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Kirklees Democracy Commission  
 
Summary notes from the meeting held on 11 October 2016 
  
Present:   
Cllr Andrew Palfreeman 
 
In Attendance: - 
Carl Whistlecraft, Spencer Wilson, Diane Sims and Richard Dunne 
 
Witness:  Peter Macfadyen and Mel Usher 
Peter Macfadyen has held key roles in Frome town council since election as one of 
the initial Independents for Frome in 2011.  Peter’s way in to local politics was 
through environmental issues and in other lives he is an undertaker and international 
consultant for Comic Relief.  Peter wrote up the initial experiences of gaining and 
using power in Flatpack Democracy which has led to a number of speaking and 
writing initiatives encouraging others take a non-political party stance at local level.  
 
Summary of Discussion  
 
Background 

 
By way of context Peter and Mel explained that one of the main reasons they 
became involved in Frome Town Council was through seeing the potential of 
Localism for real power to come down to local people and for them to get involved, 
stay involved and potentially become councillors.  To get people involved it is 
important that are able to see that the time they are putting in is worthwhile. Peter 
and Mel advised that they had reached as far as possible bringing people in and 
finding ways in which they could put time / voluntary time in.   
 
Mel explained that as “independents”, they were able to advertise for councillors 
using the message – “what can you do for Frome?” which proved an important 
approach given that generally people do not want, or are reluctant, to stand.  
Thereafter they ran exercises over the weekend for prospective candidates that 
meant they were able to draw from a wider “gene pool” than the traditional parties in 
terms of the range of people and their experiences.   
 
As a result the people who stood for election were united by one clear aim (“they 
have a sense of Fromeness”) which was a fundamental shift from what had gone 
before.  Frome councillors have a real mixture of experiences, skills sets and ideas.  
At a wider level it shows the need for revisiting the whole approach to the councillor 
role and the process of recruiting councillors.   
 

http://www.flatpackdemocracy.co.uk/
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Different Ways of Working 
 
Peter explained that in Frome local identity was not necessarily a crucial factor in 
explaining what had happened on the Town Council.  Peter emphasised the 
importance of the work they did to get rid of a lot of the established processes.  For 
example, as part of the new ways of working, a new committee structure was 
introduced and the traditional language (which excludes people) was changed.  
Meetings are “café style”, with councillors sat together with residents as opposed to 
sitting separately on the “top table”.  This also involved opening up time for greater 
public discussion which, whilst proving more challenging in terms of chairing 
meetings, has been worthwhile in terms making the council a part of the wider 
community. 
 
Mel added that Kirklees has many towns and communities to tie things to, and whilst 
Frome is very different and unique, there are opportunities to look at how some of 
their experiences may be relevant to the issues and challenges faced.  These would 
be particular relevant when considering neighbourhood proposals which address 
issues in a less functional way. 
 
From a political perspective Peter explained that Frome is “'a different way of doing 
politics”.  It is a move away from confrontational politics which wastes time, saps 
energy and shifts the focus away from making decisions for the people of Frome.  
From the outset it has been based on behaviours as a group and with the public.  At 
a group level this has involved more listening, the willingness to “change our mind” 
and an acceptance that “we will make mistakes”.  The Council is open about the 
decisions it takes and the mistakes they have made.  There is a challenge in some 
respects as this approach means that a group does not have a manifesto or a set 
view on everything.  This means that such views need to be developed as part of a 
process and a dialogue.  This is a more honest approach although is sometimes 
difficult to explain on the doorstep.  Peter explained that residents have bought into 
this approach and voted the group back in. 
  
 
Representative and Participatory Democracy 
 
Peter explained that there is a tension between the two forms of democracy and this 
has been seen in Frome.  In terms of managing this tension in meetings for example, 
it takes a very different style of chairing meetings and involves building up respect of 
people who come to those meetings.  This has involved informally suspending 
standing orders (although they are used) and having a culture of informed decision 
making. 
 
