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1

PURPOSE

1.1
The purpose of this report is for committee to consider possible changes to the format of Council Meetings and our Committee Structure.


Ambitions & Core Values 

1.2
The proposed changes detailed in this report are in accordance with the Council’s adopted Mission Statement which includes “The Council will provide high quality, affordable and responsive public services”.

1.3
This report is also in accordance with our core values of “striving to achieve excellence” and “ensuring that access to services is available to all”.

2
BACKGROUND

2.1
The present format of the Council Meetings and the structure of our Committees have fundamentally remained unaltered since the formation of Ribble Valley Borough Council in 1974.

2.2
The changes which have occurred since 1974 are:-

· 
the creation of a Direct Services Committee in the mid 1990’s for a period of about 5 years;

· 
the combining of Policy Committee & Finance & General Purposes Committee in the early 1990’s to create Policy & Finance Committee;

· 
the combining of Public Works & Health Committee & Recreation & Leisure Committee also in the early 1990’s to create  Community Committee;

· 
the addition of Overview & Scrutiny and the Standards Committee in 2001/2002 following the introduction of the “streamlined” committee system;

· 
public participation at meetings introduced in the mid 1990’s;

· 
the recent additions of the Accounts & Audit Committee and the Licensing Committee in 2006 & 2005 respectively.

2.3
The existing Committee Structure is attached to this report as Appendix 1.

2.4
The full Council meets seven times a year – the meeting in May is the Annual Council meeting.  The “main” committees meet six times a year with the exception of the Planning & Development Committee which meets fourteen times a year and the Accounts & Audit Committee which meets four times a year.

2.5
All of the meetings usually commence at 7.00pm.  The Parish Council’s Liaison Committee commences at 7.15pm and occasionally council and committee meetings start at 6.00pm or are very occasionally held in the afternoon.

2.6
During the last 6/7 months we have introduced changes to the distribution of Committee agendas and relevant papers in order to reduce the amount of paperwork.  Members of each committee will continue to receive a full paper copy of their relevant Committee agenda but “other members” will only receive a copy of the agenda with access via our website to the committee reports.  This arrangement is working reasonably well but there have been a few problems.

2.7
A cross party working group of members assisted by the Corporate Management Team have met on three occasions since July 2006 to review the format of the Council meetings and Committee structures and make proposals for improvements.

3
ISSUES

3.1
I consider that a review of our Council and Committee meetings is appropriate at this time.  Any changes could then be introduced by the “new Council” in May 2007.  There is also the counter argument of wait until after the new Council is appointed in May 2007 before considering any changes.

3.2
The review must consider changes which will improve our decision making processes and our efficiency.  It is important that the Council makes decisions and uses procedures which are not only efficient but transparent and easily understood by our local communities.  All of our meetings are open to the public except where personal or confidential matters are considered.

3.3
The public participation at meetings is rarely used except in the Planning & Development Committee, but it is available should a particular need arise.

3.4
The Council meetings are mainly of little interest to the public and public participation is poor.  It is difficult to make our Council meetings more interesting to the public but debates on local, regional or national issues would perhaps improve the meetings and encourage public participation.

3.5
A significant issue is the starting time of meetings.  With very minor exceptions – all of our Council and Committee meetings are held in the evenings.  This means that officers who attend those meetings accrue “overtime” which is either paid or more usually taken as leave.  The officers then take their leave which results in their unavailability during normal working hours.  If the meetings were held during the day then this issue would not arise.

4
PROPOSALS

4.1
The Working Group considered the following proposals:-

· 
Alternative Political Arrangements

· 
Format of the Council Meeting

· 
Number of Committees

· 
Frequency of Meetings

· 
Starting Time of Meetings

4.2
Alternative Political Arrangements
4.2.1
It was unanimously agreed by the members in the Working Group that the existing committee system should continue.  There was no support to change to a Cabinet or Executive system.

4.3
Format of the Council Meeting
4.3.1
The following changes to the format of our Council meetings were considered:-

4.3.2
remove the Agenda Item – “To receive and consider, where appropriate, minutes of the following Committee meetings now circulated”.  It was suggested that the minutes of all the relevant Committee meetings still be included as part of the Council meeting agenda but the procedure of the Chairmen moving that the minutes be received and the Vice-Chairmen seconding followed by questions, be removed.  This would be replaced by a new agenda item “Questions to Chairmen of Committees”.  Members would be able to ask relevant questions to the chairman of the committees.  This could be a time limited agenda item and it would be preferable if prior notice of any questions could be given.

4.3.3
include a new Agenda Item – “Chairmen of Committee Reports”.  This item would enable chairmen of committees to verbally report briefly on major issues being dealt with by their particular committee.  It was also suggested  that councillors will be able to ask questions or make comments on the chairmen’s reports.

4.3.4
include a new Agenda Item – “Members Choice Debate”.  This will enable any councillor to submit proposals for a debate and then lead that debate at a future Council Meeting.  Both Fylde BC and Wyre BC include this item on their Council Meeting agenda and debates are time restricted to 15 minutes.

4.3.5
include guest speakers to lead a debate on selected “Topical Issues”.  From time to time we have included important issues such as NHS re-organisations, water fluoridation, and crime and disorder.  We have also held “special” Council Meetings to discuss issues such as the Government’s recent white paper on Local Government and the transfer of the housing stock.

4.3.6
include a new Agenda Item – “Declarations of Interest”.  This has already been done and members must, where appropriate, declare a personal interest in any item on the agenda.

4.3.7
retain the following Council Meeting agenda items:-

· Mayor’s communications

· Public Participation

· Leaders Report and Questions

· Those issues that must be considered and approved by the Council meeting eg’s Corporate Plan, Budget approval and Community Strategy.

4.4
Number of Committees
4.4.1
The most difficult discussions within the Working Group related to the possible reduction in the number of committees.  The “preferred” revised committee structure considered by the Working Group was as follows:-

3.3.2





4.4.3
This proposed committee structure creates a Resources (Policy) Committee by combining the present Policy & Finance and Personnel Committees.

4.4.4
The proposed Services (Policy) Committee combines the present Housing and Community Committees.

4.4.5
The two present Overview & Scrutiny Committees are combined to form a single committee.

4.4.6
The Planning & Development; Standards; Licensing; Accounts & Audit and Parish Council Liaison Committees all remain unchanged.

4.4.7
This proposed committee structure reduces the number of committees from 11 to 8.

4.4.8
The Personnel Committee, following their meeting on 15 November 2006 discussed this proposal.  There was a very strong and unanimous view that the Personnel Committee should remain as a “stand alone” committee.  There were concerns that Personnel issues would be “watered down” if they were considered together with other resource issues and confidential Part II items would be dealt with at the end of a lengthy meeting.

4.4.9
It is possible that the proposed Resources (Policy) Committee and the Services (Policy) Committee will be somewhat lengthy meetings lasting between 2½ to 3 hours.

4.5
Frequency and Starting Times of Meetings
4.5.1
The suggested frequency and starting times for meetings to be as follows:-

Council Meetings
7
x
per annum 
at
7.00pm

Resources (Policy) Committee
6
x
per annum
at 
7.00pm

Services (Policy) Committee
6
x
per annum
at
7.00pm

Planning & Development Committee
14
x
per annum
at
7.00pm

Licensing Committee
4
x
per annum
at
3.00pm

Accounts & Audit Committee
4
x
per annum
at
3.00pm

Parish Council Liaison Committee
4
x
per annum
at
7.00pm

Overview & Scrutiny Committee
4
x
per annum
at
3.00pm

Standards Committee
3
x
per annum
at 
3.00pm

4.5.2
This suggested frequency of meetings alters our present arrangements as follows:-

· Licensing Committee meetings reduced form 6 to 4 per annum

· Parish Council Liaison Committee meetings reduced from 6 to 4 per annum

· Overview & Scrutiny Committee meetings reduced from 12 to 4 per annum

4.5.3
It is proposed that the start times of the following committees would change from 7.00pm to 3.00pm.

· Licensing Committee

· Accounts & Audit Committee

· Overview & Scrutiny Committee

· Standards Committee

4.5.4
It would be necessary to consult with the Parish Council Liaison Committee and the Standards Committee before introducing changes to the frequency and starting time of their meetings.

4.5.5
The proposed reduction in the number of committees and the frequency of meetings will reduce the number of meetings from 77 meetings per annum to 52 meetings per annum.

5
RISK ASSESSMENT

· 
Resources

5.1
The proposed reduction in the number of committees, less frequent meetings and the introduction of some day time meetings will reduce costs.  It is difficult to estimate the financial savings that will be made by these changes but savings of £20,000 per annum is a reasonable estimate.

· 
Reputation

5.2
The proposed changes to the format of the Council meetings could well improve public interest in the work of this Council and lead to more community involvement which will hopefully enhance the reputation of the Council.

6
CONCLUSIONS

6.1
The proposed changes to the format of the Council meetings may well improve the public interest in these meetings.

6.2
The reduction in the number of committees is difficult.  We may end up with lengthy meetings and not be able to properly deal with all of business.  This, obviously, will not be acceptable.

6.3
The frequency and start times of the committees as set out in paragraph 4.5.1, is in my opinion, worthy of support for a trial period.  I realise the difficulties for those members who work attending day time meetings.

6.4
I suggest that any changes that are approved by this Committee are introduced for a trial period of 12 months commencing in May 2007.

7
RECOMMEND THAT COMMITTEE
7.1
considers carefully the proposals to change for format of Council Meetings and our Committee structure detailed in this report.

7.2
decides  upon which changes (if any) to introduce to the format of the Council Meetings and the Committee structure.
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