
EXCERPT FROM THE MINUTES OF THE

COMMUNITY OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

HELD ON 24 MARCH 2005


COS.51/05
DEMOCRATIC ENGAGEMENT BEST VALUE REVIEW: ACTION PLAN UPDATE
The Communications Manager presented joint report with the Overview and Scrutiny Support Officer (SP.02/05) providing an update on progress in implementing the Action Plan developed as part of the Best Value Review of Democratic Engagement.

Good progress had been made on the Action Plan, although some slippage had occurred, partly as a result of the recent flooding, details of which were provided.   The action points relating to consultation were under consideration following the recent departure from the authority of the Research Officer and a subsequent review of consultation services.

The Committee was asked, in particular, to give consideration to and guidance on the way forward as regards:

(a)   Webcasting

A year long pilot scheme to webcast meetings of the authority had been launched in October 2004 with the webcasting of the State of the City Debate during Local Democracy Week.   There had been some opposition to webcasting amongst Members and therefore no further meetings were webcast.  The equipment had subsequently been lost due to the floods.

If Members wished to re‑instate the piloting of webcasting meetings, one alternative could be to purchase a video camera that could be used to video parts of meetings or set piece statements on news items that could be accessed via the website.

(b)   Attainers Event 

The Attainers Event held in April 2004 was poorly attended and clearly work required to be done to try and introduce first time voters to the authority. 

In considering the above, Members made the following points and observations –

(a) The purchase of a video camera would seem a sensible way forward, provided that the operator was adequately trained.  It was essential that the Council’s web site was maintained to a high standard.

In response Ms Taylor explained that the Unit’s digital camera had recently been updated and a member of staff was experimenting with that.  The intention was that two members of staff would be sent on photography courses.

(b) A Member queried the reference in the report to opposition to webcasting amongst Members and was informed that the Chairman of the Evening and Night Time Economy Task Group had not considered it appropriate when interviewing witnesses.

The Member believed that to be a narrow basis upon which to stop webcasting and questioned whether it could not have been piloted in a different context.

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager replied that the matter had been discussed, the view being that webcasting had to be linked into citizenship work, and that topics chosen should be of maximum interest value.

(c) A Member commented that generally there appeared to be a lack of political drive in taking the significant issue of democratic engagement forward.  He particularly referred to finding 7, action 9 – incorporate ‘Youth Issues’ into the title of a Portfolio Holder where it stated that The Leader should lead.  The Member further believed that, whilst it may not be realistic to have a Portfolio Holder concentrating specifically on democratic engagement, that was an issue which he would urge the Executive to consider.   He added that each Political Party could appoint a Democratic Engagement Champion.

In response, the Overview and Scrutiny Support Officer endorsed the Member’s view that it would not succeed unless there was broad, high level political and Officer support.

Ms Taylor clarified that in that context ‘The Leader’ meant the Leader in consultation with the Executive and apologised for any confusion.

(d) A Member referred to the recent departure from the authority of the Research Officer and questioned whether she would be replaced.

Ms Taylor replied that the post would not be filled, but rather the Council was entering into a contact with CN which would enable a financial saving to be achieved whilst maintaining the service.  Consultation would remain the responsibility of Strategic and Performance Services.

Members further queried how the effectiveness of that change would be monitored, referring to the danger of over consulting with the public.

The Policy and Performance Manager replied that it was envisaged that the research and consultation service would continue and it was hoped improve.  She and the Head of Strategic and Performance Services would be meeting with CN in the next few weeks and would be happy to report back.  It was hoped to have a more planned and strategic approach in future.  Members indicated that they would welcome a further report on that point.

(e) With reference to the poor attendance at the Attainers Event, a Member indicated that very few 16-18 year olds knew what the City and County Councils actually did.  He suggested that a possible way forward would be for Members to visit secondary schools to explain the position on a non‑political basis.  Other Members stressed the need to undertake such liaison carefully with the emphasis being on smaller groups, and that action had to be taken to get Councillors to so engage. 

Ms Taylor replied that Officers worked hard, via the Carlisle Focus, to promote the City Council.  Ward Councillors’ details were sent to all Schools last year  and Members had visited and would do so again this year.  There was an action through the Member Learning and Development Programme to help Members understand what they could do through organising events in their Wards.

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive commented that Officers could also participate and provide a non‑political stance and she was keen for that to be developed.  

A Member questioned whether it would be possible to send out information packs at an earlier date.  She had spoken to a Head Teacher who was very interested but required to receive that information sooner.

Ms Taylor undertook to take that point on board.

RESOLVED – (1) That progress on the implementation of the Action Plan be endorsed.

(2) That this Committee agrees to updating of the Action Plan as outlined in the report.

(3) That the guidance provided by Members’, as detailed above, on the issues of Webcasing and the Attainers Event be taken on board.

(4) That the Executive be requested to consider the comments made at point (c) above as regards democratic engagement in general.

(5) That the Policy and Performance Manager be requested to report further on the research and consultation service to a future meeting of this Committee.







