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	Report of Democratic Services Manager


	Subject:  


	Community Governance Review of St Albans Parish Council

	Date: 
	21 February 2024

	Author: 
	Democratic Services Manager

	Purpose

	
	To set out recommendations for publication on the future governance arrangements for St Albans Parish Council following consideration by the Member Working Group. 


	Recommendations:


	1) That the draft proposals for the future governance arrangements of St Albans Parish Council as outlined within this report be published; and
2) Public consultation on the draft proposals takes place between 21 February 2025 and 2 May 2025 as set out in the Terms of Reference for the review; and
3) A report is submitted to Council in June 2025 as required by the Terms of Reference for the review, summarising consultation responses and bringing the Community Governance Review to its conclusion.

	
	

	1
	Background

	1.1
	In June 2024 Gedling Borough Council received a valid community petition asking for the formation of a separate parish council for the Bestwood Lodge and Deer Park area of the parish of St Albans. At a meeting of Council in October 2024, a decision was taken to undertake a Community Governance Review (CGR) for the parish of St Albans.


	1.2
	At the meeting of Council, it was resolved to formally launch the review by agreeing terms of reference for the review and inviting comments from parishioners and other interested parties. From 28 October 2024 and 6 January 2025, a consultation exercise was undertaken, in line with the terms of reference document. The CGR is being undertaken in line with the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 and with regard to accompanying statutory guidance. 

	1.3
	Consultation response have now been received and as per the resolution of Council in October 2024, the Democratic Services Manager in consultation with a cross-party working group has authority from Council to publicise draft recommendations incorporating the view of the working group. These recommendations will then be subject to a further period of public consultation until 2 May 2025.

Consultation responses

	1.4


	In total the Council received 266 responses to the consultation. 262 of those were via the Microsoft Teams online form, 4 were received via email. Of those responses 96% were from residents with the rest from councillors, local political parties, the County Council, and a local fundraiser. A summary of responses was as follows:

90% of responders agreed with recommendation 1 of the CGR, that a new parish should be established for the Deer Park, Bestwood Lodge area of the parish.
87% of responders agreed with recommendation 2 that the new parish should have the name “St Albans Parish council”.

87% of responders agreed with recommendation 3 of the CGR, that the reserves be split 40/60 with 40 going to the new parish.

There were several comments put forward by those supporting and those objecting to the proposals, the comments are attached in full at Appendix 1 and have been considered by the cross-party working group.

	2
	Cross-party Working Group Deliberations

	2.1

2.2

2.3

2.4

2.5

2.6

2.7


	The cross-party working group consisting of Councillors David Ellis and Paling (Labour Group), Councillors Bestwick and Maltby (Conservative) and Councillor Hughes and Dunkin (Liberal democrats) met on two occasions in February 2025 to review the consultation responses. At the meetings Members were advised of the responsibilities of the principal council when considering a CGR and were advised and provided with copies of the statutory guidance in relation to CGRs. Members were advised of the two main principles of formulating recommendations namely that any recommendations:
Must reflect the identities and interests of people in the area under review and must secure that governance in that area is effective and convenient.

The group reflected that the majority of responses were in favour of the recommendations but were also aware of a strong campaign within the Deer Park, Bestwood lodge area to secure support from local residents. There seemed to be limited responses from residents within the remaining parish area of Warren Hill. It was reflected that the group had to consider the feedback before them that was in support of the separation of the parish, and it was also recognised that there would be further consultation prior to any final decision being taken. It was also noted that given the strong support from one area of the parish this represented a strong cohesive view from that section of the community. Members reflected that the consultation responses had to be given significant weight as this was the view of the community.
Members discussed the current operating environment of the existing St Albans Parish Council. Members were aware that there are ongoing tensions at the parish, this is evidenced through the volume of Code of Conduct complaints emanating from the parish and through public posts on social media where divisions within the parish council are referenced. It was also raised however that the recent parish election had resulted in the election of 3 new Councillors who campaigned to unite the parish. It was recognised by Members that whilst there were issues with the operation of the current parish council, which may now improve following the recent election, that this on its own was not sufficient to alter governance arrangements at the parish. It was also recognised that whilst the recent parish elections demonstrated some support from the electorate for a combined parish, this was not mirrored by the consultation responses to the CGR proposals.
Members considered the proposed boundary split of the two new parishes put forward for the CGR and considered the wider parish area of St Albans. Members also considered local geographic knowledge of the area and consultation responses. Members reflected that the two proposed areas of the parish, if divided, represented two fairly distinct areas. On one side of the boundary, locally know as the Warren Hill area of the parish, the area is more heavily populated, has a greater density of housing and has a more urban feel with good connectivity to Nottingham City. Within the proposed new parish area, a large part of the area is made of up of park lands, the area has a more rural feel and is less densely populated. 
It was noted that there is a natural boundary to the new proposed parish along the edge of the park, however the proposed area for the new parish also includes the Emmanuel Church. Members reflected that the majority of the congregation of St Emmanuel’s live within the area outside the proposed new parish. In terms of drawing natural boundaries to ensure community cohesion members felt that the church should not be included in the proposed new parish. Access to the church falls within the Warren Hill area and is not accessed through the new proposed parish boundary.
Taking into account guidance in respect of community cohesion, members did feel that where there is already obvious cohesion through the church network on the Warren Hill side, this should not be divided.
Members discussed community cohesion more broadly, and the potential for further division within the wider community if the parish were to be further split. In particular the guidance states the following in relation to community cohesions:
Community cohesion “is what must happen in all communities to enable different groups of people to get on well together. A key contributor to community cohesion is integration which is what must happen to enable new residents to adjust to one another.”

