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Preface

By Cllr Waseem Zaffar

Chair, Corporate Resources O&S Committee

At the start of this municipal year, the Corporate Resources O&S Committee agreed to undertake a review
of the arrangements for City Council meetings. This was in response to concerns expressed across the
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Introduction

“The Premier Debating Chamber”

At the City Council meeting on 12" January 2016, the Leader was asked by ClIr Paul Tilsley about
his plans to bring back items of substance to the City Council meeting. ClIr Tilsley asserted that the
current meetings were a pale imitation of what they had been and that more discussion should be
brought to give council ownership of important issues.

The Leader agreed that there was a heed to work cross-party to address the content of full council
meetings. He quoted Clir John Alden, who had said that “this is the premier debating chamber in
this country outside Westminster”. The Leader agreed with that and said that there was a need to
ensure that City Council meetings have real honest debates and bring items of substance for
discussion, such as skills and the economy, and child poverty.

This followed earlier comments by the Leader and others, and discussions at Council Business
Management Committee (CBM), about how we might improve the effectiveness of the City Council
meeting. Indeed, the Corporate Resources O&S Committee had identified the need to review the
arrangements for City Council meetings at the start of the municipal year.

Purpose of the Inquiry

Therefore, following discussions with the Leader at our January Committee meeting, members of

the Committee picked up the challenge laid down at City Council and undertook al( )1(1)4i1( )1(me)
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1.25

The reason for this is that the evidence in this report will contribute to the annual review of the
Constitution taking place in time for the May AGM. In addition, the intention is that the debate
held when this report is discussed at the City Council meeting on the 5" April will provide further
information for the Leader and CBM to consider.
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Table 1: Existing Agenda Items — Member Survey Results
Yes Yes — with




guestionnaire had asked a question at City Council previously. Nonetheless the facility was felt to
be useful by three of the respondents.

2.2.8 Ten of the members who responded to the survey agreed that questions from members of the
public to any Cabinet Member or District Committee Chairman should remain without modification;
three thought this should be modified, and four that this should not remain on the agenda.

2.2.9 Those in favour of retaining public questions said that having all Councillors hear the concerns of
citizens was important “as it puts the public in the room and at the forefront of our minds as we
make decisions.” Comments included:

e As it takes place during the day, this limits people from taking part: “Most working people
cannot take time off during the working day to come”. One suggestion was that “people should
be allowed to send us a short video of them asking question if they can't be there in person”;

e Having the questions vetted in advance and answers prepared is ineffective and “stage
managed”;

e Party political points are often made as part of the questions (and there is a suspicion that they
are sometime planted).

2.2.10 It was suggested that questions could “be [put] in writing and together with responses circulated
to members.”

2.2.11 These findings reflected the discussions of the Committee, where there was some disagreement as
to whether they were an important opportunity for citizens to question political leaders and that to
remove it would undermine City Council as a means of engagement; or whether they really did
represent good engagement.

2.2.12 If public questions were to be removed, the Committee was clear that it should be replaced by
more meaningful engagement, and so explored alternative means of engaging with the public.
One idea put forward prior to the survey was that the Leader and Cabinet have a special dedicated
webcast session (where members of the public can also attend in person), perhaps monthly.
Respondents were asked whether they thought this would be a better or less effective way of
enabling members of the public to engage with the Cabinet and ask questions. Over half (nine)
members said that it would be a better way of enabling members of the public to engage with the
Cabinet and ask questions; and two that it would be less effective. Six thought it would make no
difference.

2.2.13 The mix of views was reflected in the comments:

“I think the webcast would be adequate.”
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“All questions must be submitted as a written question with an answer in writing
to the councillor from chair, cabinet member, etc. The Councillor submitting the
question then has the opportunity to ask a supplementary to the written
question”.

“Too often this becomes an abuse of the procedure whereby statements are read
out, rather than using the correct procedures for doing this”.

“Councillors have many opportunities to ask each other questions already”

“In order to utilise the full expertise of City Councillors, the time given to
Question Time needs to be adjusted, with an increase in especially B and C: any
Councillor to a Committee Chairman or Lead Member of a Joint Board and
Councillors other than Cabinet Members to a Cabinet Member.”

