Northamptonshire County Association
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BUILDING COMMUNITIES
Parish and Town Councils in Unitary Northamptonshire
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Foreword by the Chairman of the National Association of Local Councils
“Never doubt” said Margaret Mead, the US
academic, “that a small group of thoughtful,
committed citizens can change the world.”
This rings so true when I think about how England’s
10,000 councils and 100,000 councillors are building
stronger communities. And when I think of their
potential to do so much more.
Our unique place-based role – local government
bodies yet grassroots community organisations – is rapidly changing. We are
doing more and increasingly innovating, from health and wellbeing to transport,
housing to local economy, community assets to cohesion.
And we’re a growing sector with more and more councils being set up across
the country in urban areas, new super districts and unitary authorities.
That’s why I’m confident parish and town councils are well placed to help
government, principal authorities and communities tackle the challenges the
country faces.
A new way of delivering public services, empowering and strengthening local
communities.
I am very pleased as the Chairman of the National Association of Local Councils
(NALC) to commend this document and wish you all the best in achieving the
ambitions set out. Its central tenets: relationships, partnerships, trust, and
investment in capacity building are key to fulfilling the sector’s potential: in
Northamptonshire and across the country.
NALC will watch with interest how you get on and share the lessons with others
across England - to ignite and unleash the power of our communities to change
not just themselves but the world too.
Sue Baxter
Chairman
National Association of Local Councils (NALC)
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Introduction
Local Government Reorganisation (LGR) must not be just about changing
organisations and structures. It presents an opportunity to design a new way of
delivering public services that works better for the people of Northamptonshire.
The Northamptonshire County Association of Local Councils (Northants CALC)
wants to help design a relationship between unitary councils and parish and
town councils that focuses on people and places and becomes a benchmark of
good practice nationally.
It will require ambition, commitment and resources.
There are currently 264 parish and town councils and parish meetings in
Northamptonshire. Most have existed since 1894, whilst some have been
created in the last decade. Parish and town councils are the first tier of local
government, closest to the people they serve. They are local authorities and
take decisions that directly affect the quality of life of the communities they
represent.
This publication sets out the role of parish and town councils in the context of
unitary local government and is aimed at those with an interest in designing
better public services and stronger communities in Northamptonshire,
including:








Borough, district and county councillors
Shadow and unitary councillors
Officers of the existing and new principal councils
Parish and town councillors
Parish and town clerks
Voluntary and community sector partners
Wider public sector stakeholders

With the right support and investment from the unitary councils, parish and
town councils can play a vital role in building stronger and safer communities.
They can be a bridge between communities and the unitary councils and help
people feel that they can influence decisions that affect their area. They can
provide important local services and facilities, helping the unitary councils to
focus on strategic public services.
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A strong partnership between the unitary councils and the parish and town
councils in their respective areas will build on existing work and ensure that:
 When services are delivered in parished areas by the unitary councils
they are efficient and effective.
 All services are provided by the council best placed to deliver that service,
regardless of whether they are a parish or town council or a unitary
council.
 By working together to improve services and reduce costs, quality of life
will be enhanced for residents in Northamptonshire.
The fundamental premise is that the councils which together form the local
government of Northamptonshire will work positively in a spirit of mutual trust
and respect for the benefit of those who live and work in the county.
Community Partnerships
Local Government Reorganisation presents an opportunity to unlock the
potential of parish and town councils working in partnership with the unitary
councils.
Establishing good communications is fundamental to building an effective and
respectful relationship and this will require conscious and deliberate planning.
There is much already in place that enables parish and town councils to
communicate well with the principal councils. Ward and division councillors
regularly attend meetings of parish and town councils in their area, and all of
the borough and district councils hold some sort of regular Parish Forum. Day
to day operational communications is sometimes more of a challenge and can
result in avoidable contact and/or frustrations in service delivery.
To build good communications, Northants CALC proposes that each unitary
council establishes a Community Partnerships Office (CPO) to act as a first point
of contact between the unitary council and the parish and town councils in its
area. The CPOs would deal with enquiries directly or forward them to the
appropriate officer and/or elected member.
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The CPOs could also house a grant support function to provide funding advice
to parish and town councils, manage the unitary council’s own community grant
schemes and help leverage in millions of pounds of external grant funding for
communities. Liaising with representative bodies, such as Northants CALC, the
CPOs would ensure that community development work is co-ordinated,
efficient and effective.
The CPO staff would quickly become very well-known and trusted officers!
To support the CPOs and ensure that they have adequate resources and
appropriate prominence, it would be sensible for there to be a senior elected
member at each unitary council with responsibility for the CPO and for the
function to come under a directorate of corporate core functions.
In addition, the CPOs could administer a structure of area committees/panels to
enable the unitary councils to discharge local functions at a level beneath the
full unitary councils (e.g. minor planning applications could be delegated to an
area committee/panel, which could include parish representatives).
Models of successful area committees/panels exist in other unitary areas and
Northants CALC has carried out extensive research on what works well and
what doesn’t.
In due course, the CPOs could develop Devolution Frameworks for the
devolution of services, assets and functions with funding to parish and town
councils where appropriate. The CPOs could help parish and town councils
prepare an appropriate business case if seeking to take on a devolved service,
or to exercise new powers for the first time. The business case will include
evidence of the parish or town council’s capacity to finance and deliver the
service and set out the benefits this will offer the local community.
Once the CPO model has been accepted in principle it is easy to see how its role
could be widened and developed to become a very important function within
the unitary councils.
Creating a really strong Community Partnerships function, including a properly
resourced office, will provide the unitary councils with the best chance of
unlocking the potential of the parish and town council sector in their areas.

