Council 2008-09-23 - Reports

Title of Report: Review of Area Forums item 11

Report to be

considered by: Council

Date of Meeting: 23 September 2008

Forward Plan Ref: =~ (C1642

Purpose of Report: To provide feedback on the consultation into the

review of Area Forums and to consider the

recommendations of the Area Forum Task Group.

Recommended Action: That Council be requested to adopt the

recommendation of the Area Forum Task Group set

out below.

The Task Group recommended that:

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

(e)

(f)

(9)

District Parish Conferences to be enhanced
and three or four meetings to be held per
annum at different localities across the District
and where appropriate arrangements be made
for localised discussions to take place.

A new Public Engagement Model based on
Members (both parties) and Officers attending
and having a high profile presence at five
events / locations a year to be introduced.

Individual Town and Parish Councils or groups
be requested to consider whether they would
wish to enhance their own public engagement
model should they consider this to be relevant
or appropriate.

In relation to participatory budgeting, further
work be undertaken into the feasibility of
introducing a locality based service delivery
model to those areas in line with Corporate
Priorities across the District.

Subject to the results of (d), the Executive be
asked to review the existing Capital Grant
system to enable resources to be directed in
line with Corporate Priorities.

Further work be undertaken in relation to
establishing Virtual Forums.

Any new engagement-model introduced be
subject to a review in eighteen months time.
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(h) That Policy and Communication staff
introduce appropriate measures to manage
outstanding Area Forum actions and that Area
Forums, in their current format, be
discontinued forthwith.

(i) The Overview and Scrutiny Commission be
asked to monitor and review the outstanding
Area Forum action plans to ensure completion.

Reason for decision to be  To ensure that the most appropriate public engagement
taken: model is in place which affords a larger number of
residents to engage with the Council.

Key background o Minutes of the Area Forum Review Task Group 04
documentation: June 2008.
o Minutes from the Area Forum Review Task Group
on 17 July 2008
o Minutes of the Area Forum Review Task Group 26
August 2008
) Correspondence from Parish Councils and residents
. Developing the Kennet and Pang Area Forum to

increase the involvement of the public and partner
orgamsatlons Evaluation of the pilot on Thursday
16" February 2006. (report to Corporate Board)

The proposals will also help achieve the following Council Plan Outcome(s)
CPO12 - Including Everyone

CPO13 - Value for Money
CPO15 - Putting Customers First

The proposals contained in this report will help to achieve the above Council Plan Themes

and Outcomes by:
Agreeing innovative ways for the Council to engage Parish and Town Councils and local

residents in the democratic process
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Name & Telephone No.:

Councillor Graham Jones Tel: (01235) 762744

E-mail Address:

Date Portfolio Member
agreed report:

gjones@westberks.gov.uk

1 September 2008

Name: Andy Day

Job Title: Head of Policy and Communication

Tel. No.: 01635 519459

E-mail Address: aday@westberks.gov.uk

Implications

Policy: No policy implications but the relevant sections of the
Constitution will need to be amended.

Financial: There will not be any additional financial implications for the
Council. The cost of the new engagement model and additional
District parish Conferences will be met from within existing Area
Forum budgets. Should members be minded to adopt Ward
Based or Locality Budgets these will be incorporated into the
2009/10 budget setting process.

Personnel: No additional staff will be required.

Legal: None

Property: None

Risk Management: None

Equalities Impact None

Assessment:

Is this item subject to call-in?

Yes: |:|

No: X]

If nof subject to call-in please put a cross in the appropriate box:

The item is due to be referred to Council for final approval
Delays in implementation could have serious financial implications for the Council
Delays in implementation could compromise the Council’s position

Considered or reviewed by Overview and Scrutiny Commission or associated
Task Groups within preceding six months
Item is Urgent Key Decision

(1 DX
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Executive Summary

1.1

1.2

1.3

2.2

Introduction

At Annual Council on the 08™ May 2008 a Motion was proposed and adopted
requesting that a review of how effectively the Council was engaging and
consulting residents takes place. A Task Group, comprising seven Members, was
set up to review the effectiveness of the current Area Forum format.

The Democratic Services Manager wrote to all Parish and Town Council Clerks
and asked them to comment on the effectiveness of Area Forums and any
additional comments they would like to make. In addition comments were sought
from residents via the individual forums and on the Council’'s website.

Despite attempts to engage all parishes in reviewing the effectiveness of Area
Forums, only 14 of the 62 Parishes responded. Although some of the feedback
supported the retention of Area Forums, other Parishes recognised the need to
change the current model if greater public involvement was to be achieved.

Proposals

The Task Group, at its third and final meeting, concluded that as there is no
statutory duty to hold Area Forum meetings an alternative model for engaging more
broadly with the community should be adopted.

