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                                    APPENDIX 1

Council Size Submission

Summary

This submission proposes a reduction in Council size from 51 Councillors to 33 
Councillors.

Section 1

1. Introduction

1.1 The Borough of Copeland spans an area of 73,174 hectares situated in western 
Cumbria. The Borough shares boundaries with Allerdale Borough to the north, 
Barrow Borough to the South and South Lakeland District to the east.

1.2 The Borough has unusual topographical characteristics, being bounded by the Irish 
Sea to the west and the Cumbrian Fells mountain range to the east, including Scafell 
Pike, the highest mountain in England. East-west travel routes within the Borough 
are almost non-existent, being confined to the tortuous and steep Hard Knott and 
Wrynose Passes.

1.3 The partly detrunked A595 runs north-south through most of the Borough, joining 
the A590 north of Millom for connections to Kendal, and to the A66 to the north, 
connecting to the M6 at Penrith in east Cumbria. The Cumbrian Coast rail line runs 
the length of the Borough providing passenger connections to main lines at Barrow 
and Carlisle together with freight traffic to and from the nuclear sites at Sellafield 
and Drigg.

1.4 The sub-regional centre is Whitehaven, with a population of some 27,000, which also 
serves as the Council’s administrative centre. Other centres are at Cleator Moor, 
Egremont and Millom, each with a population of 8,000-10,000.

1.5  The ONS mid-2012 estimate of the population of the Copeland Borough is 70,329. 

1.6 The registered electorate was 53,206 in May 2017. 

1.7 The whole of the Borough of Copeland is parished, following a Community 
Governance Review of Whitehaven in 2014-15, which resulted in the creation of a 
new parish council in the only previously unparished area. There are 27 parish/town 
councils and two parish meetings. 
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1.8 Two thirds of the geographical area of the Borough lies within the Lake District 
National Park and the local planning authority for this area is the Lake District 
National Park Authority, not the Council.

1.9 The last electoral review of the Borough was completed by the Local Government 
Commission for England in 1998. The review set council size at 51 (no change) and 
reduced the number of wards from 26 to 25. Other than these changes, the electoral 
arrangements of the Council have remained unchanged since it came into existence 
on 1 April 1974. 

Section 2

2. The Decision-Making Process

2.1 The Local Government Act 2000 (LGA 2000) fundamentally altered the political 
management of local authorities by separating executive from non-executive 
functions. Previously the Council had been managed, like all local authorities in 
England, by a range of Committees each with its own remit and responsibility for 
overseeing, and taking decisions on, a function of the Council.

2.2 The LGA 2000 was significant as, whilst Full Council now sets the broad policy and 
budgetary framework, much of the executive decision-making was placed within the 
Executive. There was no requirement that the Executive had to have political 
proportionality and thus could be completely made up of the majority political 
group. 

2.3 From 2001 to 2015 the Council operated the Leader and Cabinet model of executive 
governance, with a Leader appointed by the Council and a single-party Executive of 
Councillors chosen by the Leader. In 2014/15, the last year of the Leader and Cabinet 
model, there were six members of the Executive including the Leader.

2.4 Following a petition and referendum in 2013, the Council changed its executive 
governance model from Leader and Cabinet to directly elected Mayor and Cabinet, 
with the first Mayor elected in May 2015. Legislation provides that a change in 
executive governance model brought about by a referendum cannot be changed by 
a further referendum for a minimum of 10 years from the date of the first 
referendum.

2.5 The Executive in an elected Mayor model can comprise between two and nine 
Councillors chosen by the Mayor in addition to the Mayor. The current Mayor has 
appointed a multi-party Executive of three Councillors in addition to himself. It is not 
expected that this configuration will change in the near future, though an Executive 
of up to nine Councillors plus the Mayor can be appointed if the Mayor wishes. 
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Full Council

2.6 The Council currently has 51 Councillors, elected every four years at a single set of 
elections, the last in May 2015. Full Council is responsible for appointing the 
Committees of the Council and for setting its Budget and Policy Framework on the 
recommendation of the Executive. The Full Council meets on average 6 times per 
year. Occasionally the Council has found there is a need for additional ad hoc 
meetings to conduct its business but these are largely avoided.

Executive

2.7 The Borough Council operates a Directly Elected Mayor model with an Executive 
appointed by the Mayor from Councillors. The Executive is responsible for most day-
to-day decisions on local government functions specified as executive functions in 
the Local Authorities (Functions and Responsibilities) (England) Regulations 2000, as 
amended. Responsibility for groups of Executive functions (portfolios) are allocated 
to Executive members by the Mayor. The use of Portfolios enables Executive 
Members to establish a close working relationship with Officers.

2.8 Legislation provides that executive functions in the Directly Elected Mayor model can 
be delegated to individual Executive members by the Mayor but the current Mayor 
has not adopted this option.

