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Uniting
Northumberland

Liberal Democrat principles and policy for the new Northumberland Council

www.northumberlandlibdems.org.uk

Preamble
The organising principle of a Liberal Democrat run authority in Northumberland will be the Performance Management approach. In practical terms, this means the following:
Vision, Values & Culture
The CEO, Leader and Executive will embody our vision and values and act as role models to ensure these are adhered to throughout the Council. We will build a culture of “Solve & Serve” via devolved “Open Door” democracy. Simplicity is essential, from the constitution downwards.  
Strategic priorities
All key Council priorities will be informed by consultation (we will aim for 100% by electronic and other means).
Priorities and actions will be locally determined & variable, with devolution and empowerment as far as practicable.
Planning
Organised via Corporate, Area, Team and Individual Plans – and in close liaison with our essential partners.
Objectives
Based on best practice learning from other successful councils and as detailed in this manifesto, with clear goals.
Performance Indicators
Local Area Agreements – Area-based delivery built around the concept of the ‘Frontline Councillor’ and outcome focused Comprehensive Area Assessments, including Engagement with Citizens, Partnership Working and Value for Money. Equality & Diversity principles will also be at the core of our Performance Management approach.
Delivery
Services will be based on and within Neighbourhoods, via cross-sector partnership teams. Who is responsible will be clear to residents.  We aim to take feedback from users of our services at the time of delivery.
Performance Appraisal
All levels will be appraised, with managers expected to maintain their front-line exposure and experience.

Performance Monitoring
Whilst investment in staff training & development to ensure
& Development
an appropriately skilled and flexible workforce will continue, staff will also be supported by a practical mentoring system to build upon training, experience and knowledge sharing, and to provide a holistic route to professional development. This will be directly linked to performance appraisal and aimed at constant improvement. 
This manifesto commits a Liberal Democrat administration in Northumberland to financial prudence, a determination to reduce the huge debts left by Labour and a pledge to make the best use of Northumberland’s assets to minimise council tax burdens, whilst also facilitating the development of much needed new infrastructure. 
We will continue to campaign for a fairer fiscal system, devolving national tax raising powers to local councils and, in particular, to:
· retaining the Business Rate raised in Northumberland and basing it on site values only;

· and replacing the unfair Council Tax with fair taxation linked to the ability to pay.
Above all, we want Northumberland’s people to participate in this new era of change. 

Overview

It’s Your Council: Open to you – working with you and for you
· We will not waste your money on fat-cat salaries and status objects. 
· We will always be aware that it is local taxpayers’ money we are spending.
· We will work to ensure zero % real-terms increases in council tax.
· More money is not the necessarily the solution – less waste is.  
· There will be no more “secretive, unexplained decisions” behind closed doors. 
· We will make our social inclusion policies a priority in all parts of the County
· We will provide clear information in English (or other preferred languages), not ‘legalish’. 
· Our emphasis will be on involvement in local decision making from the bottom up: not merely consultation about someone else’s plan. 

Services that work
· We want services designed in conjunction with local people and based in local areas – responding rapidly to residents and fully accountable, with no more “buck passing”.
· We will develop ‘Frontline Councillors’ who will drive and monitor services in your area on your behalf.  There will be no place for poor service to hide.
· Decisions will be taken as close to people as possible, with practical powers devolved.
· There will be no more “suck it and see”.  All services will be developed in consultation and then tested against known best practice, from wherever in the world it may be found. 

· We will improve the Emergency Services by ensuring that they concentrate on their most important core roles, share their resources and make use of efficient forms of staffing. 

Every one of our children is precious.  Every old person represents all of our destinies
· We will optimise children’s life chances, regardless of family status or income. 

· Schools will be supported, not undermined.  They will have control of their own destinies.  Discipline will be restored.  
· If the three-tier system works best for a particular school partnership and its associated communities, they will be free to retain it wherever that option is possible and practical.
· We will review the existing programme for Putting the Learner First (PLF). 
· We will review Children’s Services and Educational Psychology to ensure best value.
· We will review the Travel to School system.

· We will review the whole area of Looked After Children to correct Labour’s woeful record. 
· We will review the arrangements for Adult Home Care Services, seeking to minimise increased cost and restoring a “value for money” service.
Sustainable Jobs and Development
· Why would firms not want to come to beautiful Northumberland?  We can and will attract new economic development.  There will be no more missed opportunities over EU grants.
· We will give practical support and help to new and existing local businesses, improving our towns and villages by intelligent use of design.
· New developments will benefit residents, not just developers.  There will be no more development “at any price”.  We will ensure that they are appropriate to each locality and include environmentally friendly design features as far as is possible.
· We will implement green policies that make economic as well as environmental sense.  Renewable energy must respect local communities and confer clear local advantages.
· We will help build an effective transport network with real choices and effective links.  Working with others is key – like Lib Dem Newcastle. We will push harder for A1 dualling.
· We will deliver Affordable Housing for our people. Liberal Democrat councils are known to be the most successful in Britain at this. We will replicate their best practice success.
Policy Detail
Liberal Principles

It is important to be honest from the outset: many of our policies are dependant on budgets controlled by central government and on partnership working.  But we have a powerful vision and are striving to achieve worthwhile things in consultation with local people and local firms.

