
Report to Constitutional Affairs Scrutiny 
Standing Panel 
 
Date of Meeting: 27 March 2006 
 
Subject:  Council Meetings – Review of Future Role 
 
Officer contact for further information: C Overend (4247) 
 
Committee Secretary: Z Folley (4532) 
 
 
Recommendation: 
 
That, having considered in more detail the agreed enhancements to the Council 
procedures (items (a) – (g) below), Members of the Panel determine the 
arrangements for the implementation of those enhancements. 
 
Report: 
 
1.  (Head or Research and Democratic Services) At its meeting on 20 February 
2006 the Panel, having concluded its review of potential enhancements to the role of 
Council meetings, agreed a number of preferred options, as set out below. The Panel 
agreed that the Council’s Terms of Reference should be amended to reflect these 
enhancements, with Officers to report back to this meeting in more detail on how they 
might be implemented: 
 

(a) ‘State of the District’ debates – an annual event to review successes and 
problems for the district. 

(b) ‘Single Issue’ Council meetings – meetings called for a specific purpose linked to 
Community or Council concerns 

(c) ‘ Council in Committee’ /seminar concept 
(d) Reports from Overview and Scrutiny 
(e) Reports from the Leader and Cabinet Members 
(f) Questions by Members 
(g) Questions by the public 
 

2.  Further information on the proposed changes to the Terms of Reference and 
how the detailed arrangements might be implemented, is set out below: 
 
‘State of the District’ Debate 
 
3.  Members were keen to introduce the concept of the ‘State of the District’ debate, 
having been impressed by the successful introduction of this item at other local 
authorities such as Arun, Ashfield, Breckland, Fenland, Rother, Salisbury and Welwyn 
Hatfield. Members stressed the need for these debates to result in positive outcomes, for 
the meetings to be held once a year and to be linked in to the Best Value/Council Plan 
and budgetary processes. 
 



4.  In that regard it is suggested that the current arrangements in place at the 
aforementioned Welwyn Hatfield Council provide a good role model on which our own 
arrangements could be based, subject to their adaption to meet local needs. Details of 
the Welwyn Hatfield arrangements are attached at Appendix 1. There are a number of 
key decisions to be addressed such as the timing of the debate  (it is suggested that it be 
held annually in the Autumn, commencing in 2006, to fit in with the Council and BV 
Planning and budgetary processes); whether the debate should be held at a separate 
single meeting or as part of an ordinary scheduled Council meeting; and the idea of 
public questions being incorporated into the process. Once a decision has been made 
on these issues, the organisational aspects can be looked at in more depth by officers 
and reported back in due course. 
 
5.  At this stage it would be sufficient to amend the Terms of Reference to include an 
additional item to the effect that the ‘Council will hold an annual State of the District 
Council debate’, with addition of a protocol in the Constitution in due course developed in 
the light of practice and experience. 
 
Single – Issue Council Meetings 
 
6.  Having looked at examples at other local authorities where single-issue Council 
meetings had been held, Members felt that this facility could be usefully applied at 
Epping Forest District Council. 
 
7.  Local authorities, which have held single – issue Council meetings to debate 
major policy issues, have included Braintree, Carrick, Daventry, Thanet and Kirklees. 
Some of the local authorities which have adopted this approach, have sometimes also 
involved representatives from a range of agencies, organisations and partnership bodies 
so that the Council meeting resembles more of a public forum than a formal decision-
making body. Others such as Harrogate have held informal single-issue sessions before 
the full Council has started, as a way of avoiding complications with standing orders 
Members have identified. Recent issues where this approach could have been used in 
this district include the introduction of ‘wheelie bins’ or development proposals in the 
area. 
 
8.  Further information is being sought from the local authorities concerned on how 
the single-issue Council meeting has been provided for within Council Constitutions, 
including any changes required to the Council’s Terms of Reference and the ‘trigger-
mechanism’ required, ie who determines when a single-issue meeting is required and on 
what basis? There will be a report back at the meeting on the responses received. 
 
