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County Associations and officers – support and development
Introduction and background
Across the UK there is a network of county associations providing a range of high
quality sector specific services to town and parish councils. These organisations,
whilst independent and autonomous bodies, are primarily funded by constituent local
councils and together contribute financially, via membership fees, towards the
National Association of Local Councils.
The existence of county associations is strategically significant. They form a bridge
for both central and local government to the grass roots, or first tier, of the sector and
actively embrace collaboration focussing on ‘place’ and ‘people’.
With numerous examples of successful collaborations and partnerships at a local
level, success stories are often shaped and influenced by the knowledge, skills and
expertise of county associations who, when invited to be involved, bring focus and
practical application that enable citizens and communities to play their part in local
governance.
This success is built on local knowledge, strong relationships and regular
interactions with community leaders, clerks, principal authorities, MPs and other
representatives. It demonstrates the value of a county-level service and the
contributions they make to help support strong and sustainable communities.
County officers are influential and multi-talented leaders and a critical component to
supporting the network. Despite variances in delivery models and service offers,
there are a number of common issues and challenges associated with the role and
the network itself.
COVID has had a significant impact on the sector and county association teams
have been on the front line supporting local town and parish councils during what
has been a very challenging period. The sector has received significant praise for
stepping up and meeting the needs of the most vulnerable in our communities and
has demonstrated even further the value of hyper local.
With an increased focus on localism an opportunity exists to understand in more
detail the state of the sector from a grass roots perspective. In the past such
exercises across the network have concentrated on measuring the county
association model – such as number of staff, funding, service offer. Some county
associations use a range of metrics in this regard such as number of qualified clerks,
councils aligned to the local council award scheme for example or % of membership
to help demonstrate quality of service.

The metrics from the sector network could be more influential and potentially inform
decision making. For example, it could measure the degree of community action in
relation to climate and environmental matters, youth engagement, planning and
infrastructure by understanding the number of active neighbourhood development
plans by way of example. It could also measure and consider the extent of voluntary
time local councils put into supporting and serving their communities and the
contribution clerks make, the roles they play and the cost to the public purse to help
influence improvements in relation to pay.
In 2006 research was carried out by the Commission for Rural Communities (CRC)
which aimed to develop a means of identifying what constitutes a successful county
association and to gather data on ways in which they could meet these criteria in
order to develop models of and recommendations about good practice. It examined
funding, staffing, services and leadership and resulted in a number of
recommendations.

Purpose of this paper
A small group of county officers have set up a task and finish group to identify key
issues in relation to county associations and the county officer role. The driver was to
explore smarter ways of working, seek ways the network could help itself especially
in relation to health and wellbeing as a result of recent and ongoing demands.
The group met in June and have produced an action plan (appendix 1). This paper
to the Improvement and Development Board (IDB) is an outcome from this work.
The IDB is asked to consider providing support, guidance and potentially access to
resources to help the task and finish group:
 evaluate the existing support available across the network in relation to
advice, guidance, strategies, service delivery, models, resourcing, structures,
fees etc., with a view to assessing if it is fit for purpose with ever increasing
demands now and potentially in the future as a result of localism and,
 to assist with the development of a training programme for county officers to
support sector growth and resilience that is centrally funded and open to all.
The IDB’s attention is drawn to the example service offer list below which
demonstrates not only the work county associations undertake but to understand
how this role is fundamental to the success of the sector and the opportunities it
offers.
The driver for this piece of work has come direct from county associations
represented in the task and finish group (listed below) who have identified a number
of issues. Like many parts of the sector the last 18 months have brought many
challenges and county officers regularly report they are constantly firefighting with
increasing demands. Examples include re-structuring to form unitary authorities,
managing expectations of member councils with an increasing need for support with
more complex legal questions, lack of skilled officers and the need to increase
interest and recruitment to the sector, calls for increased partnerships and

collaborations with other stakeholders who recognise the value county associations
as representatives offer especially with green agenda, loneliness, health and
wellbeing, youth, volunteers etc.
The IDB is also asked to recognise the work the task and finish group has already
started which includes a buddy scheme for new county officers and the development
of a network of expertise for more experienced officers. The development of a MS
Teams site to share information and network and an exercise to explore smarter
ways of working – looking at standard templates and digital solutions to manage
members, newsletters, bookings and enquiries.
The task and finish group would also like to seek ways to improve processes, reduce
duplication and mechanisms to influence national strategic plans, services and
support.
Outline of county association service offer
Please note, like all areas of the public sector, not only the demographic of the
county but the structure and operating model of the county association both
influences and determines the service offer. This list below is just an example and it
should be noted that the majority of county associations are involved in some but not
all of the following service outputs:
♦ development of a business plan and core objectives linked to local
strategies and desired outcomes
♦ engagement, representation, collaboration and partnership working
across both local, regional and national networks for a variety of
reasons including joined up working, efficiencies, influencing decision
making etc.,
♦ creation of multi-skilled teams primarily focussed on tangible outcomes
fee paying member councils directly benefit from that ensures the
taxpayer is receiving value for money
♦ knowledge and expertise that is available as an advisory service that is
up to date, provides practical support and guidance quickly and
efficiently with adequate succession planning and business continuity
built in for periods of absence due to the size of the team
♦ delivery of core training for councillors and clerks using, where
available, national portfolios and materials and a vast range of topics
tailored specifically for the sector
♦ the management of multi-agency projects nationally and locally
including co-production and solutions with commercial partners such as
e-learning, digital services, marketing and communication.
♦ creating digital presence and services (e-learning, online resources,
interactive website) including social media, e-newsletters, podcasts,
virtual discussion forums and networks
♦ the development of additional member services focussing on needs of
local town and parish councils to aid efficiency and resilience including

payroll, internal audit, consultancy, recruitment and temping services,
new clerk’s mentoring.

County Associations aligned to the task and finish group
Gloucestershire ALC
Devon ALC
Herts ALC
Bucks ALC
Worcs ALC
Somerset ALC
Leicestershire ALC
Cambs and Peterborough ALC
Norfolk ALC
Cornwall ALC
Kent ALC
Derbyshire ALC
Suffolk ALC
Lincolnshire ALC





