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Diversity Under the New Council Congtitutions

Introduction — Aims of the Act

Although there were no specific proposds, one of the ams of the Locad Government Act
2000 was that changesto internad management — concentrating power in an executive,
and developing other roles for the remaining coundillors — would encourage different

sorts of people to enter and exit council service.

The Govenment bdieves that the combination of the new rewading roles
envissged for councdillors and... deps to address some potentid financid and
other disncentives to sarve will encourage a wider cross section of the
community - more employed people more women, more people from ethnic
minorities more young people and people with young families - to serve ther

communitiesin future (DETR, 1998, 3.61).

It was hoped tha more councillors would be drawn from these under-represented groups
in future and in paticular, ‘for more taented, vigorous young people in locd
government able and willing to make a difference to the world around them’ (DETR,
1998, 360). ‘We need, dedared Locd Government Miniger Hilary Armstrong, ‘people
from dl groups in our communities to come forward and offer their services as

councillors.  We need to bresk free from the pattern so often found today where many



councillors are reatively old, fewv ae women, and even fewer are drawvn from ethnic

minorities (Armsirong, 1999, p. 21).

This report provides some basdine data from the research activities of the new council
condiitution evauation on the impact of the changes on diversty. In the fird year of our
evauation we collected some data on age and gender of coundillors in our survey of dl
locd authorities (ELG, 2002, sse Appendix 1). Our quesionnare was st to Chief
Executives and so we did not collect infamation on ethnic minority origin of coundllors
due to the difficulties of reporting ethnic minority datus by a third paty. We anticipate
collecting far more detalled information in the next phase of our evauation through a
pand survey in forty autharities We dso discussed diversty issues with executive and
non executive councllors on gte vidts to forty locd authorities in individud meetings
and in four focus groups of women councillors  Where agppropriate we place our daa

againg exising ceta on diversty prior to the adoption of new council congtitutions,

The possibleimpact of new council congtitutions on diver sity

Initidly we st out three possble scenarios of the likdy impact of change A pessmigtic
scenario suggests new council conditutions may have a negative effect on the way in
which the different groups in society ae represented and have influence By
drengthening the executive function, the new governance arangements may sever the

links between less powerful and younger groups to the core of governing activity.



The agument of the negative scenario is that dthough the proportion of women
councillors has grown, women tend to be less represented as the leve of seniority

increases, and the same is the case with the ethnic minorities and younger representatives.

Table 1 shows the gradud increase in the proportion of women councillors sSince 1964.

Table1 Proportion of women councillors, 1964-1999
1964 1976 1985 1993 1999
% % % % %
Men 83 81 I6) I
Women 12 17 19 25 5

(base) B497) (@4r3) (1552 (1665 (2850

Source: Maud, val. 2, 1967; Widdicombe, VVal. |1, 1986;
Y oung and Rep, 1994; Rep, 1999

Table 2 over, dravn from a survey of coundllors conducted for DETR in 1997/98,

indicates the gender imbalance amongst office holders.



Table2 The gender baance amongdt office holdersin 97/98

%dl %dl

mde femde

dirs clrs
Leaders 3 1
Deputy leaders 4 2
Council chairdmayors 6 7
Committee chairs 32 27
S.b-committee chairs A 31
(Base) (2176) (684)

Courtney, Finch, Rao and Young, (1998)

The pessmidic scenario holds that by removing representation through committees it
may be the case tha both the formad and informa mechaniams that dlow women,
younger representatives and the ethnic minorities to become recruited into more powerful
postions on locd councils have been logt, and that the new forms of representation on
overview and scrutiny committees do not offer the same forms of connection and avenues
for politica recruitment. The progress in terms of representation, which English locd
government has experienced over the last twenty years could be hdted or reversed.  The
cabingts could end by being old, white and mde. A recent LGC atide makes this

argument (LGC, 2003).

