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REPORT TO CABINET




14 July 2009
TITLE OF REPORT:

Sustainable Communities Act – submission of proposals  
REPORT OF: 

Roger Kelly, Chief Executive

Purpose of the Report

1. To seek Cabinet approval for the Council’s response to the Sustainable Communities Act.


Background
2. The Sustainable Communities Act received Royal Assent on 23 October 2007.  It aims to promote the sustainability of local communities and introduces a process by which ideas generated by communities are fed through their council via the Local Government Association (LGA) to central government. 

3. The Act is based on the principle that local people know best what needs to be done to promote sustainability locally but sometimes central government is needed to act to enable this to happen.  Introduced as a Private Members Bill, the Act was supported through Parliament by the five main political parties.  It is the result of a campaign by a coalition of organisations called ‘Unlock Democracy’ (formerly ‘Local Works’).  The campaign remains active in encouraging local authorities to implement the Act.
4. The Council supported the principle of the Act in its response to the Government‘s consultation.  The response was agreed by Cabinet.  At the November 2008 Council meeting a motion was passed welcoming the principles of the Act and the opportunities it may provide.
5. The Sustainable Communities Act is seen as providing an additional mechanism to assist local authorities and their partners to create sustainable communities.  It can therefore be seen as a potential additional tool to help build sustainable communities and deliver Vision 2030 with a particular emphasis on changes in the role of central Government. The Act sets out a number of matters to which local authorities must have regard in submitting proposals – these are focused on local, community initiatives and include issues such as local food production and access to local food; creating and sustaining local jobs; conserving energy; reducing road traffic; increasing social inclusion; mutual aid and community activity; increasing well being; increasing the use of local waste.
6. The scope of the Act is therefore potentially very wide ranging, though as yet is clearly untested. Proposals must be submitted by local authorities to the LGA by 31st July. They will then be assessed by the LGA prior to submission to Communities and Local Government. 
7. Local authorities are invited to submit proposals which are necessary to ensure the economic, social or environmental sustainability of communities. Proposals could be changes, which are legislative, transfer of responsibilities between public bodies or a change of policy.

8. Proposals must be based in communities, have been agreed with a representative ‘panel’, and be endorsed by the Council prior to submission. Submitted proposals must include an assessment of the existing barriers to implementing proposals; evidence that action is needed by Government and details of consultation with affected organisations, including any financial implications relating to transfer of powers or increased flexibilities.
Proposals
9. A number of initial potential proposals were initially identified and tested against the principles of the Act. The Sustainable Communities Act has also been publicised in Council News, and on the Council’s website, which has provided a response form for local people to submit their own suggestions for consideration. 

10. All the potential proposals received have now been assessed against the principles of the Act – the detail is included at Appendix 2. 

11. This process has resulted in the generation of a number of action areas where further action is needed by the Council or its partners to address issues of genuine local concern. 

12. Members prioritised two particular issues:

· Additional powers to address inconsiderate parking;

· The promotion of more local food production through new approaches to allotments including regulations on selling for commercial gain and the designation of additional sites

13. With regard to the additional action on inconsiderate parking, officers are currently working up a series of proposals to deal with these issues within the existing legislative framework, and proposals will be submitted to Cabinet in the Autumn. At this stage, therefore, it is suggested that it would be premature to submit any proposals through the Act, though this will be kept under review for future submission.

14. Officers are also currently conducting a review of allotments to address existing demand; management and maintenance; the scope for future extensions and designations and the potential for a greater role for local management organisations. No barriers in terms of legislation have been identified at this stage that could form the basis of a possible submission. 

15. An assessment of other potential proposals indicates that the majority can be, and in many cases are, being dealt with through existing powers, including the ‘well being power’, or fall under other legislation or powers such as the Local Development Framework. 

16. At this stage, therefore, it is suggested that there is not a clear policy proposal to be submitted in the first round of submissions by 31st July. Further action to examine potential proposals will continue, within the ongoing existing work with communities at a local level led by Members. An assessment of proposals submitted by other authorities will also be undertaken. Further reports will be brought to Cabinet for decisions on future submissions in future rounds.

