What is expected of me? 

Your first days in office may be hectic and you may be daunted. There is plenty of help and advice at hand from officers, other experienced elected members, your political party or group and from national organisations. 

First priorities for newly elected members will include:

· signing your declaration of acceptance of office  

· making sure you are briefed on and understand the Code of Conduct before signing it

· declaring any interests and affiliations that you may have  

· being briefed on how the Constitution of the Council works

· understanding the allowances and expenses regulations and procedures 

· understanding who’s who within the council and being introduced

· making sure that you are provided with a role description and have opportunities to discuss its contents.  Model role descriptions for Members are available from the WLGA (hyperlink to doc)
· taking part in the authority’s new member induction programme and making sure that officers know what further training you require

· having your computer and equipment supplied and installed (where available)

· organising your ward work and your ‘office’ system at home 

· checking out what support services, such as child care, are available

· being assigned a mentor to “show you the ropes” if you want one

· being appointed to your position(s) within the council 

Representing your ward and the council

Once elected, you will become the voice for everyone in your ward; individuals, groups, businesses and even those who did not vote for you. The aspects of a councillor’s role that residents consider most important are ward-related activities such as holding regular surgeries and helping local people with complaints or problems.  When asked by Mori researchers what they wanted their councillors to do, 75% of people said they wanted them to deal with the problems of people who live in their wards and 68% wanted them to consult with the public and represent their views (reported LGIU 2002).  You need to speak to the community and be clear about the needs and feelings of constituents.  You will not be able to help everyone in the way they would want but you need to be honest and open about your decision making and make sure residents’ views are heard – you are their voice in the council.   You will also need to be able to convey the policies and standpoint of the council to the community, making sure that they understand why, for example decisions have been taken.  Being a councillor is a privileged and rewarding role but it requires commitment, patience and resilience and can be demanding and stressful.

The Councillors Commission, an independent commission reviewing the role of local councillors in England, is looking at the incentives and barriers to serving on councils (publication due November 2007) and may have some recommendations relating to the community representative role of councillors.  
To help with your new role and develop your profile you should:

· Hold surgeries – regularly and often. Make sure they are promoted in advance and are held in accessible locations at convenient times. 

· Send newsletters, and always respond to phone calls, e-mails and letters 

· Network – get to know your area, the community groups, agencies etc and be visible

· Local media – think how you can best get your messages across, but your party (if you are a member of a political group) may have guidelines on who talks to the media so check first

Political accountability

The individual and collective decisions councillors make will be of interest to electors.  You will be held accountable for the promises you make in your manifesto and you should be prepared to answer for the decisions of your political group.  

If you are an ‘opposition’ councillor, part of your role will involve checking and questioning the decisions of the controlling group and putting forward alternatives to the council’s policies.  There will probably already be established positions in place – different views that your group (if you are a member of one) has about issues facing the council.

Community leadership and partnership working

Councils have a statutorily enshrined community leadership role. This gives local councils a responsibility to develop a vision for the locality, working in partnership to deliver that vision and guaranteeing quality services for all. 

It is about more than just the services the council provides; – it is about all the locally delivered public services in your patch and how they can be delivered most effectively to meet the needs and expectations of the public. You will need to form close links with other key stakeholders in the community such as the police, Local Health Boards, the voluntary and business sectors to deliver better outcomes for all the community. Be clear about what is trying to be achieved, and the role that partners can play in achieving those aims. 

Characteristics of effective community leadership

· listening to and involving local communities

· building vision and direction

· working effectively in partnerships

· making things happen

· empowering local communities

· accountability to communities

· using community resources effectively

Roles for councillors within the council

All councillors are members of the full council which sets the overall policies and budget of the Council.  A small proportion of councillors will form the cabinet or executive board with all other members being active in the overview and scrutiny of the performance of the Council, other organisations and external bodies. The cabinet or executive make most of the council decisions.  Overview and scrutiny committees monitor performance and investigate as appropriate, and review and report on issues of wider concern to the community. As a new councillor your initial role is likely to be on an overview and scrutiny committee. There are regulatory committees dealing with the planning and licensing functions. Councillors are also appointed to external local bodies such as school governing bodies and local partnerships, either as representatives of the Council, as trustees or directors in their own right

Outside of the council you may be appointed to serve on a partnership between the council and other organisations, as a school governor, or to the committee or board of a local voluntary organisation. These are important positions for the council to fulfil its community leadership role. Some of these positions can be very demanding and some may require you to build up new knowledge or develop specialist skills. Be open to being nominated for such positions but do take care to be fully briefed on the responsibilities of office, the training required, and the likely time commitment of each position. Some positions have legal responsibilities and liabilities as you may be accepting the position of director of a company or trustee of a charity, depending on the legal structure of the organisation concerned.  If in doubt, ask for full advice before being nominated for a position.   

