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Parish Councils & climate change: the slumbering giant stirs?
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Abstract

Parish and town councils (PTCs) are the tier of elected English government closest to the
people they serve. In his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, Al Gore (2007) commented
on “climate crisis” as a “planetary emergency”. He also sought the emergence of a
“massive grassroots movement”; quoting an African proverb that “if you want to go far, go
together”.

There are approximately 8500 PTCs in England with enormous potential for action in local
communities to address the dangers, causes and effects of climate change. This paper
introduces the statutory powers that currently support PTC action on climate change and
suggests some of the reasons why many PTCs continue to doze as far as climate change is
concerned.

The parish sector can be seen as a slumbering giant that is beginning to stir. Many councils
are starting to change practices that have an impact on climate change while a few, such
as Ashton Hayes Parish Council in Cheshire, are strikingly innovative and dynamic. This
paper suggests a range of examples to show how some of these longstanding, community-
based local authorities in rural areas are already working towards action on climate
change. It also highlights key areas for action by the parish council sector and the
Government to facilitate an increase in local community initiatives.
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1. Introduction

“If you want to go far, go together.” Al Gore quoted this African proverb in his Nobel
Peace Prize acceptance speech in December 2007 (Gore 2007). He argued that a “massive
grassroots movement” is needed to address the “climate crisis” facing the planet. In
England there are several thousand parish and town councils (PTCs) representing local
communities. This paper reflects briefly on the Government’s legislative backing for
action to mitigate the effects of climate change by PTCs and introduces examples of
innovative action. It asks whether PTCs might lead a local movement as this country
confronts the dangers and dilemmas of climate change or whether this is just a dream.

According to Defra (2007 online) climate change “is the greatest environmental challenge
facing the world today. Rising global temperatures will bring changes in weather patterns,
rising sea levels and increased frequency and intensity of extreme weather events.” In the
face of this threat, there are signs that the PTC movement - a ‘slumbering giant’ - is
stirring. Phil Woolas, Minister for Local Government, commented in 2006 “Parish and town
councils, the first tier of government, can play a substantial role in our drive to reduce the
risks of climate change” (Defra 2007: Foreword)
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2. The Government’'s | egisl|l atinees backing

Parish and town councils are the tier of English government closest to the people they
serve. Originally designed in 1894 to represent rural communities, this model of local
governance is now spreading to large towns and urban areas. There are some “70,000
parish and town councillors in England” (Derounian, Skinner & Howes, 2006: 11) working
with about 8,500 councils that are democratically accountable through their electorate
(Derounian & Skinner 2006). PTCs “have few statutory duties but have a very wide range
of powers (ibid: 1) which they use to provide services for their communities, to support
local activity and represent local people. The rural white paper (DETR and MAFF 2000)
threw down the gauntlet to PTCs, challenging them to improve their performance through
training and the ‘Quality’ kitemark'. PTCs are well-placed to act in a way that reflects
“citizen engagement, service improvement, social inclusion and cohesion, and urban and
rural regeneration” (Jones 2007:228).

Until 2006, PTCs had no specific statutory power to take action directly linked to the
causes and effects of climate change. They had to use the tightly controlled s137 of the
Local Government Act (LGA) 1972 which allows a PTC to spend a restricted total annual
fund (£5.86 per head on the electoral roll for 2008/09) on anything of benefit to all or part
of the community and its area (Skinner et al 2003: 22). Imaginative PTCs could initiate and
support projects related to climate change but they were hampered by limited finance and
the absence of a specific power.

In 2006 the parish sector was surprised by the unexpected appearance of a statutory power
to tackle climate change given to PTCs in the Climate Change and Sustainable Energy Act
Section 20 permits PTCs to spend money on microgeneration, fuel efficiency, biomass
production and the provision of advice on energy production. Oddly, possibly as a
consequence of a lack of consultation with the sector itself, or because of a fear of council
tax increases, this power is limited by a control on expenditure directly linked to the LGA
1972 s137. Expenditure on energy management by PTCs has effectively been capped at
s137 limits.

