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INFRASTRUCTURE OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE
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IOS.111/04
FUTURE OPTIONS FOR FUSEHILL STREET COMMUNITY GARDENS

Councillor Mrs Mallinson (Chairman), having declared a prejudicial interest in the matter, vacated the Chair and retired from the meeting room during consideration thereof.

Councillors Allison, Miss Martlew and Mrs Rutherford, having declared prejudicial interests, remained within the meeting room and took part in the discussion.

Councillor Dodd (Vice-Chairman) in the Chair.

There was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.160/04 of the Executive meeting on 17 August 2004 detailing the outcome of the Executive’s deliberations on this Committee’s recommendations on the future of the Fusehill Street Community Gardens.  The decision of the Executive was:

1. That the Town Clerk and Chief Executive be requested to arrange for Officers to make arrangements to undertake further consultation with the community by way of -

(a) sending a letter to all residents in the adjoining streets to the Fusehill Street site outlining the proposals and seeking their views;

(b) arranging a public display of the proposals for the Fusehill Street site at Greystone Community  Centre for a period of one week and inviting comments.

2. That all Members of the Executive will make arrangements to visit the site at Fusehill Street and surrounding area.

3. That the outcome of the further consultation be reported to a meeting of the Executive in September 2004 when a decision will be taken on the future of the site.

Further, and at the request of the Chairman, a letter dated 20 August 2004 from Miss Marian E Smith, 53 Rydal Street, Carlisle concerning the above decision was submitted for consideration.

Referring to the Executive decision, Ms Mooney (Acting Town Clerk and Chief Executive) reported that –

· A letter had been sent to residents on 25 August, the deadline for responses being 3 September 2004.

· A Public display of the proposals had been established at Greystone Community Centre on 24 August and closed on 3 September.  Also included was 100 reply forms in order that members of the public could submit their views.

· Members of the Executive had visited the site.

· A decision on the matter would be taken at a special meeting of the Executive to be held on 16 September 2004.

Discussion arose, during which Members raised the following concerns -

1. One of this Committee’s recommendations had been that a public meeting be held to afford people the opportunity to ask questions of the Executive and Officers, obtain further information and make their views known.  That had not been undertaken.

In response, Ms Mooney advised that the Executive and Officers had considered the matter of a public meeting.   However, based on experience of consultation, prior such meetings and the particular circumstances in question, it was considered that such a meeting would have limited benefits (i.e. not many people would turn up and it would not serve to include hard to reach members of the public).   The provision of a public display was felt to be more accessible and less intimidating to local people. 

2. The second recommendation of this Committee was that the Executive investigate the manner by which public consultation was undertaken across the Authority, particularly regarding community issues, with a view to making such consultation as wide ranging as possible.  Confirmation that the Executive would take that on board was sought.

The Portfolio Holder for Environment, Infrastructure and Transport responded that the Executive was prepared to look at that issue and Officers would be bringing forward suggestions for consideration.   He further understood that the responses coming from the public display were quite encouraging.

Councillor Bloxham did, however, wish it to be placed on record that the above statement in no way implied that he agreed that the Council had not undertaken proper consultation in the matter.

3. Reference was made to the Minutes of the meeting held on 29 July 2004 and, in particular, the representations made by the Ward Member that “the lack of consultation is the main problem as locals perceive it. …..”, and to the comment contained in Miss Smith’s letter that “clearly this is more of the usual gesture consultation used to push through biased proposals quickly.”  

A Member commented that the proposal for a public meeting had been brushed aside.   He believed that consultation should mean that people were furnished with information and options, had the opportunity to discuss and respond to the same, and had a sincere and transparent perception that their views would count.  He considered that the consultation had been undertaken in a clumsy manner, which was a shame, and questioned whether it would not have been better to hold a public meeting in any case.

In response, Ms Mooney expressed regret that the Member felt that the proposal for a public meeting had been brushed aside.  She stressed that the consultation process had been lengthy and the consultation referred to was additional to the statutory consultation process.   Meetings had also been held with the Petitioners who felt most strongly about the options.  Clearly lessons could be learnt from the matter, but it was felt that the right course of action had been taken.

The Head of Strategic and Performance Services advised that the response rate from the latest consultation was +27% which was good.  Public perception was, of course, very important.  The consultation document itself had been developed by an Officer in her Unit who was a qualified member of the Market Research Unit and had been very careful to ensure that the questions posed were impartial.

A Member asked if Miss Smith could explain why she considered the consultation to be biased and Ms Mooney read out to the meeting the content of consultation letter and questionnaire by way of a reminder.

At the invitation of the Chairman Miss Smith, who was in attendance at the meeting, stated that she had been advised that the questions put to the public were biased.  They should have asked whether the public wished to see any building on the site or to have it retained as open space.   Because of the questions asked the play area upgrade was now associated with the development of the Medical Centre in the minds of the public.  The phraseology had been designed to get people to say yes.

In conclusion, Members asked that their disappointment that this Committee’s recommendations had not been fully followed be conveyed to the Executive.

RESOLVED – (1) That the decision of the Executive be noted.

(2) That the Executive be advised of this Committee’s disappointment that its recommendations contained in Minute IOS.95/04 had not been fully implemented. 