5|Page

Each Community Partnerships Office would:
 Be staffed by officers employed by the unitary council (not new posts but
a bringing together of existing resources into a single office).
 Help to reduce avoidable contact by providing a first point of contact and
being a signposting service.
 Ensure that communications between the unitary council and parish and
town councils are efficient and effective thereby improving the quality of
service and increasing customer satisfaction.
 Help to reduce wasted cost and effort, whilst at the same time bringing in
millions of pounds of external money into the area.
Clearly the detailed design of the CPOs needs careful consideration, and
Northants CALC would be very happy to work with the shadow unitary councils
on that task using the knowledge and experience the Association has obtained
from other unitary areas.
Case study - Milton Keynes
Milton Keynes is a fully parished borough covering both urban and rural areas. In order to keep
communication channels open between the principal council and all 48 parish and town councils,
a named officer scheme has been created. A team of three officers (including the director of
policy, insight and communications), as well as a named lead cabinet member, make up the group
responsible for liaising with local councils.
In addition to acting as a point of contact for parish and town councils, the named officers meet
up on a regular basis with the Parish Advisory Group – a set of parish councillors from across
Milton Keynes, which includes a ward councillor (who is often dual-hatted) from all main parties.
At these meetings, the two groups work to make decisions that affect parish and town councils.
For instance, after an initial draft of a framework for local councils and service delivery was
produced, discussions between the two groups led to significant amendments being made to the
draft framework. The principles enshrined in the amended draft framework have now been
approved by the cabinet. The named officers also meet all parish councillors at quarterly parish
forum meetings, which are organised by the Parish Advisory Group. The officers are also on hand
to attend individual parish meetings, clerk’s meetings, and area meetings. Working in an urban
area with significant variations in capacity and revenue, having point people in place lets Milton
Keynes get the relationships right in each case.
A guide to effective partnership working between principal and local councils
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The Way Forward – Developing the Power of Partnership
A commitment to developing a good partnership would be evidenced by:
Unitary Councils (and the preceding Shadow Councils where appropriate):
 Recognising parish and town councils as local government partners, the
most local tier of local government, closest to residents and communities
 Committing to working with Northants CALC as the voice of parish and
town councils
 Acknowledging the important role of parish and town councils in
delivering local services and facilities
 Formally considering establishing a Community Partnerships Office
 Committing to setting up an effective and well-supported Community
Grants Scheme (funded from, for example, New Homes Bonus,
Community Infrastructure Levy, Council Tax Reduction Scheme, Business
Rates etc.) with an attached Grant Funding Officer to help leverage in
external grant funding
 Investing in the parish and town council sector in terms of supporting
training and development and capacity building
 Creating a Planning Partnership where the unitary council and parish and
town councils work together on planning policy (as per the Cornwall
model).
Parish and town councils:
 Recognising unitary councils as the tier of local government responsible
for the delivery of strategic services and functions
 Working positively with unitary council officers and councillors in a spirit
of partnership and co-operation
 Building capacity and improving governance and accountability standards
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 Responding to unitary council consultations as the voice of the
community
 Working very closely with the unitary councillors in their area and inviting
them to parish and town council meetings as appropriate
 Promoting unitary council services and events locally and making
information available for residents through local channels
These principles for good partnership working could form the basis of a new
Charter between the unitary councils and parish and town councils, building on
the foundations established by the previous Charters and partnership
agreements.
Northants CALC will work with both the unitary councils to help develop and
implement these ideas, and to do that will seek early meetings with leading
elected representatives and officers of the shadow unitary councils with a view
to the Community Partnerships Offices concept being built in to the design and
governance of the new councils.