Our actions will be based on proven best practice and best value – the results of research and consultation, not political dogma.  We will only commit to things we can properly afford, with financial prudence underpinning all we do.  Reducing Labour’s multi-million pound debt and making best use of transferred District resources to minimise tax bills will be priorities.

Northumberland is diverse; a solution in one area is not always suitable in another. We will develop a vision for the future of our county based on local residents’ views and needs. Our vision and strategy, economic and social, will be based on the objectively verifiable strengths and the potential of Northumberland’s real communities and promoted widely from the outset, firstly ensuring that key staff identify with these. Our policies will establish the framework for action but what is done must be right for each neighbourhood and supported by local people.
We will seek to build a society where no-one is excluded, by maximising self-help and development opportunities for all those who are disadvantaged by their circumstances.
A Liberal Democrat Council will lead the community, through engagement, education and explanation. Tough choices will not be ducked, but the reasons will be openly discussed with the people they affect. We will work closely with parish and town councils where they already exist, and actively promote similar local democratic engagement where there are none.
Economic Development

Developments will be appropriate to place and residents’ aspirations for their neighbourhood.  

We acknowledge that growth must have limits. Settlements are and should be different.  
Liberal Democrats will maximise European and other funding into Northumberland through intelligent planning and by submitting well-thought through proposals for infrastructure etc. Liberal Democrat led Newcastle’s excellent regeneration record has been achieved by rejecting developer-led “super” projects in favour of a series of smaller scale, locally-designed schemes informed by community wishes and input. We will strive to replicate this.
We will be more creative in forms of development.  Creative industries and tourism remain neglected, as does the contribution that the Arts more generally can make to community life – as well as generating inward investment.  New solutions, many as yet “un-envisioned”, are required.  We will work with various partners, particularly in the voluntary and not-for profit sectors (including Development Trusts), to create this environment.  We are not wedded to outmoded models of development and regeneration. To begin with, and to support the vital community hub they provide, we will zero-rate post-office businesses across the county.
We will not despoil our beautiful landscape with inappropriate development. Our ambition is for community-scale solutions that work for local people and that are right for the long term. Renewable energy developments must respect local communities and secure local benefits. We want our County’s unique features (its climate, topography, historic buildings, culture, population, space etc) to become the foundation on which we build to create wealth equitably and sustainably.
Organising Services

We will structure our services around a version of “Neighbourhood Management”. This is an objectively more effective model which can be successfully funded from mainstream budgets.  Over 100 authorities have restructured to offer a version of this concept of service planning, delivery and monitoring.  It is based on Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs) offering and basing services within coherent communities.  The boundaries of such communities would be defined in conjunction with the people; with delivery responsibilities clear and with local resident involvement throughout.  This requires cultural change, but the Neighbourhood Management concept is totally consistent with Liberal Democrat principles.  

We will build enthusiasm for this new structure and culture as a proven means of better service delivery, driving our organisation, our staff recruitment and our strategic policies. Neighbourhood Management involves services being locally based, accountable and responsive.  Identified and known individuals will be responsible for service delivery. 
This approach complies fully with, and enhances, the democratic features of the new Local Area Agreement (LAA) requirements and the concept of ‘Frontline Councillor’, which enter legal force in April 2008. Service delivery will be facilitated via a Neighbourhood Manager and Community Teams within the Council’s geographic area.

Successful delivery of effective services requires wholehearted partnerships with all sectors – many will have a statutory duty to co-operate with the LAA, with the Council in the lead role. A Liberal Democrat administration will ensure that democratically elected parish and town councils, with other democratic bodies as necessary, are at the fore of such partnerships.
Community involvement and empowerment are central.  We will seek to enhance people’s sense of belonging in the place they live by physical means (signage, street design etc) and by developing community networks, services and facilities.  We refuse to accept the developing norm of isolation and alienation.  Our policies aim to eliminate social exclusion and loneliness.

Our councillors will be focused advocates of their electorate, with the power to obtain a fair deal for them. We are committed to open, two-way communication.  We will seek to develop and use modern means to facilitate such communication – resident to resident, resident to council, resident to service partners etc.  

