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	A background to parish and town councils

Parish councils are the most local elected body within the English system of local government. Unlike district or borough, county and unitary authorities (for example South Glos Council), a parish council represents the concerns and aspirations of a genuine community or geography. Other tiers of local government, by contrast, have become largely a mosaic of different communities, sometimes with little environmental, social or economic ties, since the re-organisation of 1974.

"Parish" is an old English word that means a local territory or catchment area, and in ancient times played a very important role in the lives of people, from providing them with a sense of communal identity through to how they were governed. A parish had two principal functions: firstly to act as a civil unit which was responsible for the collection of taxes and tithes, the dispensing of justice and the raising of armies; secondly it was an ecclesiastical institution served by a local church or chapel, with a priest or similar clergyman tending to the spiritual needs of local people.

By the late 19th Century, the two functions of civil and ecclesiastical parish were formally split in law. The civil parish went on to develop into what we call the parish or town council today, which is the principal subject of this document. The ecclesiastical parish is now an entirely separate body, usually with entirely different borders to their civil counterparts, and with the proliferation of different churches most people today will live in several different such religious parishes. Many civil parishes have since faded into history and are no longer recorded on Ordnance Survey maps, largely superseded by the new local government system that was created in 1974. This is especially true for urban and metropolitan areas. New housing and industrial developments have meant that the old parish boundaries may well have become irrelevant.

You can enjoy the benefits of being an elected parish council whether or not your neighbourhood ever was a civil parish. Furthermore, the borders and name of the parish are entirely down to local campaigners who seek to establish such grass roots democracy.  Bradley Stoke Town Council has elected to use the name Town rather than Parish to reflect it’s rather more urban existence.

The statutory powers of parish and town councils
From 1889 and onwards, when civil parishes were officially created, a patchwork of legislation has developed the parish council and the powers it enjoys. Consequently, there are many anomalies concerning the powers of parish councils, such as they have a right to appoint representation to the governing body of any primary school they are served by, but not any secondary school.

The powers of parish councils continue to change, and the 1997 Act, which provided the right of unparished communities to demand a parish council, also gave them new powers concerning transport and crime prevention.

In the Rural White Paper of 2001, the Government proposed to give parishes a more general power to serve the interests of their communities, similar to the new power of environmental, social and economic well being that local authorities now have.


Summary of Powers for Parish Councils

The areas not applicable to Bradley Stoke are shown in dark green, primarily because the Town was not given the land facility to have these – allotments and Burial Grounds.

	Subject
	Further Detail

	Allotments
	Power to provide allotment gardens and duty to do so if demanded by local electors

	Appointment of Officers
	Power to appoint officers to discharge any function of the parish council as directed by it, nearly always a parish clerk and sometimes a neighbourhood manager, linesmen, village sweeper and other workers

	Bathing Places and Wash Houses
	Power to provide swimming baths, public bathing places and wash houses (including laundrettes)

	Burial Grounds, Cemeteries and Crematoria
	Power to provide such grounds or facilities

	Bus Stops and Shelters
	Power to provide bus stops and shelters

	Bye Laws
	Power to enact bye laws regarding pleasure grounds, cycle parks, baths and wash houses, open spaces and mortuaries.

	Charities
	Power to act as trustee of any parochial charities serving the parish and duty to receive the accounts of such charities

	Clocks
	Power to provide public clocks

	Closed churchyards
	Power to maintain closed churchyards

	Commons
	Power to regulate and maintain commons

	Community Facilities
	Power to provide such facilities for the use of local individuals, community groups and societies

	Conference Facilities
	Power to provide such facilities

	Crime Prevention
	Power to take steps to prevent crime, such as installing CCTV, requiring and paying for additional policing of the parish, installing burglar alarms and strong locks, and assisting neighbourhood watch schemes

	Delivery of Local Authority Services
	Right to act as an agent for the local district or borough, county or unitary authority and deliver nearly any services or amenities that would otherwise be provided for the parish by that local authority

	Drainage
	Power to deal with ponds and ditches

	Education
	Power to appoint representation to the governing body of any primary school serving the parish

	Entertainment and the Arts
	Power to provide entertainments and support the arts

	Free Resource
	Power to spend a limited amount of money as set by the Secretary of State on anything the parish council deems to be of benefit for the parish or its inhabitants

	Gifts
	Power to accept gifts on behalf of the parish

	Highways
	Power to maintain public footpaths, light roads and public places, provide litter bins, provide parking for vehicles, to acquire rights of way, provide traffic signs and other notices, and to give or withhold consent as to the stopping up or diversion of any public highway

	Investments
	Power to participate in schemes of collective investment

	Land
	Power to compulsory purchase land in certain circumstances and to establish new rights of way

	Litter
	Power to provide litter bins and similar facilities

	Lotteries
	Power to provide a lottery within the parish

	National Parks
	Right to have representation appointed onto the authority of any National Park the parish falls under

	Open Spaces
	Power to acquire land

	Parish Property and Documents
	Duty to manage and hold any property and public documents on behalf of the parish

	Planning Applications
	Right to be notified and consulted regarding any planning applications affecting the parish

	Public Building and Village Halls
	Power to provide such buildings for public use

	Public Conveniences
	Power to provide such facilities

	Recreation
	Power to acquire land for recreation purposes and to provide sports and leisure facilities

	School Governors
	Power to appoint a Primary School Governor

	Telecommunication Facilities
	Power to require and pay a telephone company to provide additional public telephones

	Tourism
	Power to take steps to encourage local tourism

	Town Declaration
	Power to declare the parish to be a town, in which case the parish council becomes known as a town council, the chair and vice chair become the town mayor and deputy town mayor, and the parish clerk becomes the town clerk

	Transport
	Power to provide car sharing schemes, community mini buses and other transport for the benefit of the parish

	Village Greens
	Power to provide and duty to protect

	War Memorials
	Power to maintain war memorials

	Water Supply
	Power to utilise any clean source to provide facilities for obtaining water, such as an parish pump