‘Council in Committee’ and ‘Council in Seminar’ 
 
9. The Panel has expressed the view that the enhancements might be achievable 
through the adoption of the ‘ Council in Committee’ and/or ‘Council in Seminar’ 
procedures similar to those sought from members on the precise format they envisage 
the Council’s Committee and Council Seminar might take. The suggestion was that there 
should be provision for all members to meet together but without all the rules of formal 
Council procedures applying. This would allow discussion on items before they are 
formally determined at Council. And pre-decision debates on key issues.  
 



10.  However, clarification is sought from Members on the precise format they 
envisage the ‘Council in Committee’ and ‘Council in Seminar’ might take. For instance 
the ‘Council in Committee’ as applied at Wakefield Council has involved the convening of 
special Council meetings outside the regular standing order procedures, as a way of 
discussing major issues and involving the public and partner organisations in the debate. 
The procedure for single-issue sessions at Harrogate referred to in Paragraph 7 above is 
not dissimilar to the application of the ‘Council in Committee’ model operated by 
Wakefield. 
 
11.  In Barnsley the constitution provides for a forum that promotes the flow of 
information and debate between the executive and non-executive councillors. This is the 
‘council meeting in seminar’. Its purpose is: 
 
‘To exercise the functions of the Council in ensuring that meaningful debate and a 
hearing has taken place as part of an inclusive process towards development on such 
issues that are part of the Councils policy framework’. 
 
The ‘council in seminar’ meets once a month and is open to the public. Each meeting is 
dedicated exclusively to one topic, decided by non-executive Councillors requests. 
Meetings also include provision for participation by co-opted members of scrutiny 
commissions, who also find it useful to be briefed on wider issues. 
 
The ‘council in seminar’ was developed in response to non-executive councillors’ 
complaints that they felt out of touch in the new constitution. Councillors now have the 
opportunity to discuss topics of interest and receive replies to their questions. Its main 
value is to enable Councillors to be briefed on issues and to keep abreast of wider 
developments.  
 
12.  Do members at EFDC have something akin to the Barnsley concept in mind 
when they refer to the ‘Council in Seminar’? 
 
Reports from Overview and Scrutiny and Reports from the Leader and Cabinet 
Members 
 
13. Members have also agreed that there should be provision at each Council 
meeting for the consideration of reports, from not only the Leader of Council, but also the 
Chairman of Overview and Scrutiny and individual Cabinet members/Portfolio Holders. 
Many local authorities already provide for the consideration of such reports at Council 
meetings with a view to updating Members on significant issues within each of these 
areas on an ongoing basis and providing the opportunity for them to ask specific 
questions. 
 
14.  Extracts from the relevant sections of the Constitution and a recent Agenda for 
one of those local authorities, Wakefield Council, are attached as Appendix 2 (and 3).It is 
suggested that the procedure at Wakefield, including questions submitted in writing and 
non-written supplemental questions, could be adapted to suit our own requirements. 
 
15. Members were of the opinion that a time limit should be set for consideration of 
the reports and questions arising thereon and that the amount of time set aside for each 
should be similar. The Panel is now asked to determine what that time limit should be. 
For example it would be possible to set a limit of 20 minutes for each of the reports from 



the Leader’s and the Overview and Scrutiny Chairman and 20 minutes in total to cover 
all the Portfolio Holder Reports. 
 
Questions by Members 
 
16.  At the meeting on 20 February 2006 Members of the Panel also expressed the 
view that there should be provision within the Council’s Terms of Reference for 
‘questions without notice’ on any topic which impacts on the role of the Council. Where 
such provision already exists within the constitution of other local authority, the wording 
within the appropriate article of the Constitution is on the lines of that set out below. It is 
suggested that the Terms of reference for own Council meetings could be amended to 
incorporate a similar provision. Again Members may wish to consider whether a time 
limit should be applicable in these circumstances, should this be part of the overall time 
limit referred to in paragraph 15 above. 
 
