
  

Portfolio area: CORPORATE RESOURCES 

Title: REVIEW OF MEMBER SUPPORT NEEDS  

Report of : TOWN CLERK AND CHIEF EXECUTIVE 

Report reference TC 221/ 01 

  

Summary 

This report brings forward the information gathered during a review of Members’ 
Support Needs including the role of Political Assistants. 

  

  

Recommendation 

The Executive agree 

a. the proposals in respect of Member Support Services contained in paragraph 9 of 
the report  

b. the administration of Member training and support budgets as set out in 
paragraph 10 of the report 

and 

c. recommend any changes in respect of Political Assistants (and request a 
further report on implementation if change is to be recommended) . 

  

  

Date of Meeting 26th November 2001 
 

Public/Private   

  

Key Decision: Yes/No 

Recorded in Forward Plan: 
Yes/No 
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Contact Officer John Mallinson Ext: 7010 

Head of Corporate Policy & Strategy  

  

  

1. Introduction 
1. The Local Government Reform Working Group agreed that there should be 

two new posts created, one in support of the Executive and one in support of 
Overview and Scrutiny. The Working Group as part of that decision also 
requested that a review of Member support needs and of the future role of 
Political Assistants should take place.  

2. The impact of the new political structure on Member support needs generally 
and the role of Political Assistants in particular may be emerging now that the 
new structure is in place. The demise of the service committees and, the 
extensive paperwork which they generated, will presumably have some 
impacts, as will the new support arrangements for the Executive and 
Overview and Scrutiny. 

  

2. The Review Process 
1. A draft Work Programme for the review was prepared and consulted upon 

with Group Leaders, Corporate Management Team, Political Assistants, their 
officer line managers (who are also managers for Member Support Services) 
and Unison. The draft was amended as a result of these consultations and 
the final Work Programme is attached as Appendix 1.  

2. The timescale for the review was designed to conclude the review as quickly 
as was practical both in the light of the commencement of the new political 
structure and to limit the period of uncertainty for the staff affected.  

3. As can be seen from the programme the key elements of the review have 
been a Member questionnaire, Group Leader’s views, Political Assistant’s 
views, an analysis of political assistants’ work activity and line manager and 
Member support managers’ views.  

4. Obviously since the new political system was not in place or only in course of 
introduction the various views expressed during the review must 
predominately be based on experience under the ‘old’ committee system. 
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3. Members Questionnaire 
1. Member’s views were recognised as fundamental to the review and a 

questionnaire was designed to seek those views. The questionnaire had 
input from Group Leaders, Political Assistants and their line managers, 
managers responsible for Members Support Services, IT Services and 
Unison.  

2. A copy of the questionnaire is attached as Appendix 2 and the report of the 
findings from the questionnaire is attached as Appendix 3. The findings 
provide considerable detail of Members’ support as currently provided and 
importantly Members own views. Key points are also referred to later in this 
report.  

3. A member expressed concerns relating to the questionnaire and a copy of 
his letter and the officer reply is also included in Appendix 2. 

  

4. Group Leader’s Views 
1. Each Group Leader was invited to comment on the review, the Leader of the 

Council included his views in his response to the questionnaire whilst the 
other Group Leaders commented separately. Their views are attached as 
Appendix 4. The opposition Group Leaders both value the role of political 
assistants both personally and on behalf of their respective groups. 

  

5. Political Assistants 
1. Each Political Assistant kept a record of their work activity over a one-month 

period and summaries of this analysis is attached as Appendix 5. It is clear 
that analysis of committee papers, attendance at meetings, briefing 
Members, policy development, research activity of various types and 
communications are all common areas of their work. Members’ questionnaire 
responses endorse these as important areas of their work. How this pattern 
of work will be effected by the new political structure may be starting to 
emerge and Members will be well placed to assess this themselves.  

2. The questionnaire shows that 80% of Members use research and verbal 
briefings and 74% use information in addition to committee reports. 72% of 
members obtain this research/briefing/information from Political Assistants 
and 60% from officers. Several Members specifically commented on the 
importance of Political Assistants in research, information and briefing (page 
10 and appendices 6 & 7 of the survey findings report). 

  

3. 80% of Members feel that Political Assistants are important in supporting 
their work as a Councillor.  

4. Political Assistants were asked for their comments on their future role under 
the new political structure and on the findings of the questionnaire and two 
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have commented and their comments are attached as Appendix 6 the third 
commented through his union (see Appendix 7). 

  

6. Union Comments 
1. Unison were invited to comment and those comments are attached as 

Appendix 7. Unison support the retention of Political Assistants, they support 
Members being reminded about the administrative and secretarial services 
available to them (which is recommended in paragraph 9). Unison members 
in IT Services raise some concerns and the Portfolio Holder and Head of IT 
Services will discuss those with Unison. 

  

7. Line Managers & Members Support Managers 
1. The Political Assistants’ officer Line Managers (The City Solicitor and 

Secretary and the Head of Committee Services) are also responsible for 
Member Support Services. They were asked for their comments and these 
were mostly reflected in the content of the questionnaire. The City Solicitor 
and Secretary did comment further and those comments are attached as 
Appendix 8. The Head of Committee Services views were reflected in these 
comments although he did also suggest that Political Assistants should have 
in place a performance management framework including targets which 
could be monitored in the same way as have other Council staff.  

