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Date: 31 October 1997 

NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

REPORT 

I AGENDA ITEM NO, - 

Ref JOH/SC/AH 

To: SHOTTS & HARTHILL AREA 
COMMITTEE 

From: DIRECTOR OF ADMINISTRATION 
(LIAISON DIRECTOR) 

Subject: DEVELOPMENT OF COMMUNITY 
FORUMS 
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Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to propose a strategy for setting up Community Forums as part of 
North Lanarkshire Council’s Decentralisation Scheme. The paper is intended as a starting point for 
discussion since it is recognised that all those who have a role and contribution to make to 
Community Forums will have their own ideas. 

Background 

Community Forums are an integral part of the Council’s Decentralisation Scheme and if 
decentralisation is to be successful then it is important that strong and effective community 
structures are in place to allow community representatives to get involved, highlight issues of 
concern and work in partnership with the Council to address these. 

North Lanarkshire Council Decentralisation Scheme 

The Local Government Etc (Scotland) Act 1994 required the new local authorities in Scotland to 
prepare and publish schemes of decentralisation. The new councils were required to publish draft 
decentralisation proposals by 1 April 1997 and to consult widely on these proposals. Thereafter, 
councils were required to adopt a decentralisation scheme and submit details to the Secretary of 
State for Scotland. 

North Lanarkshire Council published its draft decentralisation scheme in June 1996. The scheme 
proposed an area approach to decentralisation with area committees established to consider and take 
decisions on Council services within a local context. 

The Council’s draft decentralisation scheme suggested a range of three options for the size and 
boundaries of area committees. The Council was keen to consult with local people and other 
agencies on both the most preferred option of area committee boundaries and other matters 
associated with decentralisation. Accordingly, the Chief Executive’s Department assisted by other 
Council Departments, organised a series of nine consultation meetings in each of the main towns 
within North Lanarkshire. Community and voluntary organisations were invited to attend these 
meetings and receive information on, and contribute their suggestions to the Council’s proposed 
decentralisation scheme. In small workshop groups participants were asked to comment upon and 
discuss the following:- 
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> 
> 
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the proposal to establish area committees and decentralise on an area basis; 
the size and boundaries of area committees; 
whether area committees should be formal, statutory committees of the Council with 
some delegated authority; and 
how the community could become involved with the area committee and work in 
partnership with the Council 

Following on from this consultation process and in response to those issues and suggestions raised 
by local participants at the consultation meetings the Council then reviewed and frnalised its 
Decentralisation Scheme. The Scheme was approved by the Council at its meeting on 20 February 
1997. 

The key elements of the Decentralisation Scheme are:- 

> 9 area committees, as statutory committees of the Council; and 

> Community Forums, as one mechanism for consultation and community involvement, will be 
established; and 

> area committees will be supported by a Liaison Director and area team comprising a multi- 
disciplinary team of officers with knowledge of, and responsibility for the area. 

Community Forum Principles 

The Council’s Decentralisation Scheme identified community involvement as being one of the 
corner stones in its approach to decentralisation and, while the level of interest varied among areas, 
this was endorsed by local participants at the consultation meeting when they demonstrated their 
enthusiasm and willingness to work in partnership with the Council. 

In deciding to establish area committees as statutory committees, with specific delegated authority 
however, the Council recognised that this could limit the opportunity for community involvement at 
area committee meetings. Accordingly, the Council agreed to establish Community Forums as the 
key mechanism for local people to become involved, raise issues and inform and influence 
decisions. 

At its meeting on 16 September 1997 Shotts and Harthill Area Committee approved a report by the 
Chief Executive which detailed the benefits of Community Forums and highlighted points to 
consider when establishing Forums. The report also included guiding principles to govern the 
setting up and subsequent operation of Forums. An extract of this report detailing the benefits, 
approach and principles is attached as Appendix One to this report. 

North Lanarkshire Council does not have a prescribed method or blueprint for establishing and 
operating Community Forums. The Council may suggest options to generate discussion. However 
the mechanism and ultimate decisions on Community forum structures will require to be discussed, 
negotiated and agreed. 