The legislation with real promise for some PTCs, however, is the Local Government and
Public Involvement in Health Act 2007. Section 77 gives the ‘power of well-being’ to
eligible PTCs. This power was given to principal authorities by the Local Government Act
2000 s2 that allows them to do anything “which they consider is likely to achieve the
promotion or improvement of the economic, social or environmental well-being of their
area”. The parish sector has welcomed the decision to extend this power to PTCs but
again, the Government is cautious. It is currently working on the criteria for eligibility to
use the power, having rejected the Quality kitemark as too complex to constitute a
statutory measurement. It is likely that the criteria for eligibility will involve the need for
a specifically qualified clerk (or executive officer) and councillors who have been trained

' Quality Parish Status indicates that a range of attainments such as a regular newsletter, an annual
report, elected rather than co-opted councillors, active community engagement and a qualified
clerk have been met to a satisfactory standard. (ODPM, 2005: 19)
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to use the power. Clearly there is some way to go before PTCs have freedom in law to act
on climate change.

Another barrier to action lies in the reluctance of PTCs to raise the money needed - if
indeed funding is necessary, since a great deal can be done to promote and support action
at little cost. The main source of a PTC’s income is raised through council tax. Many
councils are nervous about increasing their demand for council tax to pay for new projects
over and above the inflation rate for fear of a negative response from their taxpaying
electorate. In this case, finance must be transferred from other projects or raised from
uncertain new sources. PTCs would benefit from Government funding which, in 2008,
comes mainly through the Regional Development Agency for a broad range of community
projects, but access to these funds for PTCs can be difficult since RDAs prefer giving
money to local partnerships and community organisations.

3. Practical examples of PTC action on climate change

Despite limited support, councils are beginning to take action. We asked our students and
colleagues who work as clerks for PTCs what their councils were doing to influence either
the causes or effects of climate change - bearing in mind that such councils, willing to pay
for advanced training, might be more likely to invest in new projects. 57% were doing
nothing significant according to their clerks.

1 “Members are more concerned to save the precept [council tax]” than the planet.
T “My small councils think it does not apply to them.”

But 43% of the councils represented by respondents are making a start, taking small steps
to address aspects of climate change. PTCs are improving purchasing policies and the use
of recycled office materials and are changing how they light their properties and local
streets. A few are installing renewable energy and heating supplies in their buildings and
are promoting car sharing and schemes that eliminate plastic bags from their towns. In
particular they are putting pressure on planning authorities to insist on developments that
mitigate the causes and effects of climate change. Their position is reflected in these
thoughts:

1 “Itis a slow process, but gradually we are getting there.”
1 “We do the obvious and basic but are not pioneers”
1 “We’ve got a long way to go but we’ve started.”

There is no doubt that the giant is waking up. Most councils are looking at their traditional
areas of work in new ways, but a few of the most determined councils are certainly
prepared to ‘think globally and act locally’? to address the dangers of climate change in
entirely innovative ways.

2 Coined 1972 by Rene Dubos, advisor to the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment
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Chris Crean of Friends of the Earth (West Midlands) gave examples of PTCs taking action on
climate change in his awareness-raising presentation to the annual conference of the
Society of Local Council Clerks in Coventry during October 2007. These include Ashton
Hayes Parish Council (Cheshire), St Endellion Parish Council (Cornwall) and Little Wenlock
(Shropshire).

Ashton Hayes, Cheshire (population 1,000) intends to be “England’s first carbon neutral
village” and has cut its emissions by 20% during its first year of operation. Its project,
Going Carbon Neutral, was initiated by Ashton Hayes Parish Council working with partners
including the University of Chester. Furthermore 35% of people have become “more
actively involved in village life through the Project”; which has won an International Visual
Communication Association Clarion award. The judges commented that this was “an
inspiring example of how a small village can strive to be carbon neutral and, by helping
tackle a global issue, can bring the local community closer together.” They noted that the
project has “inspired other communities across the country and internationally; Ashton
Hayes has become a symbol for positive action on climate change” (Going Carbon Neutral
Ashton Hayes [online] 2007). Ashton Hayes Parish Council also won the 'Community
Initiative’ prize for the project from the Energy Institute during November 2007.