2.9 Executive meetings take place monthly where Executive business is discharged by 
collective decision-making. Meetings are not long ( typically 45-90 minutes) but it 
should be remembered that Executive reports are discussed in more detail at 
informal planning meetings attended by Executive members and Corporate 
Leadership Team (senior management) held some two weeks before each Executive 
meeting. 

Other Committees

2.10 In respect of other Committees, the following Committees are scheduled to meet on 
a regular basis and each has a substantial workload:
 Planning Panel
 Audit and Governance
 Overview and Scrutiny

Committees/Panels meeting on an intermittent basis:-
 Overview and Scrutiny Performance Sub Committee
 Overview and Scrutiny Housing Panel
 Licensing Committee
 Taxi & General Licensing Panel
 Strategic Nuclear and Energy Board
 Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects Panel (NSIP)
 Personnel Panel
 Local Development Framework Working Party
 Electoral Review Working Party
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 Member Training and Development Panel
 Council Tax Setting Committee 

Details of current Committee arrangements including attendances are set out in Appendix 
‘A’

Quasi-Judicial Processes

2.11 The Planning Panel currently meets 13 times a year to determine planning 
applications and consider other planning issues. The Planning Committee has 12 
Members with places allocated according to proportionality rules and there is a 
Chairman and Vice-Chairman. Planning Committee meetings currently last around 
three hours. Some 90% of planning applications are determined by officers using 
delegated powers.

Section 3

3. The Scrutiny Process

3.1 The Local Government Act 2000 requires each principal local authority to appoint at 
least one overview and scrutiny committee with powers to call-in decisions of the 
Executive for review by the overview and scrutiny committee. The call-in power has 
been little used since the introduction of overview and scrutiny at Copeland and has 
been used only once in the past 12 months.

3.2 When the overview and scrutiny function was introduced to local government in the 
early 2000’s the Council appointed four overview and scrutiny committees to reflect 
its then corporate priorities. This was subsequently reduced to two (Internal and 
External) and later still in 2013 to a single committee. Other recent legislation have 
placed additional obligations on local authorities in respect of overview and scrutiny 
functions including the Police and Justice Act 2006 which requires all Councils to 
have a Scrutiny Committee that has the power to consider crime and disorder issues; 
and the Local Government and Public Involvement Act 2007 which provides for 
Councillors to raise issues of local concern as a Call for Action and requiring certain 
partners to provide information to Overview and Scrutiny and have regard to its 
recommendations.

3.3 Little use has also been made of the Councillor Call for Action since its introduction.

3.4 The Overview and Scrutiny Committee has a full work plan and a number of activities 
have been completed in the current year. A copy of the work plan is attached at 
Appendix ‘B‘ showing completed activities.
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Section 4

4. Representational Role

4.1 Information has been sought from Members on their current duties. The response to 
a questionnaire is summarised in Appendix ‘C’

4.2 There are currently 20 places on Outside Bodies for the Mayor and Executive 
Members and 42 for non-Executive Members. These Details of current Outside 
Bodies are included in Appendix ‘D’

4.3 There are 29 Parishes in the Borough represented by a mixture of Parish Councils 
and Parish Meetings. There are 27 Parish Councils and 2 parish meetings. The 
involvement of Borough Members with Parish Representatives varies. Some  
Members are also Parish Councillors and some attend Parish Council meetings and 
Parish Meetings.

4.4 The Council has a number of channels of communication with Parishes. There is a 
quarterly 3 tier meeting between representatives of the three tiers of local 
government in the Borough, which is well attended by parishes. Parishes also receive 
weekly lists of planning applications received and planning decisions made in the 
previous week. Although Borough Councillors may be copied into these 
communications, they are not expected to deliver information, seek feedback or 
report back to the Borough Council. There is no requirement for Borough Members 
to attend parish council meetings or parish meetings, but clearly, a good relationship 
between Borough Members and parish representatives is a positive thing. Most 
Parish Councils meet every month or six weeks. Parish Meetings tend to be 
convened as and when required, but should meet on at least two occasions during a 
year (the annual meeting and at least one other occasion). The current workload is 
variable depending on how many Parish Councils are covered by a Borough Ward. 
The Member Survey indicated that 36% of councillors attended parish meetings on 
average more than once per month, with 44% attending on average one parish 
meeting per month and 5% of respondents indicating that they seldom or never 
attend parish meetings.

4.5 The effect of a reduction in Borough Council Members on parish interaction may 
depend on the warding arrangements. In the rural areas the number of parishes in a 
Borough Member’s Ward may increase. How it specifically affects a Member will 
depend on his/her approach to parish liaison and how the spread of Parish Councils 
actually falls once warding arrangements are finalised.

