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LOCAL PETITIONS AND CALLS FOR ACTION - 
CONSULTATION 
1 SUMMARY 

1.1 This report advises Members of a consultation by the Secretary of State for 
Communities and Local Government with regard to proposals for a statutory 
process for handling of petitions and implementation of the Councillors’ Call 
for Action arising out of the Local Government and Public Involvement in 
Health Act 2007. 

2 INTRODUCTION 

2.1 Following the “Governance of Britain” green paper and “Action Plan for 
Community Empowerment”, the Secretary of State believes that there is a 
case for improving standards across local authorities by providing a legislative 
framework for dealing with local petitions. This is intended to complement the 
Councillors Call for Action by placing a duty on local authorities to respond to 
views put directly to them in a petition. 

2.2 The consultation provides details of the proposals and a copy is attached at 
Appendix 1.  As usual, the paper poses a series of questions.  These are 
repeated within this report, together with comments and a suggested 
response for Members’ consideration. 

3 CONSULTATION 

Petitions 

3.1 Q(a) The Government believes there should be a statutory duty on local 
authorities to respond to local petitions.  What conditions must be met 
before a local authority is required to respond formally to a petition? 

A. While petitioning may be the most commonly undertaken of activities 
described as civic engagement, it can also be the most uninformed and 
least considered of such activities depending how signatures are collected. 
It is also an activity easily open to abuse.  The examples given from other 
jurisdictions do not appear to relate to local petitions in the sense 
envisaged by the Secretary of State. The majority of petitions at district 
level are likely to be concerned with matters of licensing and regulation 
dealt with under existing statutory procedures. 

The Chairman of the Communities and Local Government Parliamentary 
Select Committee recently commented that failure to trust local authorities 
to take effective decisions demonstrates a lack of vision on the 
Government’s part.  The proposed regulation seems to be further 
evidence of such lack of trust. 
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There is no information in the consultation concerning how individual 
authorities are to respond to local petitions.  This is a matter best left to 
authorities themselves to decide.  They are best placed and generally 
responsive to their residents.  If the Secretary of State believes there is an 
issue here and wishes to ensure that petitions are not ignored, this could 
be done through the introduction of model standing orders and guidance 
rather than regulation. 

Q(b) In particular, how should we define the level of support required 
before a petition must get a formal, substantive response? 

• 	 By a fixed number of signatures? 

• 	 By a percentage of the electorate in the area? 

• 	 By a hybrid of the two? 

• 	 Or in some other way? 

A. The level of support required should not be defined but left for authorities 
to decide. However, if the proposal is to go ahead, the simplest and most 
easily understood definition would be to determine the minimum number of 
signatures required for a qualifying petition. 

There does not appear to be a Question (c). 

Calls for Action 

3.2 	 Q(d) What if any matters should be excluded from the call for action? 

A.	 All extant regulatory and quasi-judicial matters should be excluded, 
together with matters falling within the categories of exempt information 
described in the Access to Information Procedure Rules 

Q(e) What guidance should Government provide on the operation of the 
Councillor call for action? 

A.	 Clear and concise guidance for Councillors and overview and scrutiny 
committees on the operation of the call for action and the duty placed on 
the authority to answer it. 

Overall 

3.3 	 Q(f) Taken together, would petitions and calls for action sufficiently 
empower communities to intervene with their elected representatives? 
Should we contemplate other measures? 

A. The imperative of local election has been used successfully for many 
years to empower communities to intervene with their elected 
representatives. Currently, in this Council, any Member of the Review 

10.2 
 



EXECUTIVE BOARD – 4 March 2008	 Item 10 

Committee or any two Members of the authority can require an item to be 
placed on the overview and scrutiny agenda and any three Members can 
refer a decision of the Executive to full Council. Further, any Member can 
ask a question at Council or request the Chairman of a Committee to place 
an item on an agenda.  It would seem that the call for action provides little 
further empowerment for Councillors or the community. 

Q(g) Do you have other views on the operation of the new duty to 
respond to petitions and the call for action? 

A.	 Members may consider the introduction of a duty to respond to petitions 
as further unnecessary interference by central Government in the 
operation of democracy at a local level. Efforts might be better spent 
considering how the electorate could require referenda on issues of 
national importance. 

4	 RECOMMENDATION 

4.1 	 It is proposed that the Board RESOLVES to respond to the consultation, as 
outlined in the report, subject to Member comment and amendment. 

John Honey 

Corporate Director (Internal Services) 

Background Papers:-

None 

For further information please contact John Honey on:-

Tel:- 01702 318004 
E-Mail:- john.honey@rochford.gov.uk 

If you would like this report in large print, braille or another language please contact 
01702 546366. 
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