17. The Council will undertake an assessment of proposals submitted in the first round, and continue to identify further opportunities for potential future submissions. Rather than seeking separate consultation on proposals specific to the SCA, it is recommended that the approach continue to be based on identifying issues and improvement actions through a variety of existing mechanisms, particularly through the community leadership role of members, with a recognition that

Recommendations

18. It is recommended that:

(i)
Cabinet support the decision not to submit a proposal for this round of the Sustainable Communities Act

(ii)
The Council reaffirms its commitment to explore the use of the Sustainable Communities Act in future rounds.

For the following reason:

To ensure that local issues are identified in an appropriate fashion and acted upon in support of the Sustainable Communities Act 

CONTACT:  Martin Gray extension 3919 
PLAN REF:  3411

APPENDIX 1


Policy Context 
1. The Sustainable Communities Act helps to support Vision 2030 across all themes, though with an emphasis on Sustainable Gateshead. It also supports Corporate Plan objectives on Building Stronger Communities, Empowering Children and Young People, and Empowering Older People and Ensuring Healthier Communities. The principles of the Act support the Council’s commitment to listen to local people and make Gateshead a better place, through an emphasis on working with local communities to identify and resolve issues to improve quality of life and create better neighbourhoods.


Background
2. The Sustainable Communities Act received Royal Assent on 23 October 2007.  It aims to promote the sustainability of local communities and introduces a process by which ideas generated by communities are fed through their council via the Local Government Association (LGA) to central government. 

3. The Act is based on the principle that local people know best what needs to be done to promote sustainability locally but sometimes central government is needed to act to enable this to happen.  Introduced as a Private Members Bill, the Act was supported through Parliament by the five main political parties.  It is the result of a campaign by a coalition of organisations called ‘Unlock Democracy’ (formerly ‘Local Works’).  The campaign remains active in encouraging local authorities to implement the Act.
4. The Council supported the principle of the Act in its response to the Government‘s consultation on the Act.  The response was agreed by Cabinet and the Act was the subject of a Members Briefing.  At the November 2008 Council meeting a motion was passed welcoming the principles of the Act and the opportunities it may provide, and noting that the Chief Executive will report to Cabinet on the implications of the Act and on the opportunities for the delivery of Vision 2030, the Gateshead Agreement and the Council’s Corporate Plan for the widest impact and benefits to the Borough.

5. The Sustainable Communities Act is seen as providing an additional mechanism to assist local authorities and their partners to create sustainable communities.  It can therefore be seen as a potential additional tool with a particular emphasis on changes in the role of central Government. The Act sets out a number of matters to which local authorities must have regard in submitting proposals. These include:
i. the provision of local services,

ii. the extent to which the volume and value of goods and services that are

offered for sale; or

procured by public bodies and are produced within 30 miles (or any lesser distance as may be specified by a local authority in respect of its area) of their place of sale or of the boundary of the public body,

iii. the rate of increase in the growth and marketing of organic forms of food production and the local food economy,

iv. measures to promote reasonable access by all local people to a supply of food that is adequate in terms of both amount and nutritional value,

v. the number of local jobs,

vi. measures to conserve energy and increase the quantity of energy supplies which are produced from sustainable sources within a 30 mile radius of the region in which they are consumed,

vii. measures taken to reduce the level of road traffic including, but not restricted to, local public transport provision, measures to promote walking and cycling and measures to decrease the amount of product miles,

viii. the increase in social inclusion, including an increase in involvement in local democracy,

ix. measures to increase mutual aid and other community projects,

x. measures designed to decrease emissions of greenhouse gases,

xi. measures designed to increase community health and well being,

xii. planning policies which would assist with the purposes of this Act, including new arrangements for the provision of affordable housing, and

xiii. measures to increase the use of local waste materials for the benefit of the community.

