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Kirklees Democracy Commission  
 
Summary Note from the meeting held on Thursday 29 September 
 
Present:   
Councillor Andrew Palfreeman 
Councillor Eric Firth 
 
In Attendance: 
Spencer Wilson and Alaina McGlade 
 
Witness:   
Arthur Charvonia is a barrister by profession who has been a joint Strategic Director 
for two District Councils (Waveney District Council and Suffolk Coastal District 
Council) since 2010.  In addition Arthur holds statutory responsibilities for Waveney 
District Council as their Monitoring Officer, Returning Officer and Electoral 
Registration Officer.  Arthur has led a number of governance and democratic 
transformational changes during this period, including: 
 

 Creating stability & savings by moving to whole council elections at Waveney 
District Council in 2011. 

 Transforming previously dysfunctional Councillor / Officer relationships by 
establishing dedicated Member Development (including a cross-party 
Steering Group, role descriptions, Personal Development Plans, 360 degrees 
appraisals & exit interviews) – within two years Waveney District Council 
achieved ‘Charter Plus’ status (3rd council nationally) and ‘Highly 
Commended’ in the LGC 2010 ‘Standards’ Award. 

 ‘Further Electoral Review’ to reduce Suffolk Coastal District Council from 55 to 
to 42 Councillors in 2015. 

 Current ‘Community Governance Review’ to parish Waveney District 
Council’s largest town (Lowestoft – 28,000 households) from May 2017. 

 Merger of Waveney and Suffolk Coastal District Councils by 2019 – creating 
the largest district nationally. 

 
Summary of Discussion  
 
By way of context Arthur provided some background information in respect of 
Waveney District Council and Suffolk Coastal District Council.   The change to the 
electoral cycle applies to Waveney.  The Commission noted the following: 
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– 2 councils with shared services although they are currently in process of 

merging; 
– A population of 250,000, with an electorate of 150,000 

o Waveney – approx. 1,800 people per councillor 
o Suffolk – approx. 2,300 people per councillor.  Reduced the number of 

councillors as part of an Electoral Review process with the Local 
Government Boundary Commission.  Suffolk’s reduction from 55 Cllrs 
to 42 meant the Council had to undertake a full boundary review.  Local 
identity was identified as an issue when undertaking the review (i.e. 
perception of belonging “north of the river” and “south of the river”) and 
this is required to be distinguished from political boundaries early on in 
the process. 

– The profile of Waveney Elected Members is: 
o The majority are male and retired, aged between 50 – 70  
o Some women 
o 3 councillors are in their 20’s 
o No middle ground between early 20’s up to 50’s 

– Currently has a 10 Member Cabinet 
– There is a mix of 2 & 3 Member wards – half of electorate is made up within 

main town, other half is spread across large rural areas 
– Currently in the process of creating Combined Authority, although the specific 

detail as yet remains unclear. 
 
 

Drivers to Change the Electoral Cycle (specific to Waveney Council) 
 
Arthur explained that the change process was first initiated in 2005, following a 
Comprehensive Performance Assessment which highlighted, amongst other things, 
that electing in thirds was holding the performance of the council back.  Councillors 
wanted to explore this further.  Furthermore, another driver for change relates to the 
nature of the politics in Waveney.  The changes were therefore both performance 
and politically driven. 
 
In relation to the combative politics at the time, Arthur explained that Waveney was 
usually a hung council with a Conservative administration and a very strong and 
competitive Labour opposition.  Such circumstances meant that electing in thirds 
could mean that a change in the leadership landscape was a high possibility at every 
election and inhibited the Administration from doing anything unpopular.  This made 
it increasingly difficult for the Administration to plan over the long term and make 
difficult or unpopular decisions which were essential in the context of the wider 
performance issues.  
 
In relation to the performance issues, there was a clear message delivered by the 
Audit Commission that the ability to improve performance would be made easier if 
they moved to 4 yearly elections.  The Council felt that they could have probably 
made the improvement journey without the change but would have been more 
difficult.  This process was principally driven by the political leadership although it 
was clearly an important issue for the Chief Executive. 
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The decision to change the election cycle was taken at Full Council and issued to the 
Secretary of State in 2005; however they were advised to hold off on implementing 
change as legislation was being developed for this area which would no longer 
require the approval of the DCLG.  As a consequence Waveney re-opened the issue 
in 2010, with the consultation being repeated as the change to cycle was to occur in 
2011.  This would be aligned with the Parish Council elections in order to ensure 
costs were kept down. 
 
