within a Local Authority area - particularly those who are newly established - providing an informal source of knowledge and experience. It can also enable its constituent members to exchange information, and to identify common issues. By working together, Community Councils can amplify their voices and advocate more effectively for their neighborhoods. Joint forums can also facilitate communication and build relationships between different community groups, helping to create a more cohesive and connected community. Forums can provide a channel for Community Councils to act together.

What does a Community Council Forum do?

The typical aims of a Community Council Forum are:

· Promote the role, effectiveness and status of Community Councils;
· Facilitate communication and collaboration between different Community Councils  
· Share information and resources about local issues and concerns.  
· Enhance the capacity of Community Councils to effectively represent their neighborhoods and address local concerns.  
· Be a voice for Community Councils within a local authority area
· Provide a forum for discussion of matters of common interest to Community Councils
· Consult with representatives of Community Councils in other areas on matters of mutual interest.
· Promote civic engagement and participation in local government.  Work with the Local Authority and other public agencies.
· Identify opportunities for joint initiatives or projects that can improve the quality of life in the community.
· Foster a sense of community and belonging among residents.
· Provide a platform for residents to voice their concerns and have their voices heard by local decision-makers.

CONSULTATION AND DECISION MAKING PROCESS

Establishing a mechanism for feedback

Civic engagement is central to modern democracy and as part of the civic engagement process. The Scottish Government, and other public bodies, should ensure that individual Community Councils are consulted directly at the earliest possible stage in the development of policy and the decision-making process on local issues.

Any consultation document should include:-

· an executive summary;
· a clearly defined purpose leading to the consultation process;
· clear objectives required from consultation process;
· any document should be comprehensible, concise, jargon free and widely accessible;
· specific questions in relation to the consultation exercise;
· minimum response period of 12 weeks – longer if over a holiday period;
· proposed timescale for outcomes; and
· feedback options including a choice of preferred format.

Irrespective of whether formal or informal, once the consultation process has been completed, and the responses analysed, then a summary of the responses, including any resulting proposals for change or actions, should be made available in a variety of formats, such as:

· the organisation’s website;
· in paper format as requested;
· through face to face sessions;

At the onset of any consultation process, each organisation should ensure that the lead officer or staff member, responsible for the consultation exercise is also responsible for co-ordinating the dissemination of feedback information which should be made available in a range of appropriate formats. The feedback should provide an analysis of the responses received and an explanation on proposals for change in light of the consultation process. The outcome of consultation exercises should be made available by the consulting body.

There should be a resistance to publishing feedback as glossy brochures or the indiscriminate circulation of information in paper format. The analysed responses and proposals, which result from the consultation process, should be freely available.

The National Standards for Community Engagement set out good practice principles to help guide the process of good community engagement.