	2.8

2.9

2.10

2.11

2.12

2.13

2.14

2.15


	Members considered whether the proposed division of the parish would promote or undermine community cohesion, Members reflected on the previous division of the parish in 2017 and how this had not necessarily resulted in the improved community cohesion expected. On one hand the proposals to split appear to be driven by a small proportion of the parish and affects the more rural area of the parish which Members reflected is generally considered more affluent with larger housing sizes. This separation from the more densely populated area which has greater need for support though local services could be viewed as a segregation of the community. Members also considered the responses they had received to the consultation and reflected that given the desire expressed from one section of the community to have a separate parish, this may actually enable better community cohesion and progression and effective application of community governance in a way that better supports those separate communities and apportions governance in a more effective and proportionate way to address the need of both areas.
Members considered the respective names of a proposed future parish and were not convinced that the new parish should retain the name of the existing parish of St Albans. Whilst recognising that there were historic links to the area which supported the use of the name St Albans, and historically this had been linked to the parish area, it was felt that the new parish would better reflect the area if it were named the Parish of Deer Park, and the remaining parish be re-established as St Albans Parish Council, still retaining historical links to the name in the area.

Members also considered the number of electorate on both the proposed new and remaining parish. The proposed split of electors across the new parishes would be 1878 in the remaining parish and 562 in the new parish. 562 is a smaller electorate but not the smallest for a parish area. The guidance does reflect that there is no maximum or minimum size for a parish council with populations served by parish councils ranging from 50 to over 40,000 electors. The guidance reflects that the size of the parish should reflect community identity and interest and be based on natural communities. Members did consider whether a parish meeting could be a suitable system of governance for the new parish given its smaller electorate, but ultimately felt that given the history of a parish council in the area and the additional powers of a council as opposed to a meeting that to retain a Council in both areas was preferred and was a more effective form of governance.

The guidance addresses the size of parishes and the recommended number of Councillors. It was considered that 5 councillors for the new parish, the minimum number, would be agreeable with 7 councillors on the other remaining parish.
Members considered whether there needed to be reconsideration of ward boundaries to reflect the proposed changes and agreed this was not necessary and the existing parish ward boundaries made logical sense given alignment with parliamentary constituency boundaries.
Members considered the third recommendation proposed by the CGR which was to split the financial reserves of the current parish council between the two emerging parish councils at a 40/60% rate, with the new council in the Deer Park area receiving 40% of any relevant financial fund. Whilst the consultation responses favoured this approach, members did not consider that this was necessarily a fair split given the volume of the electorate in the new proposed parish and given the greater need for council services in the remaining parish area. Member reflected that an 80/20 split seemed more appropriate, and this did align more with current precept data for the parish although it was noted that any figure was not entirely accurate at this stage and further work would need to be undertaken to establish an appropriate budgetary split.
Members were advised that in terms of the future budget arrangements of two new parishes in the area, regulation provides that the principal council determine the budget split and at this stage there is insufficient evidence to demonstrate a 40/60% split. When considering budget, the principal council just consider what assets and liabilities exist in the respective areas and would need to ensure that any new parish council is in a strong enough financial position to look after the assets they would be left with.
At this stage members could not support recommendation three but recognised future budgets would be considered if the parish were divided.

Concern was expressed about what services for the community the new parish would provide and whether this would be a financially viable organisation and effective. It was reflected that the majority of council support would be required in the other parish, however members did not have sufficient detail about assets and finances to conclude that the proposed separation would be unviable at this stage.

	
	On balance, taking into account the information before them, the consultation responses and the views of the community, the legislation and guidance, members decided at this stage to recommend a dissolution of the current parish of St Albans and the establishment of two new parishes. Members were keen to hear the response to these recommendations and were hopeful that more views could be obtained from across the whole current parish.