6. The scope of the Act is therefore potentially very wide ranging, and is clearly focused on identifying issues of local concern that impact on specific communities. At this stage it is not yet clear whether it will provide a useful mechanism to take issues forward, as it remains untested.
7. Given that it has not been developed through Government, in some respects it has had a relatively low profile until recently, and until the first call for proposals later this year is concluded and analysed there is a lack of certainty about how the Act will operate in practice.
8. Proposals must be based in communities, have been agreed with a representative ‘panel’, and be endorsed by the Council prior to submission. Submitted proposals must include an assessment of the existing barriers to implementing proposals, that actions are needed by Government, and details of consultation with affected organisations, including any financial implications relating to transfer of powers or increased flexibilities etc.
Consultation
9. The Cabinet member for Corporate Vitality and Sustainable Communities has been consulted on this report.
10. A Members seminar was held on the Act and emerging ideas on 3rd June, followed by a Viewpoint focus group at which emerging ideas were tested with residents. 
11. Residents have also been able to submit proposals on-line, and the Act was promoted in Council News.
Alternative Options

12. The alternative action would be to submit a proposal(s) for one or both of the priority issues identified by members. At this stage, it is considered that this is not a realistic option, as members require further detailed analysis of the current policy sand legislative context for both of these potential proposals to make a more informed decision on whether additional powers / relaxed regulations are required form central Government. Work on both of these areas is currently being progressed and will be reported to members in the Autumn.

Implications of Recommended Option

13. Financial Implications – The Strategic Director of Finance and ICT confirms there are no financial implications arising from this report.
14. Risk Management Implication – there are no direct risk management implications form this report.
15. Human Resources Implications – there are no implications form this report.
16. Crime and Disorder Implications – there are no direct implications form this report. There is scope for consideration of further proposals impacting on crime and disorder to be developed and these will be 
17. Sustainability Implications – there are no direct implications from this report. The Council remains committed to using the Act if suitable proposals can be found, and will place an emphasis on generating potential future proposals through its community leadership role at a local level.
18. Human Rights Implications – there are no direct implications from this report.
19. Health Implications – there are no health implications arising form this report. Future proposals to address the health of local communities or tackle health inequalities could be developed and will be assessed against the Active and Healthy Gateshead Big Idea and current activity to reduce health inequality.

20. Equality Implications – there are no direct implications form this report. Any potential future submissions will be subject to Equality impact needs assessments.

21. Area and Ward Implications – no specific implications.

Background Information
Sustainable Communities Act, 2007

Appendix 2 – Assessment of potential proposals

	Proposal
	Detail
	How this meets the aims of the Act
	Current powers / barriers
	Potential for SCA?

	Supporting the production of local food on allotments

Relaxation on restrictions on selling for commercial gain

More allotment space


	The promotion and consumption of locally grown produce has been identified by stakeholders as a means of promoting local sustainability. 

There is a lack of clarity concerning the sale of goods grown on allotments and a lack of clear messages to promote the sale of such goods.

The Act could also be used to alter planning rules and develop local initiatives to encourage use of derelict/unused for allotments.


	Stimulation of local economy, creation of market for locally grown produce,

promotion of fit and healthy lifestyles, community, promotion of community cohesion  
	Commercial gain

Section 49 of the Small Holdings and Allotments Act 1908 enables the Council to assist co-operative societies etc who have aims concerning the provision or the profitable working of small holdings or allotments.

Anyone wishing to sell produce in a semi-professional manner would be expected to comply with the various regulations governing food safety, accurate measurement of weight etc, particularly if their produce was of animal origin

Designation of new allotments

Addressed through land use planning powers – no legislative barriers identified


	The Council is currently undertaking a review of allotments to address a  range of issues including take up, management, potential extensions and the capacity to work more closely with allotment organisations.

The Council has worked with allotment groups to develop cooperatives and will continue to support this activity.

The review will establish the scope for additional / extension sites to be created.

At this stage no barriers have been identified.

Recommend no submission to the SCA.


	Additional powers to enforce against obstruction and inconsiderate parking


	Members have identified the issue of vehicles parking on pavements, which in turn can cause an obstruction or nuisance to other highway users.  

There are a range of existing powers and regulations to address these issues.


	Vehicles parked without due consideration causing an obstruction or nuisance can impact significantly on the local environment.  

Addressing this through the act would ensure contribute to a more sustainable and cohesive local environment 
	A detailed assessment of the powers currently available has been undertaken and options for further activity will shortly be submitted for Members consideration.
	The review of current powers will provide members with the opportunity to identify where further activity is required.

At this stage it is considered premature to develop and submit a proposal for the SCA until members have had the opportunity to consider the review of current powers.
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