We will establish a goal of 100% evaluation of all service interactions at the time of delivery.  

Requests will be responded to fully and as rapidly as possible.  People will no longer have to make repeated calls and visits to progress their issue. We will work to develop a database on which all enquiries and requests and the ongoing response to them can be seen and tracked.  

Educational opportunities
‘Each Child is precious’ will be our guiding principle.  We want to close the gap between the haves and have-nots and to break the cycle of low aspiration and low achievement. Relative material poverty need not mean a poor childhood; education is the key to a better future.  

Subject to safeguards and transparent budgeting, each School Partnership (formerly Pyramid covering ages 5 to 18) will be encouraged to determine its own working practices regarding school size, hours, terms and whether to retain a 3-tier structure or move to a 2-tier system.  Our review of Labour’s disastrous changes should be carried out through the Partnerships. By extension, we will only support school Academies if local people want them.

· We will ensure that other priorities for rebuild and other urgent major work to schools outside of PLF are included in the timetable appropriately.

· Where three school tiers continue, each partnership will work closely to ensure effective transition between schools without a dip in performance.

· School life at all levels must not be just about achievement of test results, but about the whole child. Academic learning with an emphasis on testing does not suit all pupils. 
High quality Apprenticeships, vocational training and related qualifications will be developed with local employers and promoted as an alternative to University to redress the persistent bias in favour of academic achievement. We will ensure that school-day and after-school activities meet the needs and develop the talents of every child, including music, artistic and sporting development. We will seek to provide for this in leisure time as well as in school time, working with parents and volunteers to provide the mentoring and support required.
Educators will be given the power & resources necessary for good discipline and to exclude disruptive elements – with appropriate provision via Pupil Referral Units for excluded young people to help turn them around. Pastoral care must be enhanced and bullying eradicated.

Sports and other facilities will be shared between schools and the wider community to promote Healthy Living for all ages and Lifelong Learning. A single authority will manage such assets and opportunities more efficiently at the Neighbourhood Management level.

We recognise that ring-fenced investment in the Youth Service, which is a problem in rural and urban areas of the County, is important in terms of community cohesion.
Green Sense
Our environmental initiatives will be justified on economic grounds by at best saving money or at least by being cost neutral. There is huge potential and much good practice to draw on:
· Germany generates 18% of its energy from waste products.  We will encourage individual household investment in solar power, micro-generation and community energy schemes. 
· In France, energy suppliers (in partnership with government) offer cheap home loans for solar panels, and then buy back surplus power at a set rate.  Much of the loan is covered by payments received in this way.  We will seek to make such a system available here.
In Northumberland, wood burning is also practical for small and medium scale district heating schemes in rural new build and conversions. Community-scale initiatives will lead the way. We will optimise recycling and move Northumberland towards Carbon Neutral County status.
Transport Choices
An effective transport system, serving all parts of the county and communities is integral to sustainable development. We support improved rail services both inter-city and local, on existing track and new or re-opened lines.  We support the dualling of the A1 and A69, together with some long awaited and essential by-passes around congested settlements.
A Liberal Democrat council will seek to integrate services and providers including ticketing and timetables, and we will link with Newcastle City Council to submit a joint bid to the government’s new Transport Innovation Fund with the aim of providing viable and attractive public transport solutions, making the choice to commute by private car from Northumberland to Tyneside less attractive from the perspective of time, convenience and cost. In the North of the County we will aim to enhance links with Scottish public transport. 
We will restore free post-16 transport services for our Local Education Authority students.

We will further develop “Shared Space” concept that puts pedestrians at the heart of street design. Typically traffic lights are removed, as are pavements.  Street surface appearance is often enhanced and the town’s streets are shared. Traffic is invariably slowed and the quality of place and sense of belonging is enhanced.  We will also actively seek to decriminalise car parking so that on-street and off-street car parking can be more effectively managed to reduce town centre congestion.
Active Care
We recognise that most people wish to remain in their own homes, but also appreciate that this is not always possible or acceptable.  Support services must enable individuals to feel safe and comfortable within the community and other alternatives must also be available.
We will review all aspects of our Care Services – Adult Home Care, Residential and so on – in consultation with both users and partners.  We believe it is perfectly possible to fund and offer very effective Care Services, as Liberal Democrat councils have done elsewhere by:
· Devolving the budget, but controlling/preventing overspends 
· Using innovative strategies, like replacing “old folk’s homes” with new and improved units incorporating gyms, libraries, shops, restaurants and via more community involvement  

· A new “Carers Centre” run by carers for carers  

The key to such ambition is working with the voluntary and not-for-profit sector (Third Sector). Northumberland also has a head start in that the Care Trust is a joint organisation between the NHS and the (County) Council. We will build on and expand such joint working and will seek to develop ways to support the continued provision of locally accessible publicly funded GP and practice nursing services. 
We will review the arrangements for Adult Home Care Services, seeking to minimise any increased costs and restoring a “value for money” service.