Peter accepted that the approach taken to representative decision making depends 
on the issue being considered, and complex issues should rightly feel representative 
decision making.  It is a careful mixture.  Peter explained that in Frome they run 
Panels (based on Spanish models) looking at single issues which involves bringing 
in as many people who are interested in the issues as possible which widens 
expertise.  The Panels make recommendations to the council who then goes through 
a more representative decision making process, although the Council is broadly 
expected to accept those recommendations.   
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Mel added that generally, in the context of Parish and Town Councils,  people are 
less concerned about high level issues and understandably focus on what is 
happening in their neighbourhoods. This is normally excluded from most committee 
processes.  In terms of informing and engaging the public Mel explained that the 
Council spends a lot of time on communication, including social media. 
 
 
The Role of Councillor in the Community 
 
Peter explained that since the Independents have been in control of the Council they 
have put 10% of the budget into community organisations, supported by professional 
support for fund raising.  This builds on an active voluntary sector, with a focus on 
providing a lot of support for small groups.  Building a cohesive and networked 
community in this way is an important part of the role of the council and the 
councillor.  This has involved a conscious effort to break the barriers between 
councillors and local people.  Mel added that, at an individual level councillors in 
Frome are not as effective, which in many parts is due to being part of a three tier 
system of government.  As a result Frome councillors do not set out to be mini social 
workers but focus on sign posting and facilitation 
 
Peter explained that, in the context the above, Frome had decided to get rid of the 
Planning Committee and replaced it with a Planning Advisory Group.  Given the 
power in respect of planning lies at the District level it was decided that efforts are 
best focussed on working with people to determine what they want on the more 
relevant issues.  Councillors should be empowering local people to influence rather 
than creating the view that councillors can do everything.  This does involve giving 
away power. 
 
In terms of the councillor role Mel observed that most people do not realise that the 
traditional way of delivering services is over.  We need to say this more explicitly - "it 
isn't coming back".  With this in mind councillors as civic leaders need to make this 
clear and accept that we will need to help each other more in the past.  Mel 
explained that this is why the focus in Frome has been on working with and for the 
voluntary sector and bringing in funding from other sources e.g. lottery and crowd 
funding.  Mel added that volunteers will be more important in the future and as a 
result Frome is developing its own volunteer bureau (online and off line).  
Progressing this at a local level results in a greater local awareness and therefore 
much bigger input and response than would be the case doing it at a council wide 
level.  The Commission noted that this initiative being done in partnership with the 
Rotary Clubs and the Lions and will become independent in 2-3 years.  In addition 
Frome  
 
Peter added that Frome is now introducing an approach to participatory budgeting 
which forms part of the educational process for citizens.  Where such processes are 
more transparent it provides a means by which some people’s mind sets can be 
changed.  Mel added that it is very important to communicate in a way that tells a 
story and provides context to decisions, some of which are difficult.  This helps to 
communicate many things that often go unseen and unappreciated.  Social media 
has a crucial role in telling such stories in ways that are interesting and more 
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exciting.  With this in mind, Frome have appointed someone who has responsibility 
for this role. 
 
 
Local Devolution of Power 
 
Mel explained that most parish councils are very conservative in their approach 
which is a factor to consider when going down the route of parishing wider.  To be 
effective, and avoid creating “mini Councils” in different parts of Kirklees, the process 
must be bottom up.  The Frome approach has involved “setting things up and letting 
people get on with it.”   
 
Releasing power and decision making to the lower levels is crucial as it enables the 
best decisions to be made locally from the bottom up. Without this local people will 
not get involved – why should they?  There is an option to experiment in devolving 
functions and decisions in this way. 
 
The Commission explored the relationship between the parish and district tiers 
based on experiences in Frome.  Mel explained that despite trying a range of 
approaches the District can be a constraint on the parish, particularly in light of the 
fact that they do not fully understand what Frome is trying to achieve.  This is a 
consideration for Kirklees in the context of the Commission’s work.   
 


