
 

OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 
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Subject: Creation of South Warwickshire Council Consultation 

Contact: Simon Purfield, Performance, Consultation & Insight 

Manager 

simon.purfield@stratford-dc.gov.uk 

 

1. Introduction 

 

This note sets out the possible processes to be used for a consultation in the 

district council areas of Stratford-on-Avon and Warwick on the creation of a South 

Warwickshire Council.  

  
2. The Requirement for Consultation 

The views of residents, businesses, partners and parish/town councils will have to 

be taken into account in any decision on the future of local government in South 

Warwickshire. 

We would use the “Gunning Principles. They are the founding legal principles 

applicable to public consultation in the UK.  They were first laid down in 1985 by 

Stephen Sedley QC and have stood the test of time in successive court 

judgements, making them applicable to all public consultations that take place in 
the UK. 

They define that a consultation is only legitimate when these four principles are 

met:  

1.  Proposals are still at a formative stage - A final decision has not yet been 
made, or predetermined, by the decision makers.  

2.  There is sufficient information to give ‘intelligent consideration’ - The 

information provided must relate to the consultation and must be available, 

accessible, and easily interpretable for consultees to provide an informed 

response.  

3.  There is adequate time for consideration and response - There must be 
sufficient opportunity for consultees to participate in the consultation.  

4.  ‘Conscientious consideration’ must be given to the consultation responses 

before a decision is made. Decision-makers should be able to provide 
evidence that they took consultation responses into account. 

It is also interesting to note that for a similar consultation, albeit for unitary 

government, that the previous Secretary of State included the following paragraph 

within the invitation to the councils in Northamptonshire, to submit proposals for 

unitary structures to replace the existing 2-tier system.  

Extract: 
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“That there should be extensive local consultation about any proposal 

before it is made, seeking the views by appropriate means of residents, 

stakeholders and partners including local enterprise partnerships, health 

bodies, businesses, and other organisations including voluntary 

organisations. The means of seeking views may include professionally led 

open consultation questionnaires, representative household surveys, 

surveys of parish and town councils, workshops, telephone interviews 

with other major stakeholders, and inviting written submissions.” 

3. Consultation Approach 

In the autumn/winter 2020/21, the five district/boroughs in the county undertook 

a pre-engagement consultation exercise with a wide range of people and 

organisations in the process, regarding the potential of unitary government in 
Warwickshire.  

Some of the techniques used for this are included in the suggested approach for 
the consultation process on a possible South Warwickshire Council. 

3.1 Residents - Telephone Survey 

How - A sample of local residents in each council area would be contacted by 

telephone given background information before asking each question. This is a 

tried and tested formula for this sort of consultation.  

Sample - The achieved sample would reflect the profile data for both districts, 

using age, gender, working status, disability and tenure, and subsequently 

weighted accordingly.  

 

Number – 600 telephone interviews are suggested at this stage spilt equally 

between Stratford and Warwick District Councils. This gives statistical reliability 
based on the population. 

3.2 Open Questionnaire 

This would be predominantly online available for completion by anyone, available 
on the council websites and across social media. 

The open consultation questionnaire provides information about the views of 

particular groups and individuals at very local levels, but it is less appropriate as a 

guide to overall opinion because the profile of people that respond will not match 

the overall Council population in terms of age, employment status etc. 

Nonetheless, the open questionnaire would be used to explore how people’s views 

differ by location, gender, age and other characteristics. In this context, both the 

similarities and differences between the open questionnaire findings and the 
telephone survey would be reported fully. 

This questionnaire would be completed accordingly by residents living in the two 

districts, people who live outside the area, businesses, parish/town councils, and 
from other organisations. 

Additionally, any resident could request a paper copy for those without access to a 
computer. 

Consultation Period - The online consultation online would run for a seven or eight 
week period.  

3.3 Residents – Focus Groups 
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When we undertook the engagement work on unitaries we used focus groups. 

These are key as you use a ‘deliberative’ approach to encourage members of the 

public to reflect in depth about the case for change and the possibility of changing 

local government structures, while both receiving and questioning background 

information and discussing their ideas in detail. The meetings would last for two 
hours. I would suggest up to six be undertaken, three in both Districts. 