	3
	Proposal

	3.1
	In accordance with the recommendations of the working group it is proposed:

1) That a new Parish with a Parish Council is established to cover the Deer Park, Bestwood Lodge area of the St Albans Parish (as shown on the attached map) named “The Parish Council of Deer Park”. The Parish Council should have five members.
2) That a new Parish with a Parish Council is established to cover the area comprised of the Top Valley, Emmanuel Church area of the St Albans Parish (as shown on the attached map), named “The Parish Council of St Albans”. The Parish Council should have seven members.
3) That Elections shall be held in May 2026 for the new Parish councils, with further elections held the year after to return the parish councils to the appropriate cycle of elections for all other Gedling Parishes.

4) The current Parish Council of St Albans should be dissolved, and the current Parish of St Albans be abolished.

5) The new proposed parishes would not be warded.

The Act (s.93) requires community governance to be both reflective of identities and interests of the community of the area and effective and convenient.

Reflective of identities and interests of the community of the area

The proposals at this stage reflect the response of the community to the CGR. There is a strong will expressed from in particular the community within the Deer Park Bestwood lodge area that that community would be better served by its own separate parish. At this time there is no evidence from the consultation that there is strong objection to this proposal from outside that community.
From the consultation responses the residents clearly identify strongly with the area they live but there does not appear to be a strong shared vision or alignment of objectives across the two proposed parish areas.

It is proposed that the community of the Emmanuel Church is aligned with the warren Hill area of the parish and as such as a natural boundary and to ensure community cohesion it is proposed to include the church within the new St Albans parish.

From the evidence the Council has available, it has been concluded that two separate communities do exist within the parish, and this is evidenced most strongly by the responses of one of those communities to the CGR. Whilst it is recognised that there is other evidence which demonstrates a desire to unite the parish, this has not come through the consultation and is rather evidence gleaned from local knowledge.

The natural geographic boundaries between the two parishes from the park creates a natural split in the parishes which marks an identifiable break in communities. 

On balance, and taking into account guidance, whilst overall cohesion across Bestwood may not be served by the separation of the parishes, the guidance does support looking at what people perceive as their community and how that community can be best supported, the evidence from the consultation suggests the Deer Park community can be best supported through their own parish, with the Warren Hill area having its own governance arrangements to best serve that community. The Warren Hill area has its own community action group which is highly active within that area which again reflects that distinct community.

Effective and Convenient Local Government
Another key consideration for the review is effective and convenient local government. The guidance in relation to this states that a parish council has two main roles: community representation and local administration. As indicated, members recognise that from the evidence before them there is a voice for a distinct community in the Deer Park area, with support for a split of reserves 40/60 to better support service needs of the Deer Park area. 

Whilst it is recognised that the Deer Park community may be better served by their own governance arrangements and distinct resources, the level of those resources is to be determined. It is reflected that the needs of that community could be more effectively and efficiently served by its own council with the residents of the Warren Hill area, which has a separate community identity, then able to focus governance and administration on its own community needs.
The considerations of the potential for issues of viability of the proposed parish councils, due to their smaller size, needs to be taken into account. As with all parish councils, they need a resource base sufficient to allow them to be effective in delivering services and local administration for the community. The proposals to create two new councils could lead to an increase in the overheads for each council, which may result in an increase in the parish precepts to aid both councils’ viability.

In considering the names of the two proposed parishes, as highlighted members felt the St Albans name should be retained but noted there was strong historic links to the name on both sides of the proposed boundaries. Given the clear identity of community in deer Park, it was proposed that that be the name given to the new parish.

When considering the number of Councillors within each proposed new parish, consideration was given to the statutory guidance and the 1992 research referenced therein. There is a minimum legal requirement of 5 Councillors for a parish council, which established that a typical parish Council up to 500 electors had between 5 and 8 councillors whilst councils with between 501 and 2500 electors had 6-12 Councillors.
Members considered that given the new parish in Deer Park would have just over 500 electors, that the lower bracket of 5 Councillors was adequate. For the larger parish, the number proposed was 7.

It is not proposed that the new parishes be warded to ensure alignment with district and county boundaries.
In line with the agreed Terms of reference it is proposed that these draft proposals be published for consultation with responses to be brought back to the working group for consideration prior to any final recommendation to Council.

	4
	Financial Implications

	4.1
	There are no direct financial implications arising from this report. Further financial implications will be considered following any final recommendations being presented to Council.


	5
	Legal Implications

	5.1
	The legal requirements and statutory guidance in respect of CGRs are referenced throughout the report and regard has been had to the relevant statutory requirements. The council must also ensure that the CGR aligns with the agreed terms of reference.

	6
	Equalities Implications

	6.1
	An equality impact assessment of any final proposals will be undertaken. 

	7
	Carbon Reduction/Environmental Sustainability Implications

	7.1
	There are no carbon reduction/environmental sustainability implications arising from this report.

	8
	Appendices

	8.1
	Appendix 1 – Consultation response comments

Appendix 2 – Map showing proposed parish boundaries for new parishes.



