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CHESHIRE FIRE AUTHORITY 
 
MEETING OF : GOVERNANCE AND CONSTITUTION COMMITTEE 
DATE : 8 OCTOBER 2014 
REPORT OF : HEAD OF LEGAL AND DEMOCRATIC SERVICES 
AUTHOR  : ANDREW LEADBETTER 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 

SUBJECT : PETITIONS 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 

Purpose of Report 
 
1. To allow Members to consider whether the Authority should develop 

guidance about to how it engages with petitioners and handles petitions. 
 
 

Recommended That: 
 

[1] Members assist officers to allow the preparation of guidance 
about how the Authority engages with petitioners and handles 
petitions 

 
Background 
 
2. The Fire Authority, like many public bodies, includes provisions within its 

constitution concerned with the receipt of petitions.  The wording from 
Section 4 of the constitution (procedural matters) appears as Appendix 1 to 
this report. 

 
3. There appears to be a much greater use of petitions than just a few years 

ago and many public bodies (including the Government) encourage 
petitioners in order to ensure that there is full engagement with 
constituents/service users. 

 
4. Petitions were once documents circulated in various ways for signature that 

were then bundled together and delivered to the public body that the 
petitioners wished to influence.  Petitions are now often created, completed 
and submitted online (commonly referred to as e-petitions). 

 

Information 
 
5. There are a number of different approaches by public bodies as to how they 

handle petitions.  These range from very simple, open arrangements, like 
this Authority has, through to much more complex procedures with vetting 
and consideration by validation committees. 
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6. What has become clear during research is that it may be helpful to develop 
some rules about how the Authority engages with petitioners and handles 
petitions.  This will not only help the Authority to engage properly, it could 
assist the Authority if it needs to defend its position if challenged, e.g. when 
taking a difficult decision about something it has consulted upon.   

 
7. A range of documents appear as Appendix 2 to this report.  They help 

illustrate various points that appear worthy of discussion.  The following 
headings are intended to prompt discussion: 
 

Restrictions on petitions 
 
8. There will be occasions when petitions are in respect of an issue that could 

be handled in a better way, e.g. through the complaints procedure.  
Alternatively, a petition could include something defamatory or offensive in 
nature.  Some organisations set out the circumstances when a petition may 
not be accepted.  This might depend upon the timing of the petitions as well 
as their content. 

 
Format of submissions 

 
9. Some organisations seek to regulate the way that petitioners engage with 

them, e.g. by requiring the completion of a form which provides certain core 
information so that it is clear what the petitioner is seeking to achieve.  The 
wording of petitions can be problematic and the framing of them might be 
improved if there is better interaction before a petition is pursued. 
 

Threshold 
 

10. It is fairly common to see thresholds for numbers of signatories which are 
used to dictate how a petition will be handled, if at all.  The Government has 
a threshold of 100,000: if that target is reached the website states that the e-
petition could be debated in the House of Commons.  Cheshire East’s 
scheme includes various categories of petition and thresholds.  It might be 
appropriate to introduce a threshold although it is difficult to know how best 
to pitch this. 
 

Response 
 

11. A petitioner has an expectation that a public body will consider the petition.  
However, it is fair to say that there is a mixed approach to the provision of a 
response by public bodies.  Introducing a little more formality about this 
aspect of the ‘process’ may be beneficial. 

 
12. Whilst the Fire Authority encourages open and transparent consultation it 

will receive petitions from time to time.  Members are asked to consider the 
information in the report and appendices with a view to helping officers with 
the preparation of guidance and procedures for the engagement with 
petitioners and handling of petitions.  There is a balance to be reached – 
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some of the examples in the appendices are too complex for the Authority’s 
needs and may include restrictions that will ultimately cause more problems 
than they are worth. 
 

13.  Although petitions may influence what a public body does, they can be 
submitted at the wrong time – in fact it is arguable that they are often used 
as something of a last resort.  Ideally, constituents/service users should be 
encouraged to take part in consultation, helping the Fire Authority to adapt 
and amend its proposals, where practical, to address the issues raised.  The 
introduction of guidance will help the Authority in its future dealings with 
petitioners and consideration of petitions. 
 

Financial Implications 
 

14. It is difficult to say with certainty whether there are any additional resource 
implications arising from this report. 

 

Legal Implications 
 
15. There is no ‘law of petitions’.  However, all public bodies must act 

reasonably and are expected to engage with constituents/service users.  
Any guidance governing the way that petitioners are dealt with and petitions 
handled will need to provide a framework that is not unduly restrictive. 
 

Equality and Diversity Implications 
 
16.  Any guidance should not cause any kind of discrimination. 
 

Environmental Implications 

17. There are no environmental implications. 

 
CONTACT: JOANNE SMITH, FIRE SERVICE HQ, WINSFORD 
TEL [01606] 868804 
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