
 
 
 
Kirklees Democracy Commission  
 
Summary Note from the meeting held on Thursday 29 September 2016 
 
Witness: 
Professor Colin Mellors was appointed Chair of the Local Government Boundary 
Commission for England in January 2016, having previously served as its Deputy 
Chair.  

Whilst spending a career in higher education, he has also devoted time to roles 
in the public sector focusing on local and regional government, business 
development and capacity building with private sector and community 
partners.  He was closely involved with the former Regional Development 
Agency (Yorkshire Forward) – acting as their advisor on higher education 
strategy - and was also a non-executive member of the Board of Government 
Office for Yorkshire & the Humber for several years.   

He has been a Board Member of the York, North Yorkshire & East Riding Local 
Enterprise Partnership since its inception and chairs the area’s European 
Structural and Investment Funds Committee.  In July 2015, he became Chair of 
the Yorkshire Regional Flood and Coastal Committee 

Present:   
Cllr Andrew Marchington, Cllr Fazila Fadia, Cllr Andrew Cooper and Cllr Gemma 
Wilson 
 
In Attendance: 
Carl Whistlecraft, Spencer Wilson, Alaina McGlade and Diane Sims 
 
Summary of Discussion  

 
Overview of the Local Government Boundary Commission 
 
Professor Mellors began by setting out the work of the Local Government Boundary 
Commission (LGBC).  The LGBC was created in 2010 as a standalone body, 
independent of the Government, having been previously a committee of the Electoral 
Commission.  The LGBC works directly to the Speakers Committee which has a 
number of implications including that Government cannot change what the LGBC 
recommends, although they can reject it.  



 
In undertaking its work the LGBC looks at electoral forecasts on a four yearly basis 
and uses these forecasts in a forward looking way with a view to achieving equality 
in terms of the relationship between the electorate and councillors.  The intention is 
to ensure that proposals are “future proofed” 
 
The LGBC, as part of an electoral review process, will balance three other criteria 
when putting forward their proposals for wards; 
 

- The number of councillors required for decision making; 
- The number of councillors required for accountability purposes; 
- Representation (community leadership and linkage of local communities) 

 
Since 2010, the LGBC has completed over 150 reviews affecting over 3000 wards.  
Lessons are learnt and trends are observed on an ongoing basis. 

 
In terms of the process, electoral reviews are initiated under 4 circumstances: 

  
• Where there is a wide variance in the number of electors per councillor.  This 

would trigger a review (Kirklees is not in this category); 
• Periodic electoral reviews "on the grounds of good governance".  A review on 

this ground has not been undertaken for 13 years, although the LGBC will be 
looking at this area again in the future; 

• A governance challenge which has resulted in Government believing that 
councils need some help (e.g. Rotherham, Doncaster, Birmingham, Stoke); 

• Where a local authority requests a review because they want to change the 
number of councillors, look at other governance arrangements or change the 
electoral cycle.  Often the trigger is finance, although this is not a consideration 
for the LGBC. 
  

In terms of process the LGBC meets with the Chief Executive and Leader to 
understand the motivations and intended objectives for requesting a review.  The 
LGBC needs to be reassured that the council has the capacity to do the 
review.  Assuming that the LGBC are satisfied with the motivations for the review, 
there are two areas of focus and the first should be addressed before the second: 

  
• How many councillors do you need to run the local authority? 
• Where should the ward boundaries be? 
 
There are no set factors that determine the answers to the above and neighbouring 
authority arrangements are not taken into account.  Professor Mellors advised the 
council to start with a blank piece of paper and consider three areas of capacity: 
 

- The number of councillors required to provide leadership, govern and make 
decisions;  

- The capacity needed for accountability purposes (this includes scrutiny);  
- The councillor capacity to provide community leadership? 

 
Professor Mellors further explained that an electoral review would normally only be 
completed every 15/20 years and therefore it is important to ask fundamental 



questions with regards to how local authorities will operate in the future.  The most 
effective reviews have been where councils have looked at the above mentioned 
areas in a more innovative way.  It is about giving people leadership through 
communities that they understand and have parity with. 
 