4.6 Member interaction with the public is clearly an important part of the role. The 
Survey indicated that 29% of councillors are contacted less than 5 times a week by 
constituents with only 18% being contacted more than 10 times per week. Most 
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respondents are contacted between 6 and 20 times per week. The level of contact 
with the public will vary from area to area and may depend on local issues. For 
example, because planning can be a controversial subject and most development 
takes place in the towns there may be greater contact by the public with Members in 
those areas.
 

4.7 The Council operates a 3 stage complaints process. A review of the Council’s formal 
comments, compliments and complaints procedure was undertaken in 2012, at 
which time the council had a 4 stage process, the final stage being an Appeal before 
Members although this Stage had only been progressed 3 times in the previous 6 
years.  

4.8 It was decided that in accordance with Ombudsman guidance the procedure should 
be 3 stages, the first an investigation by the Customer Relations Officer aiming for a 
response within 10 working days (roughly 90% of complaints are resolved at this first 
Stage) . The second is an investigation by the Service Manager and if the customer 
remains dissatisfied, finally a Stage3 investigation by a Director.

4.9 Surgeries are not a recurring feature in Copeland with 24 % of respondents 
indicating that surgeries were seldom held and a further 44 % stating that they never 
held surgeries. Most communication from the public will be ad hoc via ‘phone call or 
e-mail. E-mails in particular can be easily forwarded to Officers if required. However 
from time to time there is a requirement for Councillors to be present for site visits 
and an expectation from members of the public that they will be available for this. 
Clearly, a reduction in the overall number of Councillors would increase the potential 
for time spent dealing with members of the public because the electorate per 
Member would increase.

4.10 It is envisaged that new communication channels available to the public (particularly 
though the internet) will continue to reduce the need for residents to contact their 
ward councillor directly, as they will be able to ‘self-serve’ through the Council’s 
online services. Transactional services available to residents directly on the Council’s 
website include applying for planning permission, paying planning application fees, 
applying for jobs, electoral registration and Council Tax account management.

Section 5

5. Proposals

5.1 It is acknowledged that the existing ratio of Councillors to electors at Copeland of 
1:1035 is the lowest of the Cumbria districts and the lowest by some margin in our 
CIPFA nearest neighbour family using the default indicators in the Cipfastats model. 
Both sets of comparative data are shown at Appendix ’E‘.
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5.2 It is further acknowledged that the Council as an organisation has significantly 
reduced in size in the last few years. In 2006 the Council undertook a voluntary 
transfer of its housing stock of some 3,800 properties to Home Group Ltd together 
with 165 employees under a TUPE transfer, comprising almost the whole of our 
housing service and a significant number of Direct Labour Organisation employees. 
For example our revenue budget has reduced from £9.622m in 2014/15 to £9.150m 
in 2015/16 to £8.799m in 2016/17 to £8.433m and in 2017/18. Looked at over a 
longer period, the Council’s revenue budget was £7.383m in 1995/6. Taking inflation 
into account using the Bank of England’s inflation calculator, this sum would be 
worth £13.025m in 2015/16, compared to an actual revenue budget for that year of 
£8.799m, representing a reduction of a third. We employ 266 people (full-time 
equivalents) in 2017 compared with 321 in 2014.

5.3 An analysis of our Executive and Committee structure ten years ago in 2007/8 shows 
a total of 167 places including an Executive of 8, a shadow Executive of 8, 4 overview 
and scrutiny committees (1 at present) and a Standards Committee overseeing 
arrangements for regulation of the conduct of members, whose duties have now 
been subsumed into those of the Audit and Governance Committee.   The existing 
structure shows 97 places, (not including the Council Tax Setting Committee which 
only meets once a year, and the NSIP Panel which is ex-officio), a reduction of more 
than a third.

5.4 By way of contrast with these trends of reductions over time, our electoral 
arrangements in terms of Council size have remained unchanged since the Council 
came into existence on I April 1974.

5.5 There have been very significant changes in the Council’s governance arrangements 
since 2000: the first in 2001 when the post 1974 committee system was replaced by 
the Leader and Cabinet executive model, resulting in a substantial reduction in the 
number of Members involved in decision-making on mainstream Council functions.

5.6 The second significant change was the replacement of the Leader and Cabinet model 
by the Directly Elected Mayor model in 2015. Such changes of models of Executive 
governance do not impact on the split of local authority functions into executive and 
non-executive (these are specified in the Local Authorities (Functions and 
Responsibilities) (England) Regulations 2000, as amended) but do indicate a 
significant change in the leadership style of the Council, since the Mayor enjoys a 
direct mandate from the electorate of the Borough and as such is in a position to 
legitimately influence the direction of travel of the organisation. The current Mayor 
strongly supports a significant reduction in the number of Councillors as proposed in 
this submission.