2.2.22 The timings associated with questions from councillors was the main issue; when members were










“Reduce the time for introduction by lead member, we can all read. This would
give more time to debate for members.”
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Suggested Action

7. That alternative types of scrutiny reports, alongside the inquiry report, are
considered to widen the scrutiny offer to City Council.

8. That standing orders are reviewed to reconsider the proposer, seconder and response
times for scrutiny reports, to give more time to other speakers. Priority should be
given to those not on the Scrutiny Committee proposing the report.

Motions

2.2.38 Whilst there was unanimous agreement on retaining motions for debate, there were a number of
comments which focused on the time available for this item, the content of motions and the style
of debate.

2.2.39 With regards to the time available, respondents to the survey were evenly split on whether more,
less or the same amount of time should be spent on this:

Table 5: Time Available for Motions

More time Less time Same Not Answered
Motions 5 (29%) 4 (24%) 5 (29%) 3 (18%)

2.2.40 The following comments were made:

“Time for individual motions should have an equal share of the total allotted
time.”

“There should be no more than two motions for debate and a detailed rota of
who will be doing what and when published after the council AGM each year.”

“Reduce the number of motions - one per meeting? so as to allow for a more
proper debate or alternatively increase the time allocated.”

“The time available doesn't fit the time needed.”

“Less time on 'motions': unless they are designed to be constructive, and not
just for political mud-slinging!”

“Restricting debates to one motion, giving more time. Ensuring that subjects for
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Table 7: Length of City Council Meetings

Option Total Percent
Far too long 2 12%

A little bit too long 0 0%
Mostly about right 6 35%

A little bit too short 7 41%

Far too short 2 12%

2.5.2 Those in favour of a shorter













“The volume of the speakers next to your ears makes you feel like you're being
shouted at for four and a half hours.”

“Whilst | think public scrutiny is very important and I'm pleased to see web
streaming and webcasts, | feel that the meeting is just irrelevant, decisions
already taken, old boys club. | honestly feel my time would be better spent on
the doorstep. | dread the meeting, a trial to be gotten through.”

“I'am NOT asking for a free meal, but | think the meeting would run better if we
had a proper meal break in the middle. Otherwise some people leave early and it
gets to the stage where everyone just wants to go home as they are hungry. Also
the meal break was useful for networking with Cllrs who you wanted to raise
something with. Now we are all crammed in a small room - Clirs of all parties
and the press all in together, and it's hard to have a private conversation. |
suggest therefore there should be the opportunity to buy a meal in the
banqueting suite and that those who choose not to partake can either go out to
a cafe or bring sandwiches.”

“My experience of council meetings is that they are long, dull, and not worth my
time attending (though | do). All decisions have been made, lots of jargon,
impenetrable reports, long speeches that are not focused, (mostly) men
shouting at each other, chair doesn't seem to know what is happening, timed
agenda which is not stuck too making childcare and caring responsibilities




3 Summary of Suggested Actions

3.1 Conclusions

3.1.1  Members of the Corporate Resources O&S Committee have served for many years on the Council
reflected in our March session on past City Council meetings and the changes over the last twenty
to thirty years. Whilst the very late meetings (going on to 11pm or beyond midnight) were not
remembered fondly, they did remember feeling more satisfied that they had contributed to the
governance of the city following the City Council meeting. Of course, prior to 2000, City Council
meetings were the main forum for decision-making. Whilst it is not possible to go back to that
position, nonetheless if was felt that there are route
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members not on the Committee to contribute and improving the time allocation for motions.
(Suggested actions 1, 4, 8 and 9)

3.2 Suggested Actions

1. That the approach to Lord Mayor’s Announcements be re-considered to ensure that
time is kept appropriately short , for example that tributes to former members are
kept to one speech on behalf of the Council;

2. That alternatives to public questions are considered - in particular regular webcasts
whereby people can come into the council house or participate on-line. If these are to
replace public questions, then they should be held monthly.

3. Any option chosen should be publicised more widely to encourag




12. That reports from external bodies / partners are considered - particularly those that
have a direct influence on the City Council (Combined Authority, Police and Crime
Commissioner).

Motion

That the suggested actions above be approved and forwarded to the Leader for inclusion in the annual
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