A second no change scenario would suggest that the new executive structure makes no
difference to the way in which representation is organised as bariers sem from party
dructures.  After dl, mos councils have formdised exiding methods of executive

organisation in the leeder and cabinet modd, 0 it should meke no difference whether



formdised executives exig or not. Committees were mainly symbolic anyway, 0 were
not in effect the arena for the exercise of power and were not the way in which younger
or less powerful groups managed to ascend the hierarchies within the political power
dructure — thet lies within locd politicd paties In short power dructures tha existed
before the Act have been sudtained after the Act and it is these power dructures that

explain thelimitsto diversty of representation.

A survey of ooundllors in 1999 for the Nuffidd Foundation on the politica
representativeness of councillors argued that continuing under-representation of  women
among the populaion of councillors may be atributed in pat to discriminaion agang

them in the loca power Structures (Rao, 1999).

A rdaed agument dso for a no change scenaio is tha it is wider socio-economic
factors which impact on the diversty of councilors. The same survey (Rao, 1999) argued
that dthough in one sense women have been traditiondly regaded as having a
digoroportion of a paticulaly important prerequiste - the time to give to community
and politica affars.  Socid change, however, has eroded this advantages. Women ae
more likedy to be working today than in the past, while continuing to cary the grester
pat of domestic duties If discrimingion agangt women in politica life is indeed
receding, the ground ganed by paditicadly ambitious women may be offss by the

difficulties of combining work, home, and public service (Briggs, 2000).



This is paticulaly indicated in the findings from a survey of women councillors in
1999/2000 (Reo, 2000). Table 3 bdow shows responses to the question of what were the
obgtacles to women's progresson. Asked about the bariers to women's progresson in
locd palitics, three quarters of the respondents cited the problems of badancing domegtic

and coundil respongihilities.

Table3: Reported major barriersto women'sprogression in local palitics (in rank

order)

%

Problems baancing domestic and coundil 74
responsbilities

Women are rluctant to put themselves forward
Women lack thetime

Men see palitics as man’sdomain

Men's networks exclude women

Women are seen as lacking leadership qualities
Women see paliticsasaman’sdomain

Base 1

NN 8559

Rao, A survey of women coundllors, 2000 (unpublished)

A third scenaio would suggest that the redionship between paty dructures, sodo
economic factors and diversty is rather more complex. Of course, inditutiond reforms
need not necessarily disupt the paty mechanisms At the same time the wider socid
changes, which have enhanced women's and ethnic minority representation, continue.
This third ‘complexity scenario suggests the new councll conditutions can offer
opportunities and dso condraints — it depends on how the new executive intersects with
the rest of the council, the strength of the scrutiny system, the strength of the leadership,

the extent to which officers control policy, and the initid trgectory of the councl in



terms of its replacement of older councillors and its tendency to incorporate women and
representatives from the ethnic minorities  The drong scrutiny-srong  leader  councils

could promote representation; councils run by party cabas might end up holding it back.

Diverdty basdine data from the EL G survey 2002

Ovedl our data from the 2002 census survey seem to confirm the second ‘no change
pont of view. The new leaders are neither young nor old: they have an average age of
55. We dso found that 17 per cent of them are women. A good comparetor is the Locd
Government Management Board Survey in 1996, which found that Sxteen per cent were

women, S0 thereis adight increase between our survey findings and results from before.

There is no evidence from these reaults that the reforms shut out women from higher
levels of representation.  We found that 93 per cent of Labour councils have mae leaders
whils Consarvatives have 90 per cent. The most ‘gendered paty is the Liberd
Democrats, which only have 61 per cent men. This suggests that there has dso been a
dight increese in women leaders then there were when the DETR survey in 1997/8

shown in Table 2 above reported.

We find that the executives are not composed of ederly representatives, as they have an
average age of 48 (including the leeder). Of the totd number of cabinet members, 23

per cent are were women, which is about the same as than proportions of councillors who



are women of 25 per cent as shown in Table 1 aove, which does not follow research

which suggest that the tendency for women's representation to decrease the more power

paliticians have.