5.7 It should also be noted that there are a significant number of discretionary district 
council functions which the Council has in the last three years, as a direct result of 
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budget pressures, chosen to discontinue. These are listed at Appendix”F”. There is 
some 

5.8 Some work has been done on an indicative governance model using numbers of 
Councillors similar to, though not identical to, those applying at present. These are:

Executive – 3 Councillors plus the Mayor

Group A Committees/Panels
Audit and Governance Committee – 7 Councillors plus independent Chair
Overview and Scrutiny Committee – 12 Councillors
Planning Panel – 11 Members

Group B Committees/Panels
Licensing Committee – 11 Councillors (statutory minimum is 10)
Electoral Review WP – 7 Councillors
Local Development Framework WP – 7 Councillors
Strategic Nuclear & Energy Board – 7 Councillors
Taxi & General Licensing Committee – 7 Councillors
Personnel Panel – 7 Councillors
Housing Panel – 7 Councillors
Member Training & Development Panel – 7 Councillors

(NSIP Panel is not included as its membership is ex officio. OSC Performance Sub 
Committee is not included as it is a subcommittee of OSC. Council Tax Setting 
Committee is not included as it only meets once a year.)

5.9 Group A Committees/Panels are those which both have a substantial workload and 
meet regularly in accordance with a pre-determined programme. Group B 
Committees are those which do not have a substantial workload and/or meet only 
on an ad hoc basis as and when required.

5.10It is suggested that it would be a reasonable expectation, firstly, that all non- 
Executive Councillors should hold one seat on either the Executive or one Group A 
Committee/Panel. There is no reason why a Councillor could not sit on more than 
one, other than the statutory requirement that a Councillor cannot sit on both the 
Executive and Overview and Scrutiny; and the guidance (CIPFA Practical Guidance for 
Local Authorities and Police on Audit Committees, 2013) that membership of the 
Executive and Audit and Governance Committee. 
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5.11 It is suggested that it would be reasonable, secondly, to expect all non- Executive 
Councillors sit on two Group B Committees/Panels. 

5.12 In terms of governance and scrutiny using the model set out in 5.6 to 5.9 above it 
appears that a Council size of 33 Councillors would be appropriate, giving a 
Councillor:elector ratio of 1:1599, which is comparable to other local authorities, 
both in Cumbria and in our CIPFA nearest neighbour family, using the default 
combination of indicators in the CIPFA model. There is some resilience in this model: 
though it keeps the Executive and non-Executive roles separate, as noted in 5.10 
above, with certain exceptions Executive councillors can sit on non-Executive 
committees and panels. This happens in practice now. There is also scope for the 
Council to review whether all its non-Executive committees and panels are 
necessary.

5.13 In terms of the representational role, 31 of our 51 Councillors returned 
questionnaires about this aspect of their work. It should be noted that not all 
Councillors who returned questionnaires answered all the questions on the 
questionnaire.   57% of respondees expressed the view that the current number of 
Councillors is too high with 36% expressing the view that the existing number is 
about right.

5.14 On outside bodies, there are currently 20 places where the representative is the 
Mayor or other Executive member and 42 on which the named representative is a 
non-Executive Councillor, including champion appointments, but not including 
Locality Partnership meetings which are open to all Councillors in the Locality. It is 
notable that these 42 places are occupied by only 26 Councillors. Some sit on more 
than one outside body and a small number on more than two. It is suggested that 
with a more equitable distribution of outside body appointments among all 
Councillors, all outside body places could be filled with a total Council size of 33.

5.15 As noted in para 1.7 above, the whole of Copeland is now parished following 
completion of the Community Governance Review of Whitehaven in 2015 which 
introduced a parish tier into the previously only unparished area of the Borough. 
There are thus now three tiers of local government in the whole of Copeland, where 
residents are also represented by an MP and several MEP’s – a multi-layered picture 
of democratic representation. Looked at from this perspective it is arguable that the 
principle of subsidiarity should apply, in that in any hierarchy of organisations or 
organisational elements, decisions should always be taken at the lowest possible 
level consistent with them being made in an efficient and timely manner. This 
approach has its constraints of course, not least the legal one whereby different local 
government functions are allocated by statute to different local government tiers. 
Nevertheless there are compelling reasons for suggesting that in multi-tier areas of 
local government reducing the number of district representatives when the 
opportunity arises.
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Section 6 

6. Conclusion

6.1 This submission on Council size brings together evidence from a number of sources 
in support of a NEW Council size of 33, which we believe is appropriate and 
sustainable in the future.

Appendices

Appendix A – Committees and Panels

Appendix B – Overview and Scrutiny Work Plan

Appendix C – Members’ Questionnaire Results

Appendix D – Outside Bodies

Appendix E – Comparative Data – Councillor/Elector Ratios

Appendix F -  Discretionary Services Discontinued