3.4 Businesses  

A deliberative virtual focus group ran by the external research agency would be set 

up lasting around two hours. Promotion and recruitment of the focus group would 

be by the district councils utilising their contacts, i.e. Stratford District Council has 

a Business Sounding Board. In addition, any business in the two districts would be 

encouraged to complete the open questionnaire.  We should also target the 

business organisations in our area such as the local Chambers of Commerce, etc. 

3.5 Town and Parish Councils   

This will be a key consultee. A briefing session ran by each Council for their area is 
suggested, followed up by a survey to them directly. 

A deliberative virtual focus group ran by the external research agency is also 

suggested lasting around two hours. For the unitary consultation we utilised WALC 

(Warwickshire Association of Local Councils) to help recruit their members to take 

part. This worked well.  

3.6 Voluntary and Community Sector 

Utilising the contacts each district council has for the voluntary and community 

sector, invitations would be sent out inviting them to a deliberative virtual focus 
group ran by the external research agency lasting around two hours.  

3.7 Stakeholders 

This will be important to satisfy the conditions for any submission to government. 

Over the coming month’s engagement would be encouraged with the major players 

in each district, other Warwickshire district and borough councils and adjoining 

councils such as Coventry, Solihull, Redditch, etc.  Other public sector 

organisations would be included, for example; WCC, PCC, SWFT, CWPT, CCGS, 

LEP, University, Colleges, WMCA, MPs, etc. This could be done informally by the 
councils themselves or utilise the research agency to undertake depth interviews. 

3.8 Staff and Councillors 

Staff cannot be ignored with this consultation. They should be offered an open 

meeting(s) to attend with a question and answer session following a presentation. 

A survey would follow and this element would be done in-house, with the use of an 
online questionnaire. 

All councillors in both Stratford and Warwick District Councils would be consulted. 

3.9 Other Consultation Methods 

Other techniques could be considered.  

Face to Face interviewing of residents was considered at the time of writing, but 

current Market Research Society guidance is for this technique not to be used 

unless absolutely necessary due to the current restrictions. It would be prudent not 
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to plan for this at this time. Indeed the research agency I spoke to confirmed no 
clients were currently using face to face techniques. 

Citizens juries is another technique mentioned. This is very expensive. An 
explanation of the technique is shown in Appendix 1.   

A referendum / public vote is an option, but that would also be very expensive and 

is a non-binding vote. The five Somerset districts undertook one regarding unitary 
government in May 2021, at a cost of £310,000 resulting in a 25% turnout. 

3.10 Use of External Research Company 

I strongly recommend that the majority of the consultation is managed by an 
independent company. This independence is crucial.  

We must consider that if the consultation was done in-house an “unconscious bias” 
may occur when analysing responses.  

4. Supporting Information/Engagement  

Good supporting information will be key with this consultation and as/even more 

important than the consultation itself. It would be necessary to receive assistance 
from both district council communications teams to produce the material.  

This will need to be well planned and financed. The better the information 

provided, the better the decision making. This will clarify plans on the part of the 

two councils as to what exactly will be involved in the process of going to an 
enlarged council area. 

This supporting information should be in place before any consultation takes place 
in order for people to digest the information. 

We would produce a document available on the website and used to inform those 

completing the open questionnaire – a good example is attached in Appendix 2 

from East Suffolk. The aim will be to give the information they need to understand 

the situation, so they can complete the consultation questionnaire in an informed 
way. This is crucial. 

It would be good practice to provide a list of frequently asked questions. 

Some of the methods used currently by colleagues undertaking the South 

Warwickshire Plan consultation should be considered. Namely a short video 

explaining the reorganisation plans and posted on the respective websites and via 
social media. 

The use of open meetings (virtual or in person depending on when this could 

happen) to communicate what a South Warwickshire Council would look like. It 

would provide the opportunity to talk to local stakeholders, from businesses and 

voluntary organisations to parish and town councils, to answer any questions they 

have, and so they could find out how the proposals would affect them. There could 
be open meetings separate for residents. 
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Appendix 1 – What is a Citizens Jury? 
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Appendix 2 – Example of a similar consultation and the use of supporting 

material. 
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