 
The Process 
 
Arthur provided the Commission with details of the consultation approach taken by 
Waveney.  As part of the consultation the following issues were raised both “for” and 
“against the proposal: 

 

For 4 Yearly Elections Against 4 Yearly Elections 

It would provide stable leadership It would potentially completely change the 
Administration of the Council 

It would enable leadership to plan for 
the long term 

It would potentially result in the election of 
a  large number of new councillors which 
would have continuity and training 
implications 

It would potentially reduce election 
fatigue 

It would result in national politics 
overwhelming local issues 

It would result in financial savings for 
the Council. 

It would mean that, in the short-term, 
unsuccessful councillors could be re-
elected the following year. 
 

It would be less confusing for the public 
in a two tier area in terms of 
“understanding what they were voting 
for”. 

It would potentially result in an 
unrepresentative balance across the 
council. 

 

In terms of implementing the proposals Arthur explained that the vote at Full Council 
was not supported by ALL councillors.  The Commission noted that there were 
concerns from smaller opposition groups who felt the 4 yearly elections would 
prevent them from getting a stronger foothold within the Council overall.  Conversely 
the larger groups pointed out that in a closely hung council both main groups have 
the opportunity to secure power. 
 
 

Impact and Learning Points 
 
Arthur explained that since the changes to the electoral cycle the Council had 
experienced 2 district elections.  After the 2011 election, Waveney became a 
completely hung council (20:20:1:1).  At the 2015 election, the Conservatives took 
minority control.  Impact, learning points and considerations include: 
 

 The Council anticipated an increase in by-elections but this has not been the 
case; 
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 Turnout depends on the combination of elections and increases if combined 
with General Elections, Referendum; 

 The Council was not confident that the public are aware of the change as 
there has still been an election of some form each year.  That said it is felt that 
the issue of confusion has reduced due to a reduced number of ballot papers 
being issued at each election.  However the change to 4 yearly elections 
hasn’t completely resolved the issue of confusion and more work is required 
on public awareness; 

 There has been a reduction in the cost of elections (staffing on the day and 
postal votes) although this has not resulted in a reduction in the size of the 
Elections team given the introduction of Individual Electoral Registration (IER) 
and the continuing mixture of electoral episodes; 

 Electing every four years is less of a drain on the political machinery and 
allows councillors to focus on the electorate and their concerns outside of the 
election window; 

 There has been a significant  turnover of councillors (approximately a third 
remain) although this is as much to do with the shifting age profile as a 
change in the cycle; 

 The Council believes that the changes have resulted in stronger leadership 
who are confident in their direction and are able to provide a longer term 
political vision and action plan.  Officers are able to establish a clear position 
in terms of the challenges and opportunities for the organisation which 
facilitates staff understanding and buy in over the longer term.  It has assisted 
in addressing the performance and finance issues as identified by the Audit 
Commission; 

 The Leader and Cabinet have developed a much stronger platform, one which 
they could be held accountable for by both the opposition and the electorate; 

 There has been a shift of the councillor role away from decision making, with 
a greater focus on a 21st century councillor model of working.  This has 
created some tensions between Cabinet and non-executive councillors.   

 There has been a move away from area based committees and in Suffolk 
Coastal each councillor has an enabling community budget of £6k which 
should be used as “a catalyst for existing activity”; 

 The Council places a large amount of focus on Member Development.  This 
encourages people to stand for election and makes it easier for councillors to 
be effective.  The Council does not offer a standard kit to all councillors but 
instead offers a budget for each councillors, as part of their allowance, to 
choose the kit they use during the 4 yearly cycle.  Arthur explained that they 
recognised that a number of councillors had numerous positions and may 
receive different bits of “kit” as a result and therefore felt that the ability to 
choose what equipment they would prefer would be more beneficial; 

 
 
Local Identity and Public Involvement 
 
Arthur provided contextual information with regards to the issues of local identity 
which has, and continues, to play an important part in the work that is taking place in 
respect of warding, the district merger and associated community governance 
review.   
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Arthur explained that work is taking place to enhance citizen engagement which 
currently includes: 
 

 Use of social media channels to facilitate participation; 

 Polling approaches to engage 1000 residents in the context of the council 
merger which will sit alongside more traditional approaches; 

 Using the Enabling Communities Strategy to engage on the issues that matter 
most to local people as opposed to those that matter to the organisation(s); 

 An increased use of video to convey important messages and information to 
residents. 