There is a paty difference however. The Labour Paty have the lowest proportion of
women cabinet members with just 19 percent. The Consarvatives are no different from
other others (24 per cent), whereas the Liberd Democrats have 35 per cent of their
cabinets as women, which is dso daidicdly sgnificant when compared to the average
of other coundils. Ovedl, then the introduction has not dtered the patern of

representation, at least in forma terms.

Our survey data dso give more support to the third modd: that the effects of the new
councll conditutions on representation vary according to the type of coundl, which is
partly confirmed by the varigtion we observe according to tier of councl and according to

region, which reflects the importance of palitical cuture in these factors.

Though the average age of didricts was dightly younger (47) as it was in London (47),
the metropalitan didricts (48) and the unitary authorities (44).  The big difference is with
counties where the average age of 58 was much higher than the rest of councils, a
datidticdly sgnificant difference. There is a higher representation of women in the
counties (29 per cent), and the unitary authorities (27 per cent) and lower in the

metropolitan digtricts (18 per cent), with digtricts and London lower than the others.
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There ds0 gopears to be a regiond dimenson to the variaions, with the South East
having a higher proportion & 29 per cent, which is ddidicaly sgnificant, as is the South
West (31 per cent), but not dgnificant; wheress the North West is lower a 18 per cent as
is the North East (17 per cent), East Midlands (16 per cent gdatidicaly sgnificant),

Eastern (20 per cent) and the West Midlands (22 per cent).

Qualitative data from the Ste vidts

In our site vigts we discussed diverdty issues with both leaders and oppostion leeders
and in four vigts we hdd focus groups of women coundillors to explore the impact of the
new council conditutions on diversty. Mogt respondents felt it was too early to pdge the
impect of the new conditutions on diversty but were able to discuss more generdly ther
views on wha bariers exiged to increesng divergty in the recruitment, retention and
progresson of councillors. The variety of regponses suggest suppat for the ‘complexity’
scenario that is tha the impact of the new conditutions is diverse.  Petterns of

discrimination, party and indtitutiona congraints are varigble.

In terms of recruitment there were drongly expressed views that recruitment is difficult
due to gengd digllusonment with poliics Some councls ae activdy working to
increase the divergty of new recruits by for example holding recruitment drives, working

with the locd race equdity council and providing a carers dlowance.

1



The new conditutions dso promote a different way of working involving task groups,
working with co-opted members and policy devdopment. Non-executive councillors are
adso to act as champions in ther locd aeas. There was some acceptance that these
changed ways of working would dtract new entrants but aso srong fedings that ‘the
doers were doing anyway’ and that new recruits would be recruited because of their

commitment and not the new *job descriptions .

In terms of retention the new conditutions have led to a changed pattern of meetings.
There was no consgtent views about the effect of changing patterns of meetings — from
night to day or vice versa on the ability of non executive coundillors to play a full role
Some fdt evening medings were easer — for example where employers wouldn't let
people leave work during the day or for full time carers — mainly women — who might be
freer in the evening when working partners could provide child care.  Others fdt day
meetings encouraged those with family responghbilities where child care was provided or

avalade

In terms of progresson, discussants frequently argued that the committee sysem wes a
way of traning people up but there was dso some acceptance that the overview and

scrutiny committees could Ao provide this route.

Discussants overwhdmingly identified age and employment satus as key determinants of
the lack of diverdty. Without exception the argument was that the barier to increasng

diversty wes the degree of time councillors and potentid councllors could make



avalable to the role. The people who could make the commitment were those who were
retired or semi retired and who no longer had dependents to support so could afford to

take therisk of an uncertain income stream.

These time and family condraints on increesng diversty were argued to be pertinent for
executive members despite the increesed dlowances avalable under the new council
conditutions.  Uniformly discussants fdt that being a portfolio holder reguired a full time
commitment and 0 younger coundllors and those with family commitments couldn’t
take the risk.  One portfolio holder had been made redundant three times and fet this was

directly rdated to his legitimate requests to atend council business.

