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This report considers the different options for circulating reports to Members of O&S Committees that are not for formal consideration at a committee meeting. These reports are in effect for information only and this report considers 4 different options on how to deal with them. 

Questions for / input required from Scrutiny:

Do Members want to select an option for how ‘information only’ items are dealt with in O&S?

Recommendations:

That Members select one of the options given. The officers’ recommendation is for option (3): Circulate ‘information only’ items and note them within the work programme.

Contact Officer:
Dave Taylor
Ext:
7245

Introduction

As scrutiny has developed and matured, it has become increasingly necessary to manage agendas so that there is a small number of items on any agenda and that only items to which scrutiny can genuinely contribute are listed and discussed at the meeting. Against this background, there is a legitimate desire from Members to see information relating to areas of work which they are responsible for scrutinising, but which do not require active scrutiny at that point. In this way, Members can be kept abreast of developments that are relevant to their future scrutiny work. 

During informal discussions at the O&S Management Committee, Members asked what other authorities did to deal with the problem of maintaining information flows to scrutiny Members whilst reducing the length of agendas. The remainder of this report discusses possible options for the circulation of those documents.

So Far

In 2006-7, Corporate Resources Committee introduced a Part C to their agendas which listed some items as ‘For information only’. This practice was ended by the Committee at the beginning of the 2007/8 year.

The drive to reduce the length of agendas but keep scrutiny Members informed of developments relating to their work is also apparent for the other O&S committees.  Community O&S Committee has already circulated some papers for information only during this civic year, noting that this had occurred on the agenda.

Possible Options

Before discussing the options available, there are a few general points worth stressing – firstly that the need for transparency should not be lost in whatever option is selected. It must be as clear as possible to the Committee, officers and the public what is going to be scrutinised and what is not. Secondly, that if Members are concerned about any items that they receive ‘for information’, they can ask that the item be brought to a subsequent Committee meeting for proper scrutiny. Finally, some authorities appear to blur the need for a general flow of information to all Members and the specific requirements of scrutiny Members. It is important to distinguish between the two – circulation of information to scrutiny Members can never substitute for adequate arrangements to inform all Members. This report deals only with information flows to scrutiny Members.  Finally, whatever arrangements are made, it will be the judgement of the Chair, working with the relevant scrutiny officer, to decide which items will be dealt with as ‘information only’ matters.

There seem to be four possible options that are used elsewhere:

(1) Have a mixed agenda with some items ‘for information only’ in amongst those items for which scrutiny is expected; (eg Bath and North East Somerset)
The main problem with this approach is that it lacks clarity – within an agenda, some items will be scrutinised, others will not be discussed at all. Also, this option goes against the attempts to keep O&S agendas as short as possible and focussed on issues upon which scrutiny can make a difference.

(2) Have a separate section on the agenda – ‘Part C’ where items that are purely for information; eg: Warwickshire, Oxford, North Cornwall District Council 

The agenda could be divided up into ‘Items for Consideration’ and ‘Items for Information’.

Oxford City Council have a part on their agenda which has ‘for information only’ items but also makes it clear that if a Member of the Committee or the public wishes to raise an issue on any of those items, they should contact the committee clerk at least 24 hours before the meeting. In this way, the relevant officer can be asked to attend the meeting if required.

The main argument against this approach is that these items are still appearing on an agenda in a standard format but will probably not be discussed. 

(3) Circulate ‘information only’ items and note them within the work programme so that Members have a list of items that have been dealt with during the year in this way e.g. Bedford

Bedford Borough Council adopt this approach, calling these items ‘off-agenda’. It could be argued that this is the best approach in terms of transparency – it means the items do not appear on a standard agenda but that there is a record of what has been sent out when to Committee Members. This could also be used to identify follow-up items (where Members have asked for some information in a Committee meeting to be sent to them) and when these were sent. By keeping a record of what information was sent and when, it means that there will be transparency. As with (2), it could be stressed to Members that if they wish the item to come before the Committee for discussion, they raise the matter with the Chair of the Committee and/or scrutiny officers.  

(4) Circulate information to Members but make no formal mention on the agenda or in the work programme;

This would avoid confusion about agenda items but does mean that these items are entirely ‘unofficial’ ie there is no record of what has been circulated to Members.

Conclusion

There is a need to define how ‘information only’ items are dealt with by O&S Committees. From the options available, the one which offers greatest clarity without cluttering the agenda is (3): circulate ‘information only’ items and note them in the work programme. This option is recommended to Members.
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