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Introduction 
 
1. The Overview & Scrutiny Commission agreed at it’s meeting on 23 July 2009 to set up a 
task and finish group to examine the existing community fora and associated taskforces 
within Breckland and inform the future roll out across the District. 
 
2. The Community Fora Task & Finish Group consisted of Councillors Shirley Matthews 
(Chairman), Derek Mortimer and Diana Irving supported by Rob Walker (Director of 
Community Services) and Mark Broughton (Scrutiny Officer). The Group met twice, on 23 
October and 2 December 2009. 
 
3. At the outset a terms of reference and project plan were agreed by the Group. The terms 
of reference are shown below whilst the project plan is attached at Appendix 1: 
 
Terms of Reference 
The terms of reference of the Group will be to examine all relevant aspects relating to the 
use of community fora and the taskforce and including 
 

• How they fit with the framework of the existing Breckland machinery of meetings 

• A full assessment of the two Fora currently up and running (Thetford and 
Attleborough) 

• What purpose(s) they serve and how might they be improved 

• Taking account of best practice elsewhere 

• Examination of the range of representatives and agencies involved and their 
participation 

• Voting arrangements, delegated powers and budgets 

• Status of rural communities within the community forum  

• Channels of communications and reporting lines 
 
4. The Group invited external witnesses to attend and submit their respective evidence as 
part of the review, recognising the importance of stakeholder input.   
 
Background 
 
5. To date a community forum and taskforce has been established in Thetford in 2008 and a 
taskforce in Attleborough earlier this year. The intention was to roll out further 
forum/taskforce arrangements to the remaining towns in Breckland (Swaffham, Dereham 
and Watton) at a future date. 
 
6. The existing arrangements have been developed primarily in response to legislation 
(Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007) and a local groundswell of 
public opinion. The 2007 Act had placed a number of new statutory requirements on local 
authorities with regard to place-shaping, community leadership and 
neighbourhood/community based working practices.  
 
7. In early 2008 Breckland Council’s Cabinet considered what “area –based” structures and 
procedures it should put in place to meet the requirements of the legislation and to fulfil its 
wider community leadership function. The mechanisms in Thetford and Attleborough had 
thus been developed which also sought to strengthen and support the role of ward 
councillors. 
 



8. What Breckland is currently doing – in terms of the arrangements set up in Thetford and 
Attleborough – is to bring about joined-up working between agencies to tackle locally 
identified problems hence increasing community involvement in shaping public service 
delivery and strengthening the role of elected members as community leaders. 
 
9. The Community Forum was a six monthly event where members of the public are able to 
question and challenge councillors, council officers and representatives from partner 
agencies in open forum. The Community Taskforce was a bi-monthly meeting where 
councillors from town, district and county councils came together with officer representatives 
from partner agencies to address the issues and priorities that had been raised in the 
community forum. 
 
Thetford 
 
10. The Thetford Society had initially set up the Thetford forum but Breckland Council 
subsequently took on the organising and administration of that forum. Three community 
forum meetings have been held in the town to date, the first organised under the auspices of 
the Thetford Society with the later two arranged by Breckland. 
 
11. The Group heard that the Thetford Taskforce is well attended by councillors and 
representatives from partner agencies (i.e. Police, Primary Care Trust, Fire Service and 
Keystone Development Partnership). The Taskforce has generally been successful in 
tackling problems and issues highlighted by the forum and by the Thetford Society. These 
issues have primarily related to the local environment and the “appearance” of the town. 
 
12. Thetford Community Forum events have proved to be attractive and attendances of over 
200 people have been recorded. The meetings consist of officer-led presentations and 
question and answer sessions. Initially the Forum meetings were challenging and were 
dominated by a small number of local issues. The Group recognised that perhaps as a result 
of the success of the taskforce addressing these issues that the events have become less 
challenging and consequently less well attended over time. 
 
13. Some partner agencies were not attending the Taskforce on a regular basis which 
inevitably detrimentally affected the effectiveness of the taskforce. Allied to this, there was a 
view that the Taskforce needed to demonstrate a more member-led approach and officers 
should be there in a more supportive role to assist the members and consequently members 
had to take primary responsibility in running the meetings and being in the “hot seat”.   
 
Attleborough 
 
14. In Attleborough the impetus to establish a task force was provided by the growth status 
through the Local Development Framework (LDF) recently designated to the town. Whilst 
the taskforce is operating in Attleborough – and has held one meeting so far – there is no 
corresponding community forum led by Breckland. Instead Attleborough Town Council has 
independently organised a broadly similar community forum. The taskforce’s principal focus 
has been on the LDF and the provision of leisure facilities within the town.  
 
What others do 
 
15. The Group recognised that area based working is not a new concept in local 
government. It has taken various guises at different times and in different areas and has 
encompassed everything from informal neighbourhood forums and “state of the area” 
debates to more formal neighbourhood management models and council-led area 
committees. 
 
16. South Somerset DC has achieved Beacon Status for its area based work. Since 1991, 
South Somerset has facilitated generic area committees which make decisions on behalf of 



local people supported by decentralised budgets and area staff teams working in Council 
presence offices. 
 