It is well worth checking out the procedures for inviting nominations and making appointments to all of the above positions straight away.

Standards of behaviour

Your council will have its own code of conduct.  However the Committee on Standards in Public Life (the Nolan Committee) defined seven principles of public life as a good guide to the ethos of the job of councillor:

1. Selflessness

Holders of public office should act solely in terms of the public interest. They should not do so in order to gain financial or other benefits for themselves, their family or their friends.

2. Integrity

Holders of public office should not place themselves under any financial or other obligation to outside individuals or organisations that might seek to influence them in the performance of their official duties.

3. Objectivity

In carrying out public business, including making public appointments, awarding contracts, or recommending individuals for rewards and benefits, holders of public office should make choices on merit.

4. Accountability

Holders of public office are accountable for their decisions and actions to the public and must submit themselves to whatever scrutiny is appropriate to their office.

5. Openness

Holders of public office should be as open as possible about all the decisions and actions that they take. They should give reasons for their decisions and restrict information only when the wider public interest clearly demands.

6. Honesty

Holders of public office have a duty to declare any private interests relating to their public duties and to take steps to resolve any conflicts arising in a way that protects the public interest.

7. Leadership

Holders of public office should promote and support these principles by leadership and example.
Induction

All councils make arrangements for induction for newly elected members as they do for new members of staff. The Welsh Local Government Association provides every council with an induction programme covering all the information that new members may need. Ask for a copy of your council’s member induction pack and timetable of introductory events and training sessions. These sessions will include subjects such as roles within the council, local government finance, and working in your ward. You will also be provided with an e-learning induction CD ROM from the WLGA to use at your convenience.

Some councils also make arrangements for other support such as a designated officer ‘guide’ who will help you settle in, or personal mentoring from another experienced member.  Ask about the availability of these and other services. Some services are available from the national organisations (see below) if they are not available locally.    

Personal development

Councils are increasing their investment in the training and development of councillors. Many are working towards or have received an award under the Welsh Charter for Member Support and Development which recognises good practice in member training development and support. A variety of local, regional and national training and development opportunities are on offer. Hyperlink to WLGA Member Charter. Your council should be able to provide you with a list of training sessions that are available in-house. These may be of three types: knowledge based learning (e.g. finance), role skills (e.g. chairing skills), or personal development (e.g. leadership skills). If something is not available locally ask about the possibility of travelling to a regional or national venue or ask for a special session to be run in-house if others share your training need.

Many councils are offering members the opportunity to develop personal development plans (a requirement of the Charter) to assess and meet their training needs and help them grow into and develop their roles. Ask for advice and support in this area. 

Sources of support and information from inside the council 

The council will provide you with support, advice and equipment. Key people who will help you through the first days, and in the longer run, are:

· the members’ services officers

· the head of democratic or committee services

· the Chief Executive

· your guide or mentor 

You are an important person in an important role.  Ask for the support you need and do not feel that you are imposing by asking. 

Sources of support and information from outside the council 

There are a number of national organisations that are there to provide advice, support and specialist services such as training and development.  

The Welsh Local Government Association leads and supports the drive to improve the range and provision of member development support available to local authorities in Wales. The Member Development Strategy for Wales produced by the WLGA is supported by all the 22 unitary councils in Wales.  (Hyperlink to Member Strategy)
Further information:-

Councillors Commission http://www.communities.gov.uk/localgovernment/councillorscommission (English language only)

The Improvement and Development Agency http://www.idea.gov.uk/ (English language only)

The Welsh Local Government Association http://www.wlga.gov.uk/
Cymdeithas Llywodraeth Leol Cymru http://www.wlga.gov.uk/content.php?nID=home;lID=2

The Local Government Association http://www.lga.gov.uk/ (English language only)

The Society of Local Authority Chief Executives Wales (SOLACE Wales) http://www.solacewales.org.uk/  (English language only)

The Local Government Information Unit http://www.lgiu.gov.uk/ (English language only)

The Local Government Data Unit http://www.lgdu-wales.gov.uk/
Uned Ddata Llywodraeth Leol – Cymru  http://www.lgdu-wales.gov.uk/cym/home.asp
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