  

8. Support to Executive and Overview and Scrutiny 
1. As mentioned in the introduction two new posts have been created and by 

their nature these will presumably to some extent overlap with duties which 
have been undertaken by Political Assistants. Whether this is such as to 
question the future of Political Assistants posts is a matter of judgement 
based upon the duties of the new posts and the information on Members 
Support Needs and the role of Political Assistants included in this report. The 
Scrutiny Support Officer has been appointed and commences work on 3rd 
January 2002. The Executive Support Officer has not been recruited and 
consideration is being given to a revised arrangement for support to the 
Executive. The potential change involves a move to a post with a 
PA/administrative role and reinforces existing policy support arrangements. 
The job descriptions of the new Scrutiny Support Officer (as recruited) the 
Executive Support Officer (as originally drafted) and a draft for the potential 
revised administrative post are attached as Appendix 9. 

  

9. Member Support Proposals 
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1. Some 40% of Members use secretarial/admin support from the first floor of 
Town Clerk & Chief Executive’s department, of these, however 71% are 
satisfied with such support. Concerns expressed include awareness of the 
service amongst Members and confidentiality. In light of this it is proposed 
that the City Solicitor & Secretary remind all Members of the services which 
are available having first reviewed procedures relating to confidentiality so 
that Members can be also reassured regarding arrangements in this respect. 

2. 76% of Members are satisfied with IT support and many Members made 
comments on this and IT training. These have been passed to the Head of IT 
Services and Head of Personnel Services who will take them into account in 
future planning. 

  

3. Member satisfaction with training is less than in the above areas and the 
proposals in this report on Personal Training Budgets ought to help improve 
this in future. 

10. Members’ Personal Training and Support Budgets and Member Surgeries 
1. These matters were discussed by the Local Government Reform Working 

Group, Policy and Resources Committee and at Council but not resolved. 
The proposal under consideration was for a sum to be allocated to each 
Member to be used at their discretion (funded from the two combined 
existing budgets). There is, however, a distinction between costs of surgeries 
(and stationery etc.) on the one hand and training on the other. If these were 
to be met from a single budget then Members would in effect be deciding 
whether to fund surgeries or address identified training needs which is not a 
satisfactory choice.  

2. For these reasons it is proposed that there be two separate budgets one for 
surgeries and stationery (calling cards, diaries etc) administered by the Head 
of Committee Services and one for Members’ Personal Training 
administered by the Head of Personnel Services.  

3. If this approach is accepted then the surgeries budget would be initially set at 
the level of current expenditure (£4,600). It would, however, not be 
controllable and increased in future years if needed to reflect demand since 
in line with the emphasis on Member’s community role the frequency of 
surgeries should reflect needs/demands. 

  

4. The allocation of this sum would in turn mean that Member’s Personal 
Training Budgets could be set at £210. Members could be allowed to carry 
forward any year end underspends to the following year. 

  

11. Consultation 
1. Consultation has been a cornerstone of the review and is reported above. 

Page 5 of 8TC.221.01 - Review of member support needs

08/12/2005file://F:\Vol%2028(4)%20Committee%20Reports\TC.221.01%20-%20Review%20of%20Memb...



12. Staffing / Resources Comments 

. 

1. Paragraph 10 outlines a proposal for Member Personal Training Budgets to 
be set at £210 per member. Whilst the concept of individual training 
allocations is a step in the right direction, £210 per annum may prove to be 
inadequate to satisfy the training and development aspirations of Members in 
the new political arrangements.  

2. Comments made by Members on training from the survey have been noted 
and will be taken into account in future plans.  

3. If a decision to change the current arrangements for Political Assistants is 
taken, a further report on the staffing implications will be required. 

13. City Treasurer’s Comments 
1. The proposals outlined in paragraphs 9.1 and 9.2 do not carry any financial 

implications not already covered in the budget provision.  
2. Any option pursued in respect of the Political Assistants as detailed in 

paragraph 17 would carry financial implications. However these could only 
be assessed in the light of detailed proposals which would form the basis of 
a future report, if Members ask for any of the identified options to be 
developed further. 

14. Legal Comments 
1. The City Solicitor & Secretary has been consulted and his comments 

incorporated within the report. 
15. Corporate Comments 

1. Corporate issues are dealt with within the report. 
16. Environmental Implications 

1. There are no significant environmental implications. 

  

17.  
18. Options in respect of Political Assistants 

1. Clearly any decision relating to political assistants is influenced by how 
Members assess the various findings brought out in this review. Also 
important is the impact of the new political structure and ways of working 
under it and of the two new posts created.  

2. Dependent upon how Members judge these factors there would appear to be 
four broad options :- 

a. make no change  
b. move to part-time political assistants  
c. abolish these posts  
d. provide some level of additional research resource for all Members on a non-

political basis as an alternative to these political posts  
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If Members wish to pursue option b, c or d then a further report on that option 
and its implementation would be prepared. 

  

1. Determining the Review 
1. Any changes to Member support services are a matter for the Executive to 

decide, however, any changes to Political Assistants posts are 
constitutionally a matter for full Council and would therefore be the subject of 
a recommendation by the Executive. 

  

2. Recommendation 

The Executive agree 

a. The proposals in respect of Member Support Services contained in paragraph 9 
of the report  

b. the administration of Member training and support budgets as set out in 
paragraph 10 of the report 

and 

c. recommend any changes in respect of Political Assistants (and request a 
further report on implementation if change is to be recommended) . 

Peter Stybelski 

Town Clerk & Chief Executive  
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