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Note – June 2010

The Government’s planned Decentralisation and Localism Bill includes a proposal to ‘abolish the Standards Board regime’. 

Currently we are seeking further information on the Government’s plans for how local councillors will in future be held to account or on the timing of any proposals. This compact toolkit was written before the announcement was made. 

Relationships between key partners in relation to supporting parish and town councils remain important; hence this compact toolkit can still be a useful tool for interested parties. It should be shaped to best reflect local arrangements.

Why would my authority consider a compact?
Use of a written compact can be seen as working towards good practice for County Associations of Local Councils (county associations) and standards committees of principal authorities when working with parish and town councils. Development of a compact can lead to:
Closer working relationships and strong partnerships
Clearer understanding of complimentary roles in supporting parish and town councils
Reduced duplication and increased efficiency in providing training and support to parish and town councils
Consistency in information and guidance regarding ethical standards and the standards framework
Increased awareness of the needs of parish and town councils and a commitment to meet these needs
The development of a compact between County Associations and standards committees may be useful if:
A stronger relationship with parish and town councils is considered desirable
Evidence that observance of the code of conduct in parish or town councils are not working effectively: this could be shown through
number of complaints received by the standards committee
rigid factions within council
disputes between members, 
poor member- member or member–officer relations; or
serial complainants
County associations and principal authorities have not worked closely or in formalised and sustainable way in the past on standards issues
[bookmark: _Toc260748810]What is a compact?
A Parish and Town Council Support Compact (or to put it simply, a compact) is a formalised written agreement about the way that a county association and the standards committee of a principal authority in an area will work together with local representatives of the Society of Local Council Clerks (SLCC) to support parish and town councils in their area.
[bookmark: _Toc260748811]Who are the partners involved in developing and implementing a compact?
Partners in the compact process will be, to some extent, dependent on local circumstances and resources. Please see below an outline of some relevant organisations and individuals that are key to the development and implementation of a compact.
[bookmark: _Toc260748812]Role of the County Association of Local Councils 
There are 38 County Associations of Local Councils in England, all of which are independent, autonomous bodies whose members comprise of parish and town councils in their local area.  Approximately 90% of parish and town councils in the country are members of a county association and the National Association of Local Councils. 
The role of the county association officer is central to the development of a compact, as one of the key aspects a compact seeks to improve the relationship and communications between the county association and the standards committee and monitoring officer. This is because in some areas, parish and town councillors are more likely to contact their county association, and parish clerks the SLCC, for advice on standards issues rather than the monitoring officer or standards committee.
In the pilot compact programme, the county association officer:
secured and co-ordinated the involvement of all the standards committee (via the monitoring officer) and SLCC regional representatives
organised and chaired compact project meetings
drafted, with the involvement of the monitoring officer, the compact document which set out how the county association, standards committee and SLCC regional representatives should work together and what activities the compact should include. 
County associations may also have a key role in:
communications with parish and town councils
communicating with SLCC regional representatives
providing training as part of the compact outcomes
attending standards committee and parish and town council meetings to improve knowledge and understanding of governance issues.
[bookmark: _Toc260748813]Role of Monitoring Officer
The monitoring officers were involved in the compact set-up meetings, secured the endorsement of their standards committee. They were also involved in the development and implementation of the compact’s recommendations.
The monitoring officer, a principal authority officer whose role includes supporting the standards committee, would also play a key role in the development and implementation of a compact. The monitoring officer may:
start the process
play a key role in communications to the county association officer, SLCC regional representative, standards committee and potentially the town and parish councils
draft compacts in consultation with the county association officer and SLCC regional representative
advise the standards committee
report on the delivery and effectiveness of the compact to the standards committee
provide training as part of the compact outcomes
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SLCC represents the needs and interests of parish and town council clerks. A regional SLCC officer can feed into the mechanics, content and delivery of a compact. 
A Society of Local Council Clerks officer may:
provide training to clerks as an outcome of the compact
regularly liaise with the County Association Officer and monitoring officer
attend meetings of the standards committee and feed back to clerks
[bookmark: _Toc260748815]Role of Standards Committee
Each compact was different, and not all standards committees were directly involved in developing their compact. However, compacts encouraged better relationships and improved understanding of standards committees and parish and town councils – by various means, such as:
distribution of meeting minutes
invitations to attend meetings
development of annual bulletins for circulation
members of standards committees may observe parish or town council meetings to improve relationships and improve mutual understanding
members of standards committees may attend County Training Partnership training in respect of parish council’s functions, law and procedure
[bookmark: _Toc260748816]Role of parish and town councils
Parish and town councillors should ultimately benefit from a compact and understanding and observance of the code of conduct should improve. They should also benefit from increased and reliable guidance, information and support. It is preferable if parish and town councils are willing to engage in the efforts and work of the partners to the compact.
[bookmark: _Toc260748818]What resources are needed?
The resources needed to develop and implement a compact in an area will depend, to some extent, on local circumstances and resources. Compacts have minimal upfront costs, mostly related to travel and time costs. Resources in terms of time and commitment are more significant. Generally, the costs and resources needed include:
Monitoring officer time
Standards committee chair and member time
County association officer time
Potential SLCC officer time
Travel expenses (travel to and from parish and town council meetings etc)
Potential training or mentoring expenses
[bookmark: _Toc260748819]How does a compact work with a charter?
Some principal authorities may have a charter with their parish and town councils, outlining principals, policies and procedures in the relationships. The compact may be seen as a highly useful addition to the charter, or may even form part of a charter, as a section devoted to standards issues. 
[bookmark: _Toc260748820]Purpose of a compact 
To formalise the way that a County Association of Local Councils and the standards committee of a principal authority in an area will work together with local representatives of the Society of Local Council Clerks to support parish and town councils in their area. The desired outcomes are:
Improvements in governance at parish and town council level
Encourage and strengthen relations between the county association, local branches of SLCC, monitoring officers and standards committees
Reduction in the numbers of complaints about and from parish and town councils 
Improve understanding so that there is a proper application of the Code of Conduct in parish and town councils 
Prevent governance failures and breakdown in relationships which can paralyse the effective working of the town and parish council 
[bookmark: _Toc260748821]How do we get started?
Confirm interest and commitment of relevant partners (Monitoring Officer, Standards Committee, county association, SLCC regional representatives, parish and town councils). Determine roles and responsibilities, timeframes, sustainability.
If there are a high number of parish and town councils in a standards committee’s jurisdiction, consider making a structured assessment similar to a risk assessment about which parish and town councils to work with. 
Assessment by Standards Committees of their existing relationship with (i) the county association (ii) parish and town councils and  (iii) SLCC regional representatives. Are they poor, satisfactory or good?[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  ”Poor” includes little or no contact/communications, no specific or general interest in or any information/guidance given. 

