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Arrangements for consulting with trade unions 

The Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee have requested that a paper be submitted reflecting the views of management and unions regarding consultation arrangements. The timing of this request was ‘between meetings’ with the trade unions and so, although sought, their views are yet to be accommodated in this paper.

Current state

As with many things the existing arrangements are a product of history. A report (TC170/01) to the Personnel Consultative Committee on 27 July 2001 from the then Head of Personnel cogently describes the evolution of consultation within the authority.

At present consultation takes place at 4 levels:

1. Business Unit

2. Corporate

3. Member

4. Specific

‘Level 1’ activity is patchy but we believe reflects the wishes of each party (management and union). Thus at CTS there is a well-established, well-attended, and by all accounts well-received Consultative Forum that meets bi-monthly. But such meetings within other Business Units are uncommon. Originally established for our previous structure of five large departments, these are not seen as so relevant to today’s structure of 12 smaller Business Units. Apart from CTS, they exist now on a ‘needs-must’ basis. 

Heads of other Business Units will still readily meet with unions in a more formal forum if requested. My understanding is that the current informal arrangements at this level, coupled with the existence of further levels of consultation, are sufficient to meet needs.

Level 2 activity is going through a period of consolidation. What began as a fairly relaxed forum where any issues could be raised and discussed, has recently changed to become more formal and business-like. Thus agendas are set in advance and supporting papers issued. Indeed joint decisions can be reached (e.g. to agree a new corporate policy). Minutes have always been taken, but these now better facilitate actions and subsequent monitoring. These meetings are chaired by the Chief Executive, and membership includes the two Executive Directors and Head of MSES, as well as trade union colleagues.

Level 3 activity involves members of the Executive, usually in the form of the Portfolio Holder (currently Cllr. Jackie Geddes) meeting at regular but not frequent intervals with the trade unions. Agendas are set in advance. 

Level 4 either emerge to address a contingency or a set issue (e.g. Single Status) or have a specific purpose such as the new Health and Safety forum due to meet for the first time early August.

Future

I do not propose major changes to these arrangements because firstly, they seem to be working and secondly, they are already sufficiently organic to accommodate change, when such change is seen as desirable by both parties. Thus, it is not inconceivable that further Level 4 activity will emerge and equally, existing forum close down (such as the Single Status group that hopefully will cease to be needed when we achieve this goal). 

It is the Council’s wish to further enhance partnership working with trade unions, and the Lifelong learning agenda is one area that has already been proposed. We are to jointly hear a presentation from the TUC in the autumn that may prompt further developments.  

I do however, see the need for three improvements:

1. To give the current arrangements an agreed and universally-used title/label so that we are all clear as to what we are talking about. Thus I would suggest:

· Level 1 to be known as Local Joint Consultation (xxx Business Unit LJC)
· Level 2 to be the Forum for Corporate Joint Consultation (CJC) 
· Level 3 Members Joint Consultation (MJC)
· Level 4 Joint Consultative Working Groups (xxx issue JCWG).

Note that the term usually used, ‘committee’, is not really available to us as it has      another connotation in local government.

2. There is a need to clarify the membership and remit of each group so as to assure mutual understanding. 

3. The reporting arrangements between these groups (and for management, the reporting line between these groups and CMT/EMG) are in need of formalisation.

Head of MSES
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