17. Local Area Forums were introduced by Herefordshire County Council initially in 1999 and 
later revised in 2006. There are nine fora across the county which are open to all. At each 
meeting members of the public are given a brief update on progress made towards 
addressing issues raised at previous meetings and the opportunity to raise fresh issues for 
future action by those agencies attending. 
 
18. Haringey Borough Council has created a structure of area assemblies. They involve 
councillors for each particular area and local people co-opted onto them where appropriate. 
These area assemblies consult local people and consider areas of local concern, advising 
Cabinet and Council on areas of interest, drawing up local community plans and receiving a 
budget of £50,000 each year. 
 
19. Following successful pilot events in two towns, Amber Valley Borough Council rolled out 
Local Community Forum (LCF) events across the borough. A network of five LCF’s have 
been established, one for each of the principal towns in the borough and their respective 
hinterlands, and one for the rural area to the west of the borough. Amber Valley includes a 
range of partners in the fora and actively encourages young people to become involved. A 
member of Cabinet leads each forum meeting. 
 
20. More locally it was acknowledged that North Norfolk DC had community partnerships 
that were different to those operated by Breckland in that they were true partnerships which 
had dedicated budgets to spend. King’s Lynn and West Norfolk BC had adopted a 
neighbourhood management model while Great Yarmouth had community partnerships that 
fed into the Local Strategic Partnership and were not member-led. 
 
Local Mechanisms 
 
21. There is a range of other community and district council provided mechanisms – and 
potential mechanisms - that give the public an opportunity to register their views.  
 
22. Overview & Scrutiny function (and in particular the recently adopted Councillor Call for 
Action (CCfA) provisions contained within the recent legislation covering both “local 
government” and “crime and disorder” issues) and there is an opportunity to take petitions 
under the appropriate protocol. However in practice no petitions have ever been received at 
the Overview & Scrutiny Commission and the CCfA mechanism is still in its early stages and 
the evidence was that this was proving little used across the whole country.  In addition the 
OSC work programme was always available to consider community-driven issues through 
member-led scrutiny though again in practice this conduit was not much used 
 
23. Motions at Full Council but again the evidence is this isn’t being used for consideration of 
community-based issues 
 
24. Petitions and e-Petitions under the shortly to be enacted Local Democracy, Economic 
Development and Construction Bill which was expected to be operational from April 2010 
and would place a duty on the Council to enable receipt of petitions and e-petitions which 
would need to be considered in some formal process which is presently  “work in progress” 
at Breckland.  
 
25. Community Action Groups (CAG’s). The Group heard from Susan Glossop (Town 
Manager, Thetford Town Council) that there were a number of community action groups 
established in Thetford and organised primarily by the Police, including most recently the 
latest group to be set up which was covering the central area of the town. There was a 
danger of some duplication or blurring of roles in relation to the Community Forum and the 
CAG’s but unfortunately the Police were unable to take up their invitation to attend the 



meeting on 2 December and subsequently the opportunity to discuss this in an informed 
debate was lost. However it was noted that Police representatives did attend the Community 
Forum and Taskforce meetings in Thetford. 
 
26. Third tier councils, i.e. town and parish councils which represent grass roots views of 
communities and do channel local issues to the district council. 
 
27. Other locally organised community groups. It is recognised that any member of the 
community was entitled to set up such groups and where appropriate they would be afforded 
the involvement of a public sector agency.  
 
28. The Group felt that the continuation of the present taskforce model represented the best 
approach to delivering effective community engagement, as there was a direct link with 
Breckland Council and the partner agencies which allowed direct democratic accountability. 
Overall the contribution of the CAG’s and other machinery was considered to be a useful 
buttress to the community fora and taskforce approach, which should remain as the principal 
conduit for community engagement. Certainly there is a need to tweak the model to clarify 
roles, however as an approach it is considered to be effective. It is important to ensure that 
partners and agencies are on board, attending and engaging with the forum and taskforce to 
drive positive outcomes and achievements. 
 
Representation, Delegations and Budgets  
 
29. The democratic accountability of the present fora and taskforce model were reflected in 
the make up of the representation and voting arrangements. The intention behind setting up 
these arrangements was they would be member-led, in order to provide accountability and 
boost elected members community leadership role. Voting powers were detailed in Section 4 
of the relevant constitutions of the two existing taskforces (see Appendix 2). For example, 
voting membership of the Thetford Taskforce consists of all nine Breckland councillors within 
Thetford, both Norfolk County Councillors for Thetford and two representatives from Thetford 
Town Council. There are no provisions made for substitute representatives and a member is 
not entitled to represent more than one organisation on the Thetford Taskforce.  
 
30. Voting is on the basis of one member one vote, however the expectation is that wherever 
possible members should seek to reach agreement by consensus. The Group agreed that 
these voting arrangements were reasonable and should be retained.   
 
31. Representatives from the following agencies form the delegations to attend the Forum 
and taskforce: Breckland Council, local area partnership, Norfolk Constabulary, Norfolk 
County Council, Norfolk Fire Service and Norfolk Primary Care Trust. 
 
