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Purpose of Policy Document/Background

This paper has been approved for publication by the Welsh Liberal Democrat’s Policy
Committee as a Policy Paper, for debate at Welsh Liberal Democrat Autumn Conference in
Aberystwyth, November 2014.

At the Welsh Liberal Democrat Autumn Conference in Gregynog, November 2013, a motion
was put forward on Local Government Reorganisation. The motion was referred back to the
Policy Committee for further consideration and following a Consultation Paper presented to

Spring Conference in Newport, this Policy Paper has been produced.

Within the policy-making procedure of the Liberal Democrats, the Federal Party determines the
policy of the Party in those areas which might reasonably be expected to fall within the remit of
the federal institutions in the context of a federal United Kingdom. The Party in England, the
Scottish Liberal Democrats, the Welsh Liberal Democrats and the Northern Ireland Local Party
determine the policy of the Party on all other issues, except that any or all of them may confer
this power upon the Federal Party in any specified area or areas. If approved by Conference,
this paper will therefore form the policy of the Welsh party.

Many of the policy papers published by the Welsh Liberal Democrats imply modifications to the
existing government public expenditure priorities. We recognise that it may not be possible to
implement all these proposals immediately. We intend to publish a costings programme, setting
out our priorities across all policy areas, closer to the next National Assembly for Wales
election.

Comments on the paper are welcome and should be addressed to:
Morgan Griffith-David (Policy Officer) — Morgan.Griffith-David@welshlibdems.org.uk
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Foreword

Local Government is at the heart of public life in Wales. In a
country as diverse as Wales, local government plays an
essential role in representing local interests and tailoring
public services to local heeds and contexts. Yet, this is an
increasingly difficult task, requiring public expectations for
service provision to be met within an increasingly constrained
budget.

The Williams Commission has recommended a
reorganisation of local government in Wales. We believe that
any reforms to local government should be rooted in liberal
principles of localism and accountability. That means that
reorganisation should bring local government closer to the
people, not closer to Welsh Government Ministers; and that
transparency and accountability should be enhanced, not
compromised.

It is our assessment that the plans for local government reorganisation proposed by the
Williams Commission are not consistent with Liberal Democrat principles of localism and do not
satisfactorily address the problems of local government in Wales.

As a liberal, I am inherently opposed to large structures. Localism should involve exercising
power at the lowest level where it can be used effectively to deliver fair and responsible
outcomes for the public, whilst being held to account by local people. This is why we will
empower communities through strengthened community councils. We will introduce fair voting
in local government, to make it more representative of the people. We will introduce directly
elected members to national park authorities. We will encourage more diversity and
engagement with diverse groups in local government.

In this paper, we explore how to make local government more effective, more democratic and
more transparent. | hope you enjoy reading it.

Peter Black AM

Welsh Liberal Democrat Shadow Minister
for Local Government
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Local Government in Wales

The present system of local government in Wales came into existence in 1995 with the
introduction of a single tier of 22 principal councils (commonly referred to as ‘unitary
authorities’) replacing the previous two-tier structure of county councils and district councils.
However, reference to ‘unitary councils’ is something of a misnomer as it implies a much more
simple structure of local government than actually exists. Across 96% of Wales, a tier of 735
community and town councils exists, with relatively limited powers and variable levels of activity
and performance (the areas without community or town councils are primarily the urban areas
of Cardiff, Newport and Swansea and some parts of the Valleys). There are also three national
park authorities, that undertake some of the functions of local government such as planning,
but which have no directly elected local representation. Additionally, unitary councils co-exist
with police and fire authorities, local health boards, and a plethora of partnerships responsible
for economic development and regeneration.

Although the basic architecture of local government in Wales has not changed since 1995, the
way in which local government works has changed in response to policy reforms and
legislation, including the introduction of a cabinet system of council leadership, and moves
towards greater partnership working, both between unitary authorities, and with other
agencies, including the establishment of regional consortia for education and transport.