Professor Mellors advised that any council considering an electoral review should 
bear the following in mind: 
 

- Think about why you would want to do a review and use the opportunity to 
think about the basic principles detailed above; 

- In undertaking the review with the LGBC, be open and think aloud as this will 
increase the likelihood of the LGBC making recommendations that are “right 
for you”; 

- Use the opportunity to support the governance and representation changes 
that you might want to bring about. 

 
Professor Mellors went onto explain the process in respect of warding arrangements 
in the context of a review process.  This is a four stage process as follows: 
 
Stage 1 – The LGBC will consult on future warding/ division arrangements. 
Stage 2 – The LGBC will consider against criteria, publish draft recommendations on 
what will be implemented unless the council can persuade otherwise.  If the Council 
disagrees the council must say why and provide alternative option.   
Stage 3 – The LGBC will consult on draft recommendations.   
Stage 4 - Further consultation will take place (if required) and thereafter the LGBC 
will publish final recommendations.   
 
Professor Mellors explained that wards must (roughly) deliver electoral equality.  The 
LGBC does not want to split communities and will have regard to the technical 
guidance in terms of community identity, whilst also having regard to physical 
boundaries such as rivers, motorways etc.  All evidence received as part of the 
above mentioned process is in the written form and published on the LGBC website.   
 
The Commission explored the issue of parish and town councils in the context of 
electoral reviews.  Professor Mellors explained that councils can undertake a 
community governance review although it should not be undertaken at the same 
time as an electoral review.  Professor Mellors advised that the LGBC use parish / 
town councils as the building blocks for determining wards so if a community 
governance review was being considered, this should be undertaken either before or 
after a boundary review.   
 
Professor Mellors emphasised that the LGBC’s main driver is ensuring the electorate 
is well treated by its electoral arrangements whilst recognising the importance of 
working with local authorities as part of their wider remit.  The Commission noted 
that the best reviews are the ones where local authorities, have thought about it, 
positively engages and where officers are allowed to think aloud with the LGBC – “no 
surprises on either side.” 
  
 
 

https://www.lgbce.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/10410/technical-guidance-2014.pdf
https://www.lgbce.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/10410/technical-guidance-2014.pdf


 
Representative and Participatory Democracy 
 
Professor Mellors advised that an electoral review alone would not make a 
significant contribution to the wider tensions and opportunities between 
representative and participatory democracy.  With reference to the work in 
Birmingham, in response to the Kerslake Report, Professor Mellors explained that 
the council has now reduced by 20 members, has moved away from 3 member 
wards (now a mixture of 2 and 3 member wards) and Government has implemented 
a change to all out elections (no Metropolitan Council has voluntarily moved to all 
out elections).   
 
The combination has provided a clearer councillor community leadership role which 
has improved accountability.  An interesting issue which has arisen from the 
Birmingham experience is that Ward names have proved to be an important issue in 
the light of community identity and is an area of the review that the LGBC want to 
see being locally driven.  
 
Effective councillors, a well informed electorate and people who think that their voice 
matters make a difference in participation – fundamentally it is about people. 
 
 
The Electoral Cycle 
 
Professor Mellors made reference to the Electoral Commission report The Cycle of 
Local Government Elections in England, published in 2004.  The report sets out the 
pros and cons between all out elections and election in thirds.  The LGBC role is 
about delivering a fair vote in a way which helps local authorities deliver their 
ambitions at the same time. 
 
Electing in thirds: 
 
Advantage – Regular elections mean that councillors are kept “on their toes” 
Disadvantage – Experience Purdah every year which has an impact on continuity 
and decision making 
 
All out elections: 
 
Advantage – More consistent and stable decision making 
Disadvantage – Less opportunity to instigate change through the ballot box 
 
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/384732/The_way_forward_-_an_independent_review_of_the_governance_and_organisational_capabilities_of_Birmingham_City_Council.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/electoral_commission_pdf_file/0015/16125/cycleoflocalelecfinal_11595-9056__E__N__S__W__.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/electoral_commission_pdf_file/0015/16125/cycleoflocalelecfinal_11595-9056__E__N__S__W__.pdf