Affordable Housing

We will deliver affordable housing.  Some Liberal Democrat authorities have completed 1500 affordable homes in only a few years. Developers are routinely obliged to provide mixed tenure sites (rent, buy, and part-buy) and 20% affordable homes.  The key, as so often, is partnership working with developers who are willing to work within these constraints as long as they know what they are and that they will be enforced – i.e. that they are non-negotiable.
We will insist on “equity mortgages” on affordable homes which prevent profit-taking by subsequent sellers, so that homes cannot be sold on without council then having the right to take any profits made.  We will therefore ensure that affordable housing stays affordable.
We will apply a percentage rule to all new developments and will work with registered social landlords to deliver new affordable homes, using the reserves to help deliver this wherever possible and ensuring high “eco-standards”.
Affordable housing is also an issue in rural areas where developments are on a smaller scale.  We will support rural enablers to optimise appropriate development in those areas.  Council tax paid on second homes in the County will be used specifically to help create affordable homes.  In addition, we will ensure that all Council owned land assets that are surplus to requirements are considered for use for affordable housing or Extra Care Housing. 
Other services
Feedback suggests that early priorities for a Liberal Democrat led Council would include undertaking “value for money” reviews in Children’s Social Services, Adult Care Services,  Educational Psychology and the Fire & Rescue Service.  More effective use of resources should be tied to improved service provision so such reviews will not necessarily equate with job reductions.  We will similarly review the Fire & Rescue Service Private Finance Initiative (PFI) programme and examine alternative methods of delivering the service more efficiently. 
We will also continue to address anti-social behaviour and tackle crime and the fear of crime across Northumberland with more Crime & Disorder Reduction Partnership (CDRP) activity, focused on “designing out” crime and the provision of better resources for our young people.
Essex County Council’s “take-over” of many of their former post offices is a model worthy of further study and we will initiate a dialogue with the Post Office as any closure plans emerge.

The Liberal Democrat view of shared services arrangements is that:
· Services shared internally across the Council are useful and cost effective, but that employment opportunities must be distributed across the county as a whole; and
· Services shared with other authorities will only be considered where the employment is based within Northumberland. This is because local government is the biggest employer in Northumberland and the knock-on effects of moving jobs elsewhere are unacceptable.
Summary
Liberal Democrats pledge to the people of Northumberland that we will work with you to ensure outcomes that work for you, and will speak up for you in pursuit of a safer, stronger and more sustainable future. We aim to unite Northumberland behind such goals.
A Liberal Democrat Council will deliver:





Liberal Democrats: 

“Working with you for a safer, stronger and more sustainable Northumberland.”
-------------------------------------------------------------
Published & promoted by Ian Lindley, Andy McGregor & Andrew Duffield for Northumberland Liberal Democrats and Printed by Bondgate Print Ltd, all at
54 Bondgate Within, Alnwick NE66 1JD. March 2008.
Northumberland’s economy will develop organically by adhering to environmentally sound and sustainable principles.


Developments will be on an appropriate, community-scale.


Job creation will be facilitated by support for local firms and by forging strong and progressive partnership links. 


Energy efficient affordable homes will be a key priority, with alternative transport investment encouraged & facilitated.


Recycling initiatives that work will be standardised and rolled out county-wide, in line with the best practice.





Green Sense





A single council will eliminate duplication of administration. Premises can be rationalised and better purchasing will produce economies of scale. A “zero waste culture” will apply to officers’ time in better service delivery, as well as to physical resources. 





Locally devolved budgets will further reduce waste by securing cost effective solutions appropriate to local needs. 





“Fat-cat” perks will be ended.





Improved & integrated IT will enable data to be shared securely between services, eliminating un-necessary delay and waste.





Council tax rises will stay at or below the rate of inflation.





Service planning & delivery will take place at the most local level appropriate, with decisions devolved as far as possible.


Neighbourhood Management will involve services being locally based, accountable & responsive, with accessible contact points. The public will know who is responsible for taking decisions and how to hold them to account.


Free transport will be restored for our post-16 students.


Middle schools will be kept where still practical & preferred.


Post Offices will be supported with a zero business rate.





Value for Money 





Local Solutions








“The Liberal Democrats exist to build and safeguard a fair, free and open society in which we seek to balance the fundamental values of liberty, equality and community and in which no-one shall be enslaved by poverty, ignorance or conformity.”





Preamble to the Liberal Democrat Federal Constitution
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