The range of issues which will require to be considered and decided upon when establishing 
Community Forums is considerable and includes the following questions:- 

> Should there be a single Community Forum to reflect the Area Committee Boundary or 
should there be a number of more localised Forums? 

> Should the Forums be simply public meetings open to everyone in the local community and 
convened at regular intervals? 
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> Should the Community Forums be more structured with appointed representatives from local 
organisations and, if so, how would such representatives be selected? 

> What level of support and resources would be required from North Lanarkshire Council to 
assist Community Forums? 

> How would the Community Forum link and communicate with the Area Committee? 

4.7 The above list is by no means exhaustive and it is anticipated that many more questions and further 
suggestions about the most effective models for Community Forums will be raised. It must be 
recognised therefore that Community Forums can develop gradually and develop their role and 
responsibilities over a period of time as both they and the Area Committee gain in experience. In 
order to begin this process however, it is suggested that Shotts and Harthill Area Committee should 
consider and approve an appropriate implementation strategy. The next section of this report 
provides a suggested strategy. 

5 .  Strategy to Establish Community Forums 

5.1 Publicity - If any form of consultation is to be effective then it is important that those who are being 
consulted with, or invited to participate, are informed and aware of the proposals to be discussed. 
Accordingly, the Area Committee may wish to consider producing a simple leaflet which describes 
the aims of the Council’s Decentralisation Scheme and the principles and potential role and benefits 
of Community Forums. The leaflet could also advertise any public meeting where decentralisation 
and the proposal to establish Community Forums would be discussed. 

Leaflets could be sent to known community and voluntary organisations and distributed through 
council offices (libraries, leisure centres, housing offices). In order to ensure more widespread 
publicity, information on decentralisation, the proposal to establish Community Forums and details 
of any consultation meetings could be advertised in the local press. 

5.2 Who to Consult With - The Area Committee will be anxious to consult with as many groups and 
organisations as possible and the above paragraph on “Publicity” suggests a number of mechanisms 
which might be considered. A list of voluntary and community organisations, churches and school 
boards has been identified. The Area Committee will wish to consider whether it wishes to consult 
with all these organisations since some types of organisations, including school boards, churches and 
community councils currently have consultation and community links with the Council. 

5.3 Public Meetings - It is suggested that the Area Committee consider staging a meeting to discuss 
proposals for Community Forums and provide local organisations with the opportunity to air their 
views and organise themselves collectively. Before organising any meeting however, it is important 
that all those who will be involved with the public meeting are briefed and have a clear 
understanding of the purpose of the meeting and the background and aims to Community Forums. 
Two options are available to the committee in determining the timing of this meeting. Late 
November or mid-January. Whilst the Committee may be anxious to involve the local community at 
an early stage in this process, it is essential to ensure that adequate time is given to allow 
organisations to determine their representation at the meeting and to discuss and come to a view on 
Community Forums, their relevance and operation. It is anticipated that two representatives from 
each organisation would be invited to attend the initial meeting. It is suggested that the meeting be 
an evening meeting taking place in the Community Education Centre, Shotts. A suggested agenda 
for a public meeting is attached to this report. 
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5.4 

5 . 5  
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6. 
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7.  

7.1 

Who to Involvefrom North Lanarkshire Council - It is recognised that elected members serving on 
Shotts and Harthill Area Committee will have considerable knowledge and experience of local issues 
and circumstances which may prove valuable when establishing community forums. In addition, 
within the Council’s Departments there are officers who have knowledge of local areas and are 
experienced in undertaking previous community consultation and action planning seminars. The 
Committee may wish to consider therefore the potential role of both Elected Members and officers 
from Council Departments, including in particular, the Chief Executive’s, Social Work, Education, 
Housing and Leisure Services Departments when planning consultation events and public meetings. 

Resources - The Area Committee should recognise that considerable resources both in terms of 
members’ and officers’ time and some financial provision will be required if consultation on 
Community Forums and indeed the ultimate day to day operation of Community Forums is to be 
effective. 

