The Government White Paper ‘Communities in Control: Real people, Real Power’ was published on 9th July. Available at: www.communities.gov.uk/documents/communities/pdf/886045.pdf
Key points include:
Promoting participation

A new ‘duty to promote democracy’ to help councils promote involvement

through clearer information, better trained staff and more visible councillors in the

community. 
Extend the existing ‘duty to involve’ local people in key decisions, which will come into effect in April 2009, and will cover police authorities and key arts, sporting, cultural and environmental organisations.  Local authorities will be encouraged to take a range of actions to help support this e.g: 

· providing information about the work of the council in a better and more imaginative way 

· providing improved practical support for councillors, including allowing councillors to hold surgeries on council premises, and allowing all political parties to hire council premises for meetings and events
· training front-line staff so that they can answer simple questions from the public about the local democratic system. 
Third Sector

An ‘Empowerment Fund’, of at least £7.5m, to be launched later this year. This

fund, which replaces the proposed Strategic Partners Programme, will provide

support for existing national third sector organisations operating across England

which are helping local communities turn key proposals into practical action on

the ground in areas such as community leadership, involvement in planning and

social enterprise.

Petitions

A new duty on local councils to respond to all petitions, including electronic petitions, relating to local authority functions or other public services where the council shares delivery responsibilities. Petitions could call for action – eg to deal with empty properties, to request refuse collection on a certain day. They could also call for participatory budgeting or a local referendum thus giving the initiative to the citizen.

Local authorities should respond clearly to petitions. If people are not satisfied with a response to a petition, they could ask for it to be debated in full council. 
Councils will also act as community advocates for petitions related to the Primary Care Trust. Petitions should be taken into account in decision making in public services. Government will work with key inspectorates to encourage them to ensure petitions are

important pieces of evidence to determine when inspections should be

triggered.
Councillor Call for Action
Guidance to be issues later this year to support councillors in exercising these

powers. A Councillor Call for Action also exists in the Police and Justice Act 2006

to raise crime and disorder issues such as gangs and guns. The Home Office will

be consulting on how a Councillor Call for Action might add value as part of the

broader local accountability arrangements for crime and disorder in the upcoming

Policing Green Paper; guidance on this anticipated by the end of the year.
Increasing chance to influence council budgets and policies

Participatory budgeting – where citizens help to set local priorities for spending – is already operating in 22 local authorities. Every local authority to be encouraged to use such schemes in some form by 2012.

Government will shortly publish a National Strategy on participatory budgeting, which will set out how this aspiration will be achieved.
Promote increase in voting 
As part of the new duty to promote democracy,  local authorities to run information campaigns to explain the processes and implications of voting, especially to young people. This might involve local councils forging partnerships with schools to use citizenship education to advocate voting. The Quality Parish Scheme requires parish councils to promote local democracy as one of the criteria for achieving Quality status. 
Local authorities to be given the power to provide incentives for voting in

local government elections, for example by entering voters into a prize draw.

Giving older and young people a stronger voice

Last month the Government launched a review of older people’s engagement with

government.

The Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) has established a Youth

Sector Development Fund to support good third sector organisations expand their

capacity to deliver good quality provision to young people. 250 trained young

advisors are already helping public bodies to develop policies and plans in ways

that meet the needs of young people. Some areas also have a youth mayor

elected by young people locally. 
Government to establish direct access for young advisors to the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government and set up a programme for young people to 'shadow' government ministers and elected mayors. 
DCSF are establishing a £6m national institute for youth leadership which will  develop internships for young people with councillors.
Holding to account
Raise the visibility of the overview and scrutiny function in local

government, e.g. by:
• greater public involvement in suggesting and selecting topics for review

• making information more readily available and accessible on websites and at

council offices
• if necessary providing councils in areas with district and county councils with a

power to combine resources in ‘area’ scrutiny committees

• requiring some dedicated scrutiny resource in “county and unitary councils”
Public officials to become more visible. A key part of the role of a chair or chief executive of a public body should be that they face a regular public hearing. Government to consult on a new right to petition to hold local officers to account at public meetings.
More visible and accountable local leaders. Government support  for the directly elected

mayor model, already in operation in 12 towns in addition to the high profile London Mayor. Government would like to see more mayors directly elected and will consult on making it easier for local people to demand a referendum and on reducing restrictions on the frequency of referendums.

Increased accountability of local police and health services.

PCTs are being asked to consider how they can strengthen their direct engagement with the

public. The forthcoming Policing Green Paper will set out how police forces will be

made more accountable, including through direct elections.
Redress when things go wrong
Reviewing of the Local Ombudsman’s jurisdiction to make sure all matters

are covered. Important that every local authority has a system of accessible,
interactive contact for citizens to raise concerns. Government to commission a review into extending redress for citizens. The review will report in early 2009.
Extending pilot Community Contracts which agree priorities between councils,

police or the NHS with local residents, who in turn agree to play their part. 

Making it easier and more attractive to stand for office
The Government  wants to see a wider range of people standing for election to their local council. A taskforce chaired by Baroness Uddin is working to help more black and

minority ethnic women become councillors. Programmes such as Operation Black

Vote are using a shadowing scheme to encourage more black people to become

councillors, magistrates and school governors. 
To amend the Widdicombe rules which forbid council workers above a certain salary band from being active in party politics.
Backbench councillors to be given more powers to make changes in their ward with discretionary localised budgets that they can target on ward priorities.

Support authorities in enabling councillors with caring responsibilities and others to participate in meetings and vote remotely.

Councillors, magistrates, school governors and others are already entitled to request reasonable time off work for their public duties. Working with employers, Government will consult on extending that right to people serving on a range of other important public boards such as members of court boards or boards of housing associations.

Review of existing qualifications and modules for councilors to develop a system of

formal accreditation at different skill levels. 
Councils to be encouraged to use their existing powers to create Aldermen from experienced former councillors and enable the use of the new title of ‘Alderwoman’.
