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National NALC Conference 30 & 31 October 2017 

 

The following is a note of the key points which emerged from the conference 

 

Council tax referendums 

 

The Secretary of State indicated that there are to be no precept limits imposed for 2018/2019. 

He also seemed to indicate that one or two councils which, in their view, were abusing at 

present prizes would not lead to the imposition of limits on the remaining councils. However, 

National ALC has emphasised the importance for all local councils to engage with their 

communities before finalising the budget and precept. 

 

Data protection 

 

There was a lot of comment around the conference over the introduction of the General Data 

Protection regulations in May next year. Participants have asked National ALC to offer and 

promote some practical solutions. It is clear that there may be changes which involve all 

parishes in more expenditure and/or bureaucracy. There are however, a number of 

uncertainties which will be explored over the forthcoming months and there is a briefing in 

London on 21st November at which more information will be available 

 

 

Employment issues 

 

There were concerns earlier this year following a misunderstanding regarding possible revisions 

to template contracts of employment. These are going to be explored by NALC with 

SLCC/ALCC and potentially Unison who have over 700 members working in the local council 

sector. Meanwhile, guidance will also be needed for the smallest of local councils, which is not 

seen to undermine the nationally agreed recommended terms and conditions. 

 

Standards 

 

Bullying remains an issue across councils and there was a general feeling that the Localism 

Act’s revisions to the sanctions swing the balance too far, leading to a toothless regime. 

 

The current consultation on automatic disqualification for certain types of at conviction appears 

to have arisen from an issue with one particular Council and not seen as a significant issue for 

the vast majority. 

 

There were also interesting suggestions that the upper tier approach of “peer challenges” 

should be extended to the local council sector.  

 

One of the members of the Committee for Standards in Public Life (known colloquially still as 

‘Nolan’) addressed the conference, giving a high-level discussion of the general principles. The 
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committee will be calling for evidence later this year or early next year to support their review of 

standards in local government including the local council sector. 

 

She was very keen to point out that that councillors had to take ownership of their duty to 

comply with the standards regime and cannot merely rely on staff.  A key quote was “Be 

prepared to defend your own action”. 

 

There were interesting comments from other parts of the country about difficulties with the 

monitoring officers over handling complaint handling. 

 

It is clear the committee will not be making a comparison of the before-and-after Localism Act 

regimes but it will be a review of the current position. 

 

 

Community Engagement 

 

Councils are encouraged to be using social media. One interesting idea was to advertise for 

potential co-optees on Facebook etc. In some cases this helped in achieve a diverse mix on 

Councils. 

 

Saturday morning training is also becoming more popular in many regions 

 

Devolution 

 

Services being passed down by principal councils were a recurring theme, with a clear wish for 

the sector to be involved in discussions rather than top-down “solutions” imposed by principal 

council.  

 

There was realism about the financial pressures which could well increase because of the 

multiplier effect at giving the expected level of local government pay rises. 

 

In the conference margins, there is considerable interest in the potential devolution for the North 

of Tyne Councils and the role for local councils. 

 

The Local Government Association will be pushing for a post-Brexit UK equivalent of the EU 

Committee of the Regions and we hope that the national organisation will press for our sector to 

have a seat on that. 

 

Housing and planning 

 

A number of speakers noted that the government seemed to have abandoned their previous 

stance of seeking to solve housing shortages only by extending owner-occupancy. 
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In her party conference speech, the prime minister indicated that there is no interest in allowing 

building on the Green Belt. 

 

There is a push for local planning authorities to be able to charge developers realistic fees for 

the cost of handling applications and a later comment from the CX of the Planning Inspectorate 

seemed to indicate pressure for the imposition of appeal fees to cover the costs. 

 

The CX made comments about local councils’ involvement in setting the content of core 

strategies and structure plans. Her clear advice is that parish councils need to get engaged 

early in the process and remaining engaged. The message seemed to be that there is a 

misunderstanding about the role of an examination of a local plan. This is late in the process 

and is not the place to raise significant new issues. The examiner’s note of issues is critical. 

 

She referred to indications from senior inspectors that parish councils, on occasions in the 

country do not understand the role of the inspector at an appeal i.e. the Inspector has to 

consider the application on its planning merits and can only take into account material 

considerations. Taste is not a material consideration but setting and effect on neighborhoods 

maybe material. 

 

She also said that her inspectors were concerned that parish councils often made assertions 

about highway safety issues but then they did not back these up with evidence. Finally she also 

confirmed that the planning inspectorate have no role in the process of making neighbourhood 

plans. 

 

 

The Councillor Commission 

 

In one workshop the Local Governance Research Unit discussed their report which some of our 

members had assisted in by attending a workshop in Morpeth. It appears that we will be 

revisited to discuss the contents of the report and particularly what we may experience with the 

establishment of a North of Tyne authority. 

 

The unit’s research has indicated a direction of travel for local councils to become involved in 

holding account other public sector organisation. 

 

The national NALC have launched a diversity survey and further information will be distributed 

within the next few days 

 

Climate Change 

 

The CX of the Met Office gave an excellent presentation about climate change. Links to be 

reports will be circulated. 
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In very brief terms, we should not be surprised in weather records are broken somewhere in the 

UK every three years. The trend seems to be an expectation of hotter/drier summers with 

milder/wetter winters. 

 

 

The Secretary of State 

 

The keynote speaker at the conference was the Secretary of State, Rt Hon Sajid Javid, and see 

above for his comments on council tax referendums. It was interesting to hear the Secretary of 

State indicate that he is looking at ways of ensuring that principal councils passed through more 

government money to local councils.  

 

He also made comments on the transparency code referring to the code being mandatory for 

councils below £25,000 but indicating that those with turnover above £25,000 should voluntarily 

comply with the code. Perhaps this is a clear message that if problems develop it will be made 

mandatory. 

 

In general, his speech thanked local councils for our work, especially when assisting in 

community health and well-being. 

 

 

David Francis & Stephen Rickitt 7 November 2017  


