
 

 

 

Report To: Civic Affairs Committee 9 July 2015
Lead Officer: Chief Executive/Legal & Democratic Services Manager

Local Government Boundary Commission for England (LGBCE) Electoral Review - 
Consulting on a potential move to “all-out” elections and Council response on Council size

Purpose

1. This report has three purposes:

(a) To formally inform the Civic Affairs Committee of the forthcoming LGBCE review 
of South Cambridgeshire District Council.

(b) To ask the Committee whether it would like the Council to consult on a potential 
move to “all-out” elections, where whole Council elections are held every four 
years, instead of the current system of elections by thirds, AND; 

(c) To ask the Committee to consider the Council’s approach to submitting a 
preferred Council Size to the LGBCE. 

2. Matters relating to elections are non-executive functions which must be determined by 
the Council, not Cabinet. Council previously considered a move to “all-out” elections in 
2006, 2008 and 2010.

Options

3. The Civic Affairs Committee may:

(a) AGREE that a consultation exercise as outlined at section 25a below 
commences on a proposal to move to a scheme of “all-out” elections, such 
elections to take place in May 2018 and every four years thereafter; OR

(b) AGREE NOT to open consultation on this matter at this stage. This decision will 
then be referred on to the next Council meeting for ratification.

4. The Civic Affairs Committee should also consider if and how the Council should form a 
collective view on a proposed Council size. For example, the Committee may choose to 
delegate authority to the group leaders to work with Officers to put together an evidence 
backed proposal on Council size. This could be bought back to the Committee for a 
subsequent recommendation to Council.

Background

5. The Local Government Boundary Commission for England (LGBCE) has recently started 
a review of South Cambridgeshire District Council’s electoral arrangements.

6. This review has been initiated due to electoral inequality across the district. This means 
that members in some wards represent many more electors than members in others. 



The review will look to equalise these ratios across a new warding pattern that looks to 
retain local community links where possible.

7. The review is scheduled to start formally in November 2015, with final recommendations 
being published in August 2016. Implementation is planned for May 2018.

Warding Patterns

8. South Cambridgeshire District Council currently has 57 members across a mixture of 
one, two and three member wards, with elections taking place “by thirds” (a third of seats 
up for election in each of three consecutive years). 

9. The LGBCE has been clear in its discussions with the Council, that retention of a pattern 
of elections “by thirds” will result in a warding arrangement of three member wards 
across the district.

10. If the Council were to resolve to move to “all-out” elections (all seats being contested in 
the same year), then the LGBCE would be likely to implement a more mixed warding 
pattern favouring  single member wards where possible.

11. The LGBCE does not have the power to change the electoral cycle of a principal area 
council. A resolution to move to “all-out” elections would need to be made by a specially 
convened meeting of Council. The resolution would require approval from two thirds of 
the voting members present. Any resolution needs to be made before the formal start of 
the review.

12. The Council is required to “take reasonable steps to consult on the change” prior to any 
resolution but there is discretion as to what type of consultation to hold or how long the 
process should take.  It is suggested that an eight week consultation period be run 
between 13th July and 4th September using the letter attached as Appendix 1.  It is 
proposed that the letter would be sent to Cambridgeshire County Council, all parish 
councils within South Cambridgeshire, local Members of Parliament and all the political 
parties and is also placed on the Council’s website. A press release would also be 
issued to all the relevant media outlets. 

Council Size

13. As part of the preliminary stages of the review the Council has been invited to submit its 
evidence backed view on Council size. Any response by the Council on potential Council 
size must be submitted before the formal start of the review.

14. The LGBCE has published guidance to assist in submitting a proposal on Council size. 
The guidance identifies three key areas that must be considered when proposing a 
Council size:

• The governance arrangements at SCDC – how we take decisions across our range 
of responsibilities and whether there are any planned changes to our current 
arrangements

• The council’s scrutiny functions and the council’s responsibilities to outside bodies 
and whether any changes to either are being considered

• The representational role of councillors in the local community – how SCDC 
councillors engage with people, conduct casework and represent the council on local 
partner organisations



15. It will be important that the council’s proposal includes a “vision” for what the council will 
look like over next 5-10 years so that future trends or plans are reflected in the 
proposals, not just current arrangements.

16. As part of their consideration of the three key areas members will need to address the 
following issues: 

 Do the leader and portfolio holders consider their roles to be full-time?
 Do councillors feel that the time they spend on council business is what they 

expected when they became a councillor?
 How much time do individual members spend on council business?
 What time do members spend work which flows from their membership of outside 

bodies they have been appointed to by the Council?
 What activities are scrutiny members expected to carry out between formal 

meetings?
 How do SCDC councillors deal with case work from constituents and what time does 

this take?
 What sort of role does each SCDC councillor have in their local communities? How 

do they engage with people?
 What support do they receive from SCDC regarding their ward work?
 Has the role of councillors changed since SCDC last considered how many 

members it should have in 2010?  And it is likely to change in next 5-10years?
 Is there an expectation that councillors attend parish council or community 

association meetings?  What is their level of involvement and how much time does it 
take?