32. Clearly there are issues with lack of participation from some agencies as witnessed in 
Thetford. As already recognised however, the primary democratic accountability lies with 
elected members from Breckland Council. Therefore it is felt most important that Breckland 
continue to take the lead in the forum and taskforce but to also reiterate that the involvement 
of the other existing stakeholders was crucial if the machinery was to function effectively and 
successfully. It is considered that the present range of partner agencies attending the 
taskforce is reasonable except to extend it to cover representatives from the relevant area 
partnership, whilst it is acknowledged that there is scope to invite additional agencies as 
appropriate. 
 
33. In terms of dedicated budgets the existing community fora and taskforce have none, 
aside from incidental assistance provided by officer support/time (Section 5 h of the 
constitution) and to cover costs of booking a venue for meetings etc. The Group discussed 
the issue of providing a dedicated budget for community fora and taskforces but felt that they 
were more about smarter working practices and re-shaping what was already there rather 
than throwing money at it. Should funding be identified for any issue identified by the 



taskforce this request would be passed through to Breckland’s Cabinet or a partner agency 
for decision.  
 
34. The issue of participatory budgeting was also discussed by the Group. Participatory 
budgeting is a scheme for which Breckland has received funding from the Local Area 
Agreement (LAA) until March 2010. It amounts to some £35,000 and the Youth Council has 
already been allocated £10,000 with the remainder to be split between all five Breckland 
market towns. It is anticipated that a panel would need to be formed which would decide how 
these funds would be disbursed.  
 
35. Noting this the Group agreed not to make any recommendations relating to dedicated 
budget provision for the Community Fora and Taskforce however Neil Elliott (Norfolk County 
Council) expressed concern that organisations other than Breckland would incur incidental 
costs in terms of officer time etc, particularly if similar fora and taskforces are to be 
established for the remaining three Breckland market towns.    
 
Rural Hinterlands 
 
36. Whilst the Thetford arrangements presently excluded both the adjoining parishes (e.g. 
Croxton, Brettenham etc) as well as the wider economic and social hinterland surrounding 
the town, in contrast Attleborough did include some neighbouring parishes such as Old 
Buckenham, thus representing a diversity of approach between the only two fora to so far 
have been set up in the District. 
 
37. The Group agreed that to impose a “one size fits all” approach would be 
counterproductive when it came to recommendations about urban core or rural hinterlands 
being included or otherwise on community forum/taskforces. The majority view was that it 
should be left to local communities to decide whether to include the rural hinterlands in the 
event that community arrangements were rolled out in future. 
 
38. The good work of the Town & Parish Council Forum was highlighted with the most recent 
event in Swaffham attracting a record number of attendees and clearly it was an attractive 
format appealing to town and parish council representatives to learn more about the work of 
the Council. The opportunity to extend this twice a year event to include partners and 
agencies to promote their work and interact with delegates might plug any gaps where rural 
villages were not being treated inclusively in their community fora. 
 
Communications and Reporting Lines      
 
39. Although by attracting hundreds of attendees the existing Thetford Forum and taskforce 
could undoubtedly be described as successful, the Group understood that the turnout was 
on the wane since the initial meeting of the Forum last year. The Forum meetings were 
advertised locally however the evidence suggested that some so-called “hard to reach” 
groups (e.g. young people and members of the significant migrant community) are not 
engaging with the process. It was felt that little could be done to attract a more diverse 
attendance except to ride on the success of the Forum and show that it was getting results 
which would possibly encourage such groups to take any issues to the Forum in future.  
 
Conclusions 
 
40. The Group had spent considerable time on this task and had arrived at a number of 
conclusions. 
 
41. The existing Community Fora and Taskforce model was working well in the main and 
were helping to develop members in their contemporary community leadership role, 
notwithstanding that a few minor tweaks were needed to iron out the processes and roles of 
partner agencies. 
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Recommendations 
 
The Task and Finish Group RECOMMENDS the following: 
 
i) The existing Taskforce model should be rolled out to the remaining three market towns in 
the course of 2010 
 
ii) It should be at the discretion of the relevant town council as whether to include 
representatives of parish councils in their respective hinterlands on their Community Forum 
 
iii) Breckland-led Community Fora should primarily go hand-in-hand with the taskforce 
however if this is not possible then a town council led community forum should be instigated 
instead 
 
iv) Breckland Council looks to actively liaise with Norfolk Constabulary to streamline the 
groups and fora utilised for community engagement in order to clarify roles and avoid 
duplication of effort and resources 
 
v) Invite a wider range of public partner agencies to Breckland’s Town and Parish Council 
Forum event e.g. Police, PCT, Fire Service etc.  
 
vi) Ensure that the Taskforce seeks to be member-led   
 
vii) Add a representative from the relevant area partnership to the list of partner agencies 
sitting on the Taskforces. 
 
viii) Existing arrangements relating to voting and budgets should be retained as part of the 
model.  
 
 
_________________  ________________  _____________ 
 
Cllr Shirley Matthews  Cllr Derek Mortimer  Cllr Diana Irving 
(Chairman) 
 
 
January 2010 
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