The Area Committee is also reminded that consideration as to the most effective method for 
establishing Community Forums is also being given by the remaining eight Area Committees and it 
will be possible to share resources and duplicate examples of good practice where appropriate. 

Conclusion 

This report has described the background and aims of North Lanarkshire Council’s Decentralisation 
Scheme with particular reference to the potential to establish and develop future working practices 
with Community Forums. 

The report outlines a strategy for consideration by the Shotts and Harthill Area Committee in order 
to begin the process of establishing Community Forums. The report also, however, suggests a 
number of factors which require to be considered and addressed by Shotts and Harthill Area 
Committee before commencing its consultation process. 

Recommendation 

Shotts and Harthill Area Committee is requested to:- 

i. 

11. 

... 
111 

iv 

Confirm the Area Committee’s views on the size, structure, geographical boundaries and 
membership of Community Forums; 

Advise the Liaison Director of the potential role for Elected Members and any identified 
Council departments in the consultation exercise to establish Community Forums; and 

Approve the strategy to establish Community Forums as outlined in Section 5 of this report 
subject to appropriate financial resources being identified and instruct the Liaison Director 
and Area Team to implement this process and report back accordingly to future meetings of 
the Area Committee on progress; 

Otherwise note the contents of this report. 

Enc 
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Appendix One 

Summary of approach and principles to establish Community Forums agreed by Shotts and Harthill &ea Committee at 
its meeting on 9 September 1997 

Agree and identirjr who to aim to involve (e.g. all hown community organisations and interested individuals) 

Develop and agree vision and proposals/options for achieving it 

Check that proposals can be presented in a way that people will understand and relate to 

Decide how to inform people about the proposals and the process (e.g. letters, leaflets, presentations at meetings, 
advertisements, exhibitions) 

Idenw appropriate consultation methods (consultative meetings, surveys, workshops, simulations) 

Consider who from the Council should be involved 

Ensure availability of sufficient skills and resources to support the process at each stage 

Prepare to handle feedback from consultation and make arrangements to report back to those consulted 

Consider authority and willingness to change vision, proposals and options if people want something more or 
something drfferent 

community Fonuns will not be the only mechanism for consultation and involvement in decision making 

In working to establish Community Forums the Council recognises that existing community structures should not be 
ignored or replaced 

Membership of Forums should be wide to avoid domination by any one interest group 

Adequate and appropriate training, servicing and support should be on offer to F o m  

Forums are community structures and it is for communities to decide and review their composition, role and remit 

Area Committees must be able and willing to negotiate with Community Forums to seek agreement on different 
issues 

In dealing with Community Forums the Council will be open, honest and straigheonwd 

Area Committee Members and relevant senior officers in the area will be accessible to Community Forums 

The Council will respect the views of Community Forums and listen carefully to observations, ideas, proposals and 
criticisms 

The Council will recognise the limitations of Community Forums as representative of people within an area but 
recognise also that Community Forums can help the Council itself to become more representative 



6 

Appendix Two 

SUGGESTED AGENDA FOR CONSULTATION MEETING ON ESTABLISHING COMMUNITY 
FORUMS 

1. 

2. 

3 .  

4. 

5 .  

6.  

7. 

Welcome and introduction by Councillor Frank Gormill, Chair of Shotts and Harthill Area 
Committee. 

Presentation on North Lanarkshire Council’s Decentralisation Scheme by Liaison Director. 

Presentation on the potential role and contribution to be made by Community Forums in 
Decentralisation by Chief Executive’s Department. 

Questions and Answers. 

Tea and Coffee 

Dependent on numbers, divide into workshop groups to discuss:- 

> the role and types of work to be undertaken by Community Forums; 
> the structure of Community Forums; 
> links between the Community Forum and Area Committee 
> membership of the Community Forum 
> identify any support required by the Forum. 

(It is suggested that workshops could be chaired by a member of the Shotts and Harthill Area 
Committee and facilitated by an officer from the Social Work or Education Department). 

Feedback and agree future action. 

8 .. Y 
Close of meeting. 
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