What do you do when somebody takes away your democracy?





Obviously, you have to re-invent it!





Should you need to do this in England?





Ideally, no …but times change and with them the structure of local government decision-making. Somehow, local democracy crept out the back door of Sunderland City Council, whilst nobody was watching!





Picture the scene: A little turning that would be a crescent …if it didn't go around three sides of a square. The back gardens of the eastern side and northeast corner overlook the sea. The road is tree-lined, with grass verges and flagstone pavements. There is a 'village' feel about this little backwater …albeit that the City Council have spent almost no money on its upkeep for many years and that the roadway is badly broken up and the flagstones uneven in places. The road (called Rockville) is built entirely of 1920s semi-detached bungalows and has a local architectural uniqueness.





Meanwhile, the other side of the River Wear (in the Civic Centre), decisions were made and a plan of action set in motion that had all the potential to wreck the little suburban idyll of Rockville. One summer's day, a gang of council workmen arrived and began summarily tearing up Rockville's grass verges, and replacing the flagstones with asphalt. Incensed Rockville residents took to the street and stopped the work, by the simple means of getting in the way of the workmen.





A public meeting was held …rather a stormy public meeting. Director Phil Barrett went away having given an undertaking that Rockville would be looked at again, to see if anything else could be done. Privately, more junior council officers admitted that one of the guiding principles behind the intended work was that there was concern over the possibility of residents falling over the uneven paving, hurting themselves and then (more importantly) suing Sunderland City Council for damages. Yet, who was it let the paving get in this state, in the first place? It is certainly worth mentioning that nobody has ever entered into litigation concerning the uneven state of Rockville's paving.





Sunderland City Council's own policy stipulates that people affected by decisions like this should be consulted before work goes ahead. This consultation procedure forms a part of something loftily dubbed the "Community Consultation Framework" and, for all its fine words, this framework had been utterly ignored. Such consultation as there had been was retrospective and forced on the Council by the objections of Rockville residents! In an off-the-record observation, one council officer commented, "If we consulted everybody then we would never get anything done."





Without detailing any finding of fact that could be scrutinised, Phil Barrett authorised the hand-delivery of a one-page letter to all residents of Rockville that included little more than he had now considered all of the alternative strategies for Rockville, couldn't improve on the original plan and that this would now proceed a few days hence …then he went on holiday!





At this stage, it is probably a good idea to examine the political structure that underpins modern-day decision-making in the City of Sunderland. Some time ago and when most of us were not looking, the tried-and-trusted committee system of Sunderland's local government crept out of the back door. This system was replaced by a 'cabinet' of 'portfolio holders'  (for which read 'not-quite-ministers') and the ordinary electorate's ability to lobby went with it.





With the best will in the world, nobody can properly scrutinise all decisions in a city council, if ultimate responsibility is spread amongst just ten people. Just for jolly, let's add an extra (political) dimension. You could put a wig on the top of an old pit prop, draw a face on it, affix a Labour Party rosette and you have something that could win a local election, in Sunderland. The Labour Party have now been in power in Sunderland for so long that theirs is not merely a belief that they can do what they like …it has become reality. A singular (if unofficial) delight is taken in rubbishing any objections raised by the Conservative Party (sounds like heaven for Labour voters EXCEPT when you happen to live in a Tory ward and you have something of genuine concern that you need to raise with a 'cabinet' member via council members who the majority party just doesn't want to listen to.





You call another public meeting and this is not only extremely well attended by local residents …but also by people who drive in from outlying areas of Sunderland to pledge their solidarity and cite examples of similar forms of environmental injustice and abuse meted out (by Sunderland City Council) to places that they know of, or live in.





Here's the tragedy …the only Sunderland City Council representatives present at the second public meeting were the minority party ward councillors. Nobody else could be bothered to show up and the meeting hinged on a record of the minutes. In matter of this gravity, a junior council officer is normally expected to attend in place of a departmental director …even this didn't happen.





A temporary web site has been launched and this enables everyone who cares about the proper future of our built environment to lodge his or her protests. 





Each time green spaces are replaced with asphalt or concrete, then two things happen: up goes the urban temperature and the runoff speeds that cause flooding during heavy rain. Sunderland City Council has scored the double whammy and has its head in both the sand and the past at the same time. Most other councils are looking again at the green spaces that they have left and adding value to them (Sunderland City Council wants to take it away, on cost grounds) …so their collective heads are in the past. Sunderland City Council have their heads in the sand and firmly refuse to abide by the overwhelming wishes of Rockville's residents …let's not forget that they are not exactly keen on listening to anyone who objects to what they are doing. Portfolio holder Joe Lawson still regards the future of Rockville as a 'done deal,' appears to find democracy to be an uncomfortable concept and is now on holiday.





An application to have Rockville turned into a Conservation Area has been lodged …but Sunderland City Council say that they will only consider this, if the issue remains de-coupled from the current struggle to preserve the street from the ravages of being smothered in ugly, black asphalt. Common sense seems to be singularly absent from this decision!





It's too early to submit a complaint to the local authority ombudsman …a timescale forced on local residents by the precipitate and high-handed tactics used by SCC thus far. Complaints have triggered an internal enquiry into the way Sunderland City Council have handled the case of Rockville, thus far …though this could turn out to be like the old days of the police investigating their own conduct.