The Task Group’s proposals are:

) To enhance the District Parish Conference and increase the frequency of
these meetings;

o To adopt a New Public Engagement Model based on Members and Officers
attending and having a high profile presence at a range of events and
locations; '

J Town and Parish Councils enhancing their own public engagement models
where they consider this to be appropriate;

o Further research take place into introducing a locality based delivery model;
Further work be undertaken in relation to establishing Virtual Forums;

. Officers continue to manage outstanding actions that have arisen at previous
Forum meetings; and

o The Overview and Scrutiny Commission review the outstanding Area Forum

Action List in twelve months time.

Conclusion

The Task Group agreed that Area Forums, in their current format, should be
discontinued forthwith and that the effectiveness of the new model should be
reviewed eighteen months after its inception.
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Executive Report

1.
1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

1.5

Introduction

The Council agreed to establish four Area Forums in July 2000 based on the
existing Area Planning Sub-Committee boundaries (an additional forum meeting
was established in 2004).

An Area Forum Task Group was set up in June 2003 to review if the Area Forums
had accomplished what they had set out to achieve and to propose amendments to
the Area Forum’s Terms of Reference. The Task Group identified three critical
success factors for Area Forums namely:

(a) Increasing the level of attendance and interest from members of the
public;

(b) Improving interest from local councils;

(c) Positively encouraging attendance.

At Annual Council on the 08th May 2008 the following Motion was proposed and
adopted: “The Council wishes to consider the most beneficial ways of engaging
and consulting with residents, and therefore intends to review the effectiveness of
the current processes including the Area Forums. It is therefore proposed that the
Area Forum meetings already publicised in May and June should continue as
planned within the existing structures, pending the outcome of the proposed review
which will be presented to full Council in September.”

Following the Council meeting a Task Group, comprising 7 Members (5
Conservative and 2 Liberal Democrat) was set up with the following terms of
reference:

. Ascertain the extent to which the functions of the forums as set out in the
Constitution are being met;

o Ascertain the effectiveness of the current working arrangements of Area
Forums;

) Establish the level of engagement from partner organisations;

o To establish whether Area Forums provide Good Value for Money (Council

Plan Outcome);
o Consider other vehicles which engage residents and Parish/ Town Councils

In considering the critical success factors identified by the 2003 Task Group the
following conclusions were reached:

(a) Public attendance is variable from a handful to up to on occasions 60
people but that attendance across the five forums is generally low.
(b) With the exception of Thatcham Area Forum the majority of attendees at

meetings are from Parish Councils. It should however be noted that the
District Parish Conference which is currently held twice a year attracts 80
to 90 attendees.
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(c) 'Despite a range of attempts to increase attendance at meetings, within a
limited budget, the level of attendance at meetings has remained fairly
low.

1.6  Part 2 Article 9 (Paragraph 2.9.4 of the WBC Constitution) sets out the role of the
Area Forum as follows:

o To be responsible for the preparation of an Area Action Plan in consultation
with local people. This Action Plan to be incorporated as part of the
development of the community planning process.

. To consider, monitor, scrutinise and make recommendations to the
Executive or Policy Development Commissions and Overview and Scrutiny
Commission, as appropriate, with respect to service delivery / performance
of local services and facilities.

To receive regular monitoring reports on service delivery in the area.

o To be consulted by the Council on major policy issues or changes to eXIstmg
policies which have a significant impact on the area.
. To provide the opportunity for public participation and engagement by acting

as a forum for discussion on matters of local interest and, in particular, to
elicit/hear the views of local bodies, organisations.

o To foster, in relation to the area and its people, a close working relationship
with Town and Parish Councils and other relevant agencies and bodies.

o To determine small grants to voluntary bodies operating primarily in the area
and within the budget delegated to the Area Forum.

o To consider local minor highways issues falling within the Council’s existing

policy and within the Transport Management Works budget delegated to the
Area Forum. (The budget for 2008/09 set by the Council on 4th March 2008
does not include any provision to allow Area Forums to implement schemes
previously listed on the Traffic Management Works Programme.)

o To appoint to governing bodies of schools within the area of the Forum.

o To appoint representatives to outside bodies operating primarily within the
area of the Forum.

o To promote liaison with local youth and community management committees

in conjunction with local Area Youth Teams.

To receive summary OfSTED reports for local schools.

To consider proposals relating to the operation of local recreation facilities.
To consider local community safety issues.

To consider public questions and receive petitions about issues local to the
Area.

1.7 In relation to the above roles and responsibilities, the Task Group will know that
over time Area Forums are either no longer responsible for or other governance
structures have been introduced for the following areas:

(i) Safer Communities — The introduction of NAGs has seen many issues of
Speeding traffic and Anti Social Behaviour bemg picked up by these
community based groups.

(i) The determination of small grants to voluntary organisations is now
undertaken by the Strategic Funding Group.
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(i)  The Transport Management Works Budget is no longer aligned with Area
Forums. ‘

(iv)  The appointment of School Governors is able to be determined by virtue of
the Council’s Individual Decision Making Scheme.

(V) OfSTED reports are no longer considered by Area Forums.

(vi)  In relation to the