“Principal and local councils are at the heart of our local communities. We
share the same ambitions: to create prosperous places, enhance civic life and
improve the quality of life for our residents.
Councils across all tiers are increasingly recognising the added value that
greater partnership working between the principal and local levels of local
government brings to the vital services we provide and the communities we
serve.
Across the country there are examples of councils of all types working
together: to strengthen local decision-making, improve engagement with
residents, enhance and devolve services to the lowest appropriate level, and
much more.”
Lord Gary Porter, LGA Chairman, 2015 -2018, foreword in A guide to effective partnership working
between principal and local councils
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About Parish and Town Councils
As a tier of local government, parish and town councils are elected bodies with
discretionary powers and rights laid down by Parliament to represent their
communities and provide services for them. The parish and town council sector
is incredibly diverse; most are very small (40% represent fewer than 500
people), but the twenty largest parish and town councils in Northamptonshire
together represent over half the population of the county.
Parish and town councils are statutory bodies and their members are elected
for a four-year term. They raise their own precept and provide local services
and representation. There are 10,000 parish and town councils in England and
100,000 councillors, with over £1 billion being invested into their communities
every year.
Parish and town councils are the most local level of government for an area and
they operate at a grass-roots level to improve community well-being and
provide local services. Their activities fall into three main categories:
 Representing the local community
(e.g. on planning matters with principal councils and developers, to the
local police and health services, to MPs and government)
 Delivering services to meet local needs
(e.g. leisure facilities, community centres, bus shelters, parks and open
spaces, litter bins, car parks, allotments, public toilets, festivals and
celebrations, local illuminations)
 Improving quality of life and community well-being
(e.g. planning local housing and infrastructure through neighbourhood
plans, promoting dementia friendly communities, tackling loneliness,
acting as community hubs, funding community projects and vital services
that have been cut)
Parish and town councils have an overall responsibility for the wellbeing of their
local community, and central government is encouraging them to deliver more
services and play a greater part in developing and leading their communities.
Parish and town councils play a vital role in supporting and enhancing their
community’s identity, services and quality of life. They can do this because they
are based locally, operating within their local community. This means they are
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best placed to understand
the issues within their areas
and can provide a more
focused and tailored
response as a result.
As well as being able to
deliver a range of key local
services, parish and town
councils are also able to
support events and initiatives
which promote community
spirit and inclusiveness,
award grants to community
groups, sports clubs,
charities and other voluntary
sector organisations and can
regularly ask the question
“What else can we do for the
local area?”
“For all the talk of
structures and processes,
we’re only as good as the
people who represent us.
People who are
dedicated to improving
people’s lives every single
day through their hard
work and dedication. So,
I’d like to say a big thank
you to all of you.”
Local Government Minister Rishi
Sunak MP speaking at the
National Association of Local
Councils Conference in 2018.
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West Northamptonshire
West Northamptonshire has 124 parish councils, 3 town councils and 34 parish
meetings (total 161 civil parishes). The largest is Daventry Town Council with
nearly 20,000 electors. The smallest is Althorp Parish Meeting with less than 20
electors. In 2019/20 parish and town councils in West Northamptonshire
precepted £6.98 million. The average Band D tax rate for parish and town
councils in West Northamptonshire is £73.74 (compared to the county average
of £66.51 and the national average of £68.35).
West Northamptonshire currently has 8 parish and town councils with 5,000 or
more electors:

Council

Electorate

Daventry Town Council

19,367

Duston Parish Council

13,055

Brackley Town Council

10,814

East Hunsbury Parish Council

7,518

Towcester Town Council

7,137

Billing Parish Council

6,800

Wootton Parish Council

6,099

Upton Parish Council

5,289

A likely consequence of Local Government Reorganisation (LGR) will be the
creation of new parish or town councils in the currently unparished areas of the
borough of Northampton. Two models have been proposed: a very large town
council to cover the whole unparished area, or a large town council covering
the central area and five parish councils to the north and east. Whichever
model is chosen it is vital to democracy and community cohesion that the whole
of West Northamptonshire is parished as the unitary council is formed.
West Northamptonshire is categorised by the urban area of Northampton to
the east surrounded by a rural hinterland stretching down to Aynho in the south
west. The market towns of Daventry, Towcester and Brackley and the large
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village of Brixworth provide important rural hubs across the area. There are
over two hundred small villages, hamlets and settlements in West
Northamptonshire.
There are 1,200 parish and town councillors in West Northamptonshire who will
provide an important link between communities and the 93 councillors on West
Northamptonshire Council. By working together, they can ensure that the
move to unitary local government does not create a democratic deficit.
North Northamptonshire
North Northamptonshire has 77 parish councils, 9 town councils and 17 parish
meetings (total 103 civil parishes). The largest is Rushden Town Council with
over 23,000 electors. The smallest is Strixton Parish Meeting with just 30
electors. In 2019/20 parish and town councils in North Northamptonshire
precepted £4.03 million. The average Band D tax rate for parish and town
councils in North Northamptonshire is £55.33 (compared to the county average
of £66.51 and the national average of £68.35).
North Northamptonshire currently has 7 parish and town councils with 5,000 or
more electors:

Council
Rushden Town Council

Electorate
23,291

Desborough Town Council

8,707

Burton Latimer Town Council

7,116

Raunds Town Council

6,883

Irthlingborough Town Council

6,787

Higham Ferrers Town Council

6,608

Rothwell Town Council

6,299

A likely consequence of Local Government Reorganisation (LGR) will be the
creation of new town councils in the currently unparished areas of Corby,
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Kettering and Wellingborough. These new town councils will be larger than
Rushden Town Council. Wellingborough is furthest advanced with its plans,
with Wellingborough Town Council being created on 1 April 2020.
North Northamptonshire is categorised by the three borough towns of Corby,
Kettering and Wellingborough in the west and the smaller towns of Rushden,
Higham Ferrers and Irthlingborough in the south. Much of the eastern half of
the area is very rural and sparsely populated with the larger villages and market
towns of Barton Seagrave, Earls Barton, Finedon, Irchester, Oundle, Thrapston
and Raunds providing important rural hubs across the area. There are over one
hundred and fifty small villages, hamlets and settlements in North
Northamptonshire.
There are 758 parish and town councillors in North Northamptonshire who will
provide an important link between communities and the 78 councillors on
North Northamptonshire Council. By working together, they can ensure that
the move to unitary local government does not create a democratic deficit.
Evidence Base
This document was written by Northants CALC following extensive discussions
internally and engagement with parish and town councils at various events over
the past three years. It is also informed by the previous strategic partnership
work with the county, borough and district councils in Northamptonshire.
Examples of the evidence used are:
Northamptonshire Council’s Charter 2010 - 2013
SWOT Workshop July 2018
Councillor Panel surveys 2018, 2019
North Northamptonshire Local Council Forum – June 2019
West Northamptonshire Local Council Forum – June 2019
Northants CALC Board Away Days 2016 – 2019
Meetings with Corporate Core – Parish & Town Councils at Milton Keynes
Council unitary authority
 Dialogue with Parish Liaison Team at Market Harborough District Council
 Continuous dialogue with principal councils and parish and town councils
in Northamptonshire
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About Northants CALC
The Northamptonshire County Association of Local Councils (Northants CALC) is
a membership organisation representing the parish and town councils of
Northamptonshire.
The organisation started in 1947 when local government reforms began after
World War Two. For over seventy years Northants CALC has provided legal and
technical advisory services to member councils with the backing of the National
Association of Local Councils (NALC) based in London.
More than 96% of the 213 parish and town councils in Northamptonshire are in
membership. The members range from the smallest of parish councils with just
a few hundred electors to the largest town councils with tens of thousands of
electors.
The Association provides a range of services to member councils and is the
primary representative and advocate for local councils in Northamptonshire.
www.northantscalc.com

Northants CALC | October 2019

Empowering Parish and Town Councils
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