At St Endellion, Cornwall the Parish Council voted in August 2006 to become the first
climate friendly parish in the county (5t Endellion [online]). A Climate Friendly Village is
one that “has made a commitment to reducing its ecological footprint and living more
sustainably”. A community group was set up to meet monthly and take the plans forward.
It is supported by Cornwall Friends of the Earth, Community Energy Plus and students from
Cornwall College. A 2010 Action Plan, endorsed by the Parish Council, provides the basis
for implementing a series of priorities, such as a commitment “by a number of local
businesses to reduce carbon emissions by 5% per year”, with an 85% reduction intended by
2050. As part of this the local Co-op has distributed free energy-saving light bulbs. In 2008
the group is working “with the local school to change procurement policies with the aim of
100% local food within 2 years”. In order to reduce carbon emissions St Endellion (parish
population around 2,000) is concentrating actions on food, housing, transport and energy.
A Cornwall Community Climate Forum connects St Endellion and other interested parishes
to community, faith and environmental organisations.

Little Wenlock, Shropshire (population 550) identified a “clear enthusiasm for
encouraging more local renewable energy production” and new housing that minimises
“heat loss and wasteful energy use” in its parish plan (Little Wenlock Parish Council 2003
sections 3.5 and 4.7). As a result, the parish council hosts a carbon reduction project
[Carbon Reduction Action Group] that aims to reduce the average household CO, emissions
of 19 tonnes - 40% higher than the national average.

Defra (2007) cites many examples of parish council activity in its publication Ways to
tackle climate change: parish and town councils - act on CO,. For example:

1 Tatworth & Forton (Somerset) Parish council lighting powered by solar panels and a
small wind turbine.

9 Gamblesby (Cumbria) the village hall is fitted with low energy lighting and “locally
sourced sheep wool insulated the walls and roof”.


http://www.goingcarbonneutral.co.uk/
http://www.stendellion.com/Welcome.html
http://www.littlewenlock.org/c_parishplan/parishplan.pdf
http://www.littlewenlock.org/lwcr/index.html
http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/climatechange/uk/publicsector/parish/pdf/ActOnCO2.pdf
http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/climatechange/uk/publicsector/parish/pdf/ActOnCO2.pdf
http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/climatechange/uk/publicsector/parish/pdf/ActOnCO2.pdf
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9 Daventry (Northamptonshire) “At least 20% of villagers regularly attend the energy
days, and about half the attendees take up measures via grants and discounts.”

9 Danby (Yorkshire) A Parish Producers’ scheme was developed from the parish plan. Two
fairs have attracted 2,000+ customers and prompted production of a “brochure
promoting local businesses, from free range organic eggs and honey, to website design,
dressmaking, painters and craftsmen.”

1 Waterrow (Somerset) The Parish Council organised community oil deliveries whereby a
single tanker delivery (rather than multiple smaller ones) produces “cheaper delivery
for local residents and less traffic”.

1 Wiveliscombe Area Partnership (Somerset) Ten parishes collaborating to provide a
community minibus service.

Some PTCs and their individual councillors are involved in the Transition Towns movement
started at Kinsale, Ireland in 2005. The concept is designed to manage transition to a new
way of living as communities respond to the dangers of peak oil and climate change.
Currently about 30 Transition Towns, mainly market towns across the UK, are unleashing
their “own latent collective genius to look Peak Oil and Climate Change squarely in the
eye” (Transition Towns [online]) and implement ways to address these dangers. Most
importantly, this movement is exerting pressure on PTCs to take appropriate action.

Conclusion: PTC action on climate change

A scattering of innovative and dynamic PTCs are initiating and supporting community
action linked to the dangers of climate change, but widespread influence across the PTC
movement remains a dream. Many active PTCs are, in their own words, simply “making a
start”. As we noted at the Rural Futures Conference in 2006, “individual parish councils
are already delivering a good service for their citizens, but the sector still has much to
do.” (Derounian and Skinner, 2006: not paginated). The parish sector would benefit from
a stronger lead through Government legislation that frees up expenditure and access to
grant aid while PTCs themselves need to be prepared to raise the council tax to pay for
climate change projects.

Case studies such as those above can be used to raise awareness of ways in which PTC-led
projects can address climate change. Organisations working with PTCs must promote
training, briefing and updating events nationwide to draw attention to action that can be
taken. The topic is already being discussed at conferences organised by the parish sector’s
representative bodies, the National Association of Local Councils and the Society of Local
Council Clerks.

The dilemma is whether action on climate change will remain the domain of a few
forward-looking councils, in which case the dangers of climate change will continue to
threaten, or whether the movement to address climate change will spread rapidly across
the PTCs over the next few years. We are hopeful that the dynamic parish and town
councils already taking action represent the vanguard of a new and ubiquitous grassroots
movement that is beginning to stir.


http://www.transitiontowns.org/
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