“Questions without notice at full Council 
 
A Member of the Council may ask the Leader, Chairman of Overview and Scrutiny or 
any member of the cabinet any question without notice on any non-operational matter in 
relation to which the Council has powers or duties or which affect the administrative area 
covered by the (Epping Forest District Council) or part of it or the inhabitants of that area 
or some of them, or which relates to a written response given by the Leader, Chairman 
of Overview and Scrutiny Committee or a member of the Cabinet. 
 
Response to a question without notice 
 
An answer to a question without notice may take the form of 
 

(a) direct oral answer from the Leader or, at the request of the leader, from another 
Member of the Cabinet: 

(b) direct oral answer from the Chairman of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee 
or, at their request, from another member dealing with that issue as part of an 
Overview and Scrutiny review. 

(c) where the desired information is in a publication of the Council or other published 
work, a reference to that publication; 

(d) where the reply cannot be conveniently be given orally, a written answer 
circulated later to the questioner; or 

(e) where the question relates to an operational matter, the Leader, Chairman of 
Overview and scrutiny Committee or a member of the Cabinet will request that a 
response be given direct to the questioner by the relevant Chief Officer.” 

 
(h) Questions by the public 
 
17.  Members felt that further encouragement should be given to the public to make 
use of the facility whereby they are allocated a ‘slot’ to ask questions at council 
meetings. Little use is made of this facility at present – a problem commonly experienced 
by many local authorities. One of the few local authorities in the region whose Council 
meetings feature questions from the public on a fairly regular basis is East 
Cambridgeshire, one of the local authorities visited by some Members of the panel in 
Autumn 2005. 
 



18.  An assessment has been made of the public questions procedure operating not 
only at East Cambridgeshire but of those several other local authorities. Fundamentally 
there seems to be little difference between those elsewhere and our own scheme. This 
would suggest that there are other reasons why the public in East Cambridgeshire make 
more extensive use of the facility. It would appear there are two significant contributory 
factors, namely, those connected with the close-knit nature of the population in East 
Cambridgeshire, and the publicity arrangements for the scheme. 
 
19.  In the Epping Forest District it is only really possible to influence the second 
factor ie that in relation to publicity. Information is being sought from East 
Cambridgeshire regarding their publicity arrangements. In the meantime it is proposed 
that consideration be given to our own scheme being re-publicised. Members’ views are 
sought in that regard. Possibilities include features in the local newspaper(s), The 
Forester and on the EFDC website, plus the launch of a new guide to the general public, 
with an extensive distribution to the Town/Parish Councils and information 
centres/points.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
WELWYN HATFIELD COUNCIL                                                            APPENDIX 1 
                                                  
STATE OF THE DISTRICT DEBATE – CORPORATE PLAN AND THE STRATEGIC 
PROMISES 
 
Background on Past Debates 
 

1. The Council decided in 2002 that it would dedicate at least one special Council 
meeting each year to discuss matters of importance to our communities. These 
meetings were designated as State of the District Debates. 

 
2. These Debates provide Members with an opportunity to meet and discuss issues 

with members of the public in a formal way, albeit less formally than in full 
Council meeting with all the protocols these entail. 

 
3. Since their inception, a total of 3 State of the District Debates have been held in 

July and October 2003, and in November 2004. The first was a general meeting 
with no central theme; the second focussed on housing services; and the third 
concerned community safety in the District. 

 
4. In addition to those Members and Officers who attended, approximately 60 

members of the public have also attended each Debate held so far. 
 

5. Feedback from members of the public who have attended Debates has been 
generally positive, with many praising the Council for its openness and 
inclusiveness. There were, however, some reservations expressed about the 
third Debate on community safety in terms of its format and the time allotted for 
the Debate to take place. 

 
6. A review of the Debates held to date resulted in a number of initial 

recommendations, which went before Scrutiny Committee in February 2005. 
 
