I would like to thank you for kindly re-electing me as your District Councillor for another four years.  I’ll try to live up to your expectations.  In the light of the election, I thought I’d write an article giving my views on democracy and politics at South Cambridgeshire District Council.

 

SCDC has elections for one-third of its 57 councillors each year for three years, and then one fallow year with no elections.  Some councils do that, and others do “all out” elections once every four years.  There is periodic debate about which is best.  “All out” is a few thousand pounds cheaper to arrange, and some council leaders prefer it as they know that, if they have a majority, they have four clear years to carry out their policy.  “By thirds” has the opposite effect and keeps leaders with narrow majorities on their toes, and allows party activists to concentrate their firepower at election time.   I suspect that in reality it usually matters very little which route is chosen.

 

This year at SCDC, 19 of the 57 wards were up for re-election.  The Conservatives gained two from the Lib Dems, so the overall composition is now Conservatives 31, LibDem 18, Independents 7 and Labour 1 (of which 40 are men and 17 are women).  The Conservatives have 5 more seats than the others combined.

 

Does party politics matter, and is it relevant?  Of course, given that the District Council is primarily responsible for dustbins, council houses, planning permission and licencing, you may well ask why there is any party politics at all.  And the truth is that there is very little.  I would observe that perhaps 80% of the business of the council is carried out on a day-to-day basis by Officers (ie paid staff, rather like the Civil Service).  A further 15% is carried out by Committees of elected Councillors (eg Planning Committee for contentious planning applications, Licencing Committee for pub licences) and these are not “whipped”, ie all the councillors vote according to their own views, and there are no ‘party lines’. 

 

So the only place you see party politics is the approx. 5% of business that comes to full Council, and I hope that I will not incur the wrath of any fellow councillors reading this article when I say that some of the party politics feels to me to be rather more stage-managed than real.  So perhaps every councillor should be independent, like in 1973, when 49 of SCDC’s 53 councillors were independent.  But, as I have written before, can you imagine what it is like sitting on a committee with 57 fully-independent members?  I suspect that you would go round and round in circles and nothing would ever get agreed.  So some form of loose ‘voting blocks’, where members are able to disagree with their block if they feel strongly and not get overtly criticised, seems to me to be probably a good practical idea – and the way local government has evolved over the last three decades, is that these voting blocks have been organised along national party political lines. 

 

All-in-all, I can reassure you that, over the past four years, I think the decision-making at SCDC has generally been very well-thought out and sensible – and long may that continue!

 

Francis Burkitt
District Councillor