This views would lend support for a ‘no change argument of the impact of the NCCs on
diversty.  They dosdy mirror findings from a survey of councllors for DETR which
suggests time is a finite resource, and employment is inevitably competitive with a
politicd career. (Courtney, Finch, Reo and Young, 1998). This survey dso found that
‘retired  councillors have greatly increesed in number. Table 4 indicates the increase in

the proportion of retired councilors.
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Table3 Proportion of retired councillors, 1965, 1976, 1985 and 1997

Percent retired
1965 20
1985 25
1993 31
1997 35

Source: Maud, val. 2, 1967; Widdicombe, Val. 11, 1986; Courtney, Finch, Rao and

Young, 1998.

However the authors of the 1998 survey argue this can no longer be assumed that this is a
caue for concern. Fewer of these councillors are beyond the datutory retirement age
than was the case in the padt, and many, having teken early retirement, will have the time,

the energy and the community linksto be effective in the role.

Conclusions

We found no evidence to support the view expressed by some that the new conditutiond
arangements have made it more difficult to achieve a divergty of representation and
influence in councils. We did find some support for the no change scenario. In terms of
the representation of women on councils and within councils the postion according to

our survey evidence gppears to be smilar both before and after the Act.

We ds0 did find some support for the argument that it depends on locd practice and we
identified differences between types of councils and between individud councils.  In
some authorities there were examples of activities desgned to improve the recruitment,

retention and progresson of a wider diversty of representatives  We identified party

14



differences in the proportion of women cabinegt members and show that the Labour Party
has the lowest percentage We found that the metropolitan, district and London
authorities had the lowest proportion of women coundillors and that there were strong

regiond differencesto womens' representation.

It is too ealy to come to a firm judgement about the impact of the new coundl
conditutions on diversty. However we ague tha the Government's ambitions for
gregter diversty of representation and influence  will be redised or not, less because of
the 2000 Act, and more because of wider changes in society and the way that politica

parties and councils respond to the chalenges they face.
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Appendix 1: The Survey

Our questionnaire was sent to al English locd authority chief executivesin June 2002,

A copy is provided as Appendix 3. The questionnare explored the extent to which
Councils were adopting new arrangements in response to the Loca Government Act
2000 induding dedison-meaking structures, overview and scrutiny provisonsand
sandards of conduct. A total of 289 responses were received, congtituting 75 per cent of
those surveyed. Of these two proved unusable making for a usable response rate of 74
per cent Table 10 (over) summarises the responses by type of coundl, region, palitical
control and condtitutional form. Responsesin each category, compared with the
population of authorities a large indicate the absence of response bias.

Notes

1 Our questionnaire was sent to 388 principd authorities induding the Ides of Sailly and
the City of London for whom Part |1 of the Act (requiring the establishment of anew
council condtitution) does not gpply. The standards provisonsin Part 111 do apply to
these two authorities however and our response rates are caculated on the basis of their
induson in thetotas.

2 Thetotas for the council manager and the mayors reflected the postion at the time of

the survey. Since July 2002, three new mayors and a council manager may be added to
thetotds
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Table 1. Characterigtics of the census compar ed with characteristics of English

councils

Locd authority type
Didricts

London
Metropolitan
County

Unitary

Total

Region

Eastern

East Midland

London

South East

North East

North West

South West

West Midlands

Y orkshire and Humber

Totd

Cenaus

169
26
28
27
37

287

per cent

58.8
9.0
9.7
94
128

132
115
9.0
216
73
104
125
94
4.9

17

¥ B &

R 9 &2 & B

8

All councils

per cent

61.3
8.5
9.3
121
121

139
116
8.5
191
6.4
118
131
9.5
5.7



Table 1: Characterigticsof the census compared with characteristics of English

councils

Political control
Consarvative
Independent
Labour

Liberd Democrat
No Overdl Control

Totd

Condtitution

Alternative arrangements
Councl Manager

Interim

Leader and Cabinet
Mayor and Cabinet
Other

Total

Cenaus

237

287

All councils
per cent N per cent
29.3 109 281
14 14 3.6
26.8 114 294
7.7 27 7.0
31.6 124 310

388
139 58] 15.2
0] 0 0
10 4 13
82.6 316814
20 7 1.8
0.3% 2 05%
333
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