“Satisfactory” includes some contact/communications, including those which are reactive only.  Advice and guidance made available if requested.

“Good” includes regular contact and communications.  Information, guidance, advice and support available on a proactive and reactive basis] 

Assessment by monitoring officer of their existing relationship with (i) the county association (ii) parish and town councils.  Are they poor, satisfactory or good? 
Assessment by county association of their existing relationships with (i) monitoring officers (ii) standards committees (iii) parish councils.  Are they poor, satisfactory or good? 
Investigation of why relationships are poor or unsatisfactory.  Even if relationships are good, could these be improved further?  What would be the reasons for doing so in respect of the (i) standards committee (ii) monitoring officer and (iii) county association (iv) parish and town councils.
Establish how relationships can be improved and ways/ means of working together better. Some examples are: 
More effective communication between county association and monitoring officer and their standards committees
More effective communication to parish and town councils. 
More training for (i) standards committee members (ii) monitoring officers (iii) county association officers (iv) parish and town councillors (v) clerks. 
More information made available to standards committees about the issues facing parish and town councils.  
More guidance made available to parish and town councils – how should this be delivered? Who should provide it? What form would this take?
Decide if and how to implement ways of improving relationships between standards committees (and their monitoring officer) and (i) the county association (ii) parish and town councils. 
[bookmark: _Toc260748822]Some possible activities to include as part of the compact  
1. Standards committees may wish to approach their county association first when recruiting for the member(s) of their standards committee. They may wish to increase membership by parish councillors to above the statutory minimum.
1. Regular meetings with the chair of standards committee and monitoring officer and county association officers. 
1. A member of each standards committee who is not a parish councillor, and their monitoring officer, may wish to attend and observe meetings of parish and town councils and then feed back on their findings.  
1. Members of a standards committee and the monitoring officer may wish to attend a training event, run by County Training Partnership, as an introduction to parish and town councils, law, procedure and functions. 
1. Joint training events for the parish and town councils organised by standards committees, monitoring officer, local branches of SLCC and county association for parish and town councillors and clerks. 
1. Joint delivery of training by the standards committee and the County Training Partnership specifically for parish councillors on the code and other relevant matters 
1. County associations could keep and update record of all councillors of parish councils in their membership who have attended training on the code of conduct. This would entail sharing of information if the training has been provided by a body which is not the County Association. 
1. County Association officers may wish to attend hearings of standards committees to observe and understand the standards expected of members and what the standards committee does.  
1. Local branches of SLCC to give additional support/guidance to the clerks identified as needing additional support, having liaised with the county association or monitoring officer. The county association could make initial referral to SLCC for the additional support that is required. 
1. Delivery of training specifically for clerks, such as assertiveness or code of conduct training.
1. Delivery of peer mentoring for clerks and/or parish councillors.
1. County associations, their Standards Committees and local branches of SLCC could work together to provide information and guidance for parish councillors and clerks.
1. Informal support by the monitoring officer, such as advice and guidance, talking over issues with concerned parties, or attending meetings.
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