Scrutiny Committee Conclusions 
 

1. Debates should take place as single meetings, and not be followed by any other 
Council meetings. 

 
2. The focus of each Debate should be well defined and fairly narrow to enable 

useful detailed debate. 
 
3. The length of the debate meeting should not exceed 2 hours. 

 
4. Debate meetings should be well advertised in good time to enable members of 

the public to submit questions and attend the meeting. 
 
5. Residents should be encouraged to put their questions to the Council themselves 

at the Debate. If a resident is uncomfortable with putting the question directly, 
he/she should be allowed to ask someone else to put the question on his/her 
behalf. 



 
6. Cabinet Members and other Members of the Council should be given good 

opportunity to answer the questions, and give explanations of Council policy and 
any other relevant information. 

 
7. Proper systematic feedback should be sought from all those attending the 

meeting in the form of questionnaires to be filled in at the end of the debate. 
 

8. This feedback should be analysed properly and given to Cabinet and Council for 
action. 

 
9. All issues brought up at Debates that require action should be logged and 

followed up by Council Officers. Feedback on action should be given to the 
Cbinet and Council through various minutes, and to all attending members of the 
public by direct correspondence. 

 
Current Position  
 

1. Following recent discussions with the Leader of the Council and with the Chief 
Executive’s Team, it has been agreed to commit to a State of the District Debate 
in 2006 to discuss the Council’s new Corporate Plan and its 5 Strategic Promises 
with members of the public, as part of the wider community engagement 
programme. 

 
2. A planning meeting was held in January 2006 between the Chief Partnerships 

and Performance Officer, the Head of Customer Services and Communications, 
the Head of Performance and Strategy, and the Senior Committee Manager to 
take this forward. 

 
Format for the next Debate 
 

1. It is recommended to Leadership Group and the Chief Executive’s Team that the 
format for the Corporate Plan and Strategic Promises Debate should be shown 
below: 

 
Time (pm) 

 
Activity Lead(s() 

6.30 – 7.00 Arrival and Refreshments All 
7.00 – 7.05 Introduction by the Leader of the Council Leader/ 

Executive Member 
7.05 – 7.55 Questions from the Public on the 

Corporate Plan and Strategic Promises 
All 

7.55 – 8.05 Refreshments and move into Workshops  All 
 

8.05 – 8.50 5 workshops each covering 1 of the 
Strategic Promises 

Executive Members/ 
Chief Officers/ 
Service Managers 

8.50 – 9.00 Summary by the Leader of the Council Leader/Executive 
Member 

  



 
2. 3 separate public engagements events will be held between June and August 

each year on the Corporate Plan as part of its annual review. At the end of this 
process, an ‘Away Day’ involving Cabinet/Chief Executive’s Team/Chief Officer’s 
Team will be held in early September to review Corporate Plan Objectives and 
Actions. 

 
3. It is proposed the State of the District Debate be held in late September 2006 to 

fit in with this programme and help in building ownership from everyone. 
Essentially, the Debate can then look back on the Plan’s progress over the past 
year, and can look forward to the challenges it faces in the following year. 

 
4. Questions from the public will be invited in advance of the Debate meeting, and 

these will be given priority on the night. Questions asked on the night could also 
be permitted but only if time allows. 

 
5. Venue for the meeting will remain the Campus West Council Chamber in 2006, 

as there will be a need to book a series of break-out rooms in order to 
successfully co-ordinate the 5 workshops. Cost, availability and convenience are 
the primary considerations here. 

 
6. Names and either e-mail or other contact details will be sought from all members 

of the public in attendance, as it is important to feedback all responses and 
actions to them quickly (ie no longer than 28 days after the event). This shows 
that the Council has listened to and understood all of the views expressed in the 
Debate. 

 
7. To help to embed the Corporate Plan publicly and politically over its 4-year term, 

it would be helpful to hold further State of the District Debates on the Plan every 
year in September. This would still leave scope for at least one more Debate in 
March each year on an issue of particular interest to local communities. Debate 
meeting dates should be listed in advance in the Council’s formal Timetable of 
Meetings for each Civic Year. 

 
8. State of the District Debates will require a budget if they are to be conducted 

effectively – to cover publicity, refreshments, and other related administration. It 
is likely this can be found corporately from existing community engagement 
budgets. 

 
Recommendations 
 

1. This format for the next debate on the Corporate Plan and the Strategic Promises 
is agreed by Leadership Group and the Chief Executive’s Team as set out above. 

 
2. This format subsequently becomes the template for all future Debates to be held 

on issues of community interest in the District. 
 
 
Partnerships & Performance Team 
January 2006 
 



 
WAKEFIELD – MEMBERS REPORTS                                                Appendix 2  
 
     9.  Members Reports 
 

9.1 At each ordinary meeting a:  
 
                     Portfolio Holder (or their deputy) 
                     Chair of Overview and Scrutiny Committee 
 
      can submit a written report to Council. The presentation of each report will be    
      limited to five minutes. 
 
10. Questions by Members  

 
      10.1 On Member Reports 
 

A Member of the Council may ask a Cabinet Member, the Chair of an Overview and 
Scrutiny Committee, any question without notice on any issue raised in his/her report 
to Council. Questions and supplementary questions on issues not included in such 
reports will be subject to the notice period set out at paragraph 10.5 of the Council 
Procedure Rules. 
 
10.2 On reports of the Cabinet or a Committee 
 
A Member of the Council may ask the Leader or the chair of a committee any 
question without notice upon an item of the report of the Cabinet or a committee 
when that item is being received or under consideration by the Council. 
 
10.3 Questions on notice at full Council 
 

(a) Subject to Rule 10.5, a Member of the Council may ask the Leader a 
question on any matter in relation to which the Council has powers or 
duties or which affects the district. 

 
(b) Subject to Rule 10.5, a Member of the Council may ask a Member of the 

Cabinet a question on any matter in relation to which the Council has 
powers or duties or which affects the district. 

 
           (c)   Subject to Rule 10.5 a Member may ask the Member nominated pursuant  
                  to the Police Act 1996 a question concerning the operations and functions  
                  of the West Yorkshire Police Authority that affects the District. 
 

(d) Subject to Rule 10.5 a Member may ask the relevant Member nominated 
for the particular purpose a question concerning the operations and 
functions that affects the District of: 

 
(1) West Yorkshire Fire and civil Defence Authority; or 
 
(2) West Yorkshire Passenger Transport Authority; or 

 



 
(3) West Yorkshire Joint Services Committee; or 
 
(4) Yorkshire Purchasing Organisation. 

 
10.4 Questions on notice at committees and sub-committees 
 
At a meeting of a committee or sub-committee, subject to Rule 10.5, a Member of the 
committee or sub-committee may ask the chair of it a question on any matter in relation 
to which the Council has powers or duties or which affect the district and which falls 
within the terms of reference of that committee or sub-committee. 
 
10.5 Notice of questions 
 
A Member may only ask a question under Rule 10.3 or 10.4 if either: 
 

(a) they have given at least seven clear working days notice in writing of the 
question to the committee Services Team for inclusion on the Council 
summons; or 

 
(b) the question has been submitted in writing to the Committee Services 

Team by 12 noon on Monday preceding an ordinary Council meeting; 
 

(c) the question relates to urgent matters, they have the consent of the 
Cabinet Member to whom the question is to be put and the content of the 
question is given to the Committee Services team by 9.00am on the day 
of the meeting. 

 
10.6 Response. 
 
An answer may take the form of: 
 

(a) a direct oral answer; 
 
(b) where the desired information is in a publication of the Council or other 

published work, a reference to that publication; or 
 

(c) where the reply cannot conveniently be given orally, a written answer 
circulated later to the questioner. 

 
10.7 Supplementary question 
 
A Member asking a question under Rule 10.3 or 10.4 may ask one supplementary 
question without notice of the Member to whom the first question was asked. The 
supplemental question must arise directly out of the original question or the reply. 
 



















 