In a country as diverse as Wales, local government plays an essential role in representing local
interests and tailoring public services to local needs and contexts. Yet, this is an increasingly
difficult task, requiring public expectations for service provision to be met within an increasingly
constrained budget, largely determined by the Welsh Government. Indeed, local authorities in
Wales will face an almost unprecedented squeeze on their finances in the next few years, at
least until 2018. This has two — potentially conflicting — implications. Firstly, it raises questions
about the viability of some, smaller, unitary councils whose capacity to make the level of cuts
required whilst maintaining appropriate public services is restricted by fixed central costs and
an absence of economies of scale. This would support the case for reorganising local
government into fewer, larger councils. However, secondly, financial uncertainty will mean
reluctance to make long-term plans, such as root and branch reform of the way in which a
service is delivered, and reorganisation itself will involve short-term additional costs at a time
when councils are least well placed to meet these.

Against this context, Welsh local government has been subjected to a number of criticisms.
Firstly, it is argued that system of public service delivery in Wales is too complex, with too many
different agencies working with different sets of boundaries. Secondly, it has been suggested
that some current unitary authorities are two small to efficiently and cost-effectively deliver
services and undertake strategic responsibilities, especially in a time of funding cuts, as noted
above. Thirdly, the democratic accountability of local government in Wales has been criticised —
there were 97 principal councillors elected in 2011 without a contest (and far more on
community and town councils), and some councils are disproportionately dominated by a
single party with the distribution of seats not representative of votes cast. The social and
demographical profile of councillors is hardly reflective of the population of Wales either.

As Welsh Liberal Democrats, we accept that local government in Wales is broken and needs to
be fixed. However, we believe that reforms to local government should be rooted in Liberal
principles of localism and accountability. That means that reorganisation should bring local
government closer to the people, not closer to Welsh Government Ministers; and that
transparency and accountability should be enhanced, not compromised.
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A Liberal Democrat Approach to Local Government

Localism and community empowerment are core principles for Welsh Liberal Democrats. We
believe in strong and effective local government that is responsive to the needs and interests of
local people. As the preamble to the Liberal Democrat Constitution states, we are committed to
“the promotion of a flourishing system of democratic local government in which decisions are
taken and services delivered at the most local level which is viable.”

In recent years, other parties have also laid claim to localism, but their versions are wanting. For
Labour, localism is about giving more power to cabals of Labour councillors. For the
Conservatives, localism is about privatizing public services and allowing middle class
communities to prosper at the expense of others. Only the Liberal Democrats have a vision for
localism that is people-centred, and combines social justice and democratic accountability.

We believe that:

1 Localism should be a vehicle for empowering people not bureaucracy.

1 Localism should involve exercising power at the lowest level where it can be used
effectively to deliver fair and responsible outcomes for the public, whilst being held to
account by local people.

1 Localism should be about enhancing accountability to people in a community; where
possible it should be enacted through the system of democratic local government.

1 Communities are comprised of self-identifying individuals, they are voluntary collectives
and cannot and should not be imposed from above or outside.

1 Localism depends on restoring public trust in institutions of elected local government
and in elected councillors; it requires changes at all levels of government.

91 Localism is about reigniting political debate within communities; it should recognise that
there is rarely one uniformly-held local perspective and should welcome disagreement
and contest within communities.

91 Localism is about facilitating experimentation and innovation, and as such localism may
produce occasional policy failures. There is a continuing function for national
government in acting as a guarantor and safety-net if local initiatives fail.

1  Community needs to be balanced with the values of liberty and equality; localism
should not legitimise local majority intolerance. There is a role for national government in
protecting the rights of individuals within communities and supporting fair treatment and
the appropriate redistribution of resources across communities.

1 The empowerment of local geographical communities should be balanced with
recognition that communities can have over-lapping territories, and that many people
may identify more with non-geographical communities. In some instances, localism may
involve empowering hon-geographic communities.

1 Communities start from different points in terms of their capacity to engage with the
opportunities provided by localism. National government also has a role in helping
communities to help themselves.

These principles guide our approach to reforming local gover |G
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