17. The Committee could consider whether they wish officers to survey all members on 
these issues or whether this is work that could be carried out within each political group.

18. It is important to note that the LGBCE prefer to see requests on Council size that are 
supported across the Council. If no submission is made, or there are conflicting views, 
the LGBCE will form its own decision. If a reasonable, well-supported and evidenced 
proposal is submitted, it will be looked upon favourably.

Considerations

19. The Civic Affairs Committee is not being asked at this time whether it recommends 
moving to “all-out” elections. The Committee are being asked to authorise 
commencement of a consultation exercise on a potential change. The results of this 
exercise will be bought back to the Committee later in the year, at which point the 
Committee can make a recommendation to a special meeting of Council.

20. Any resolution that the Council does make will need to be made before November, so 
that the changes can be integrated into the formal start of the LGBCE review.

21. Whilst a resolution to move to “all-out” elections is not within the remit of this decision, it 
may be useful for the Committee to consider the potential implications of retaining 
election “by thirds” or moving to “all-out”. Appendix 1 gives additional detail.

Electing “By Thirds” OR Electing “All-out”

- Retention of elections “by thirds” will not see retention of the existing warding 
pattern. The district will end up split into three member wards. A move to “all-



out” elections could see a district of mostly single member wards. There is 
very limited scope to vary these arrangements.

- Electing “by thirds” potentially allows for more gradual change at the Council, 
instead of potentially big changes every four years. This means that new 
councillors can learn from more experienced ones. A counterargument is that 
there may be greater certainty in planning over a longer term with “all-out” 
elections.

- Election “by thirds” is considerably more expensive than “all-out” elections, 
and will become even more so if the district is split wholly into three member 
wards as seems likely.

- Elections “by thirds” may present opportunities for younger people to 
participate in elections earlier. However they may also result in reduced 
turnouts as a result of voter fatigue.

22. The LGBCE review is scheduled for implementation in May 2018. Any move to “all-out” 
elections should also be scheduled for this year to minimise costs and inconvenience to 
members.

23. As part of the preliminary work of the review, the LGBCE identified the Council’s 15 
“nearest neighbour” authorities. The Council size of these authorities varies between 57 
and 36.

24. Effect on parish council elections – If the District Council does resolve to move to “all-
out” elections, it is permitted to make an order bringing parish council elections back in 
line with the revised electoral cycle. This would help parish councils avoid the potential 
cost of standalone elections.

Options

25. The Civic Affairs Committee can decide to

(a) Start a consultation exercise asking for views on whether the Council should 
resolve to move to “all-out” elections.

It is suggested that the details of this consultation should be sent to Parish 
Councils, District Councillors, County Councillors and Members of Parliament, 
and should be advertised on the Council website as well. It can also be sent to 
the Youth Council.

The results of this consultation exercise will be presented to the Committee later 
in the year and they can decide then on whether a recommendation can be made 
to Council.

(b) Do nothing. 

26. The Committee should also decide on an approach to responding to the LGBCE 
regarding a proposed Council Size.



Implications

27. In the writing of this report, taking into account financial, legal, staffing, risk 
management, equality and diversity, climate change, community safety and any other 
key issues, the following implications have been considered: -

Financial

28. For a number of reasons (combination of polls, postage increases, cross boundary 
issues), forecasting the cost of elections is challenging. However, it is absolutely clear 
that moving to “all-out” elections would result in year on year savings for the Council. 

The upshot of three member wards across the district will be that all electors will be able 
to vote in each of the Council’s election years. Consequently the cost of running 
elections in just one of those three years will be roughly the same as the cost of running 
Council elections in an “all-out” year.

Legal

29. Sections 31-36 and Section 53 of the Local Government and Public Involvement in 
Health Act 2007 (as amended by Schedule 2 of the Localism Act 2011) set out the 
relevant provisions the Council would be required to follow in order to move to “all-out” 
elections. Council would be required to make the change by way of a resolution at an 
Extraordinary Council meeting specially convened for the purpose and two-thirds of 
members voting would need to be in favour of the change. If it is decided to move to “all-
out” elections the Council must publish an explanatory document setting out details of 
the new electoral arrangements and the Electoral Commission would also have to be 
formally advised. 

Staffing

30. Work required to take forward a proposal to move to “all-out” elections can be 
undertaken within existing resources.

Risk Management

31. There is a small amount of business continuity risk in moving to “all-out” elections. 
However such risks would be taken into account as part of the Council’s normal risk 
management procedures as required. 

32. Equality and Diversity

Any consultation process would be subject to an Equality Impact Assessment before 
being finalised in order to ensure that all sections of the community have the opportunity 
to have their views heard. 

Effect on Strategic Aims

33. Links to the efficient and effective running of the business and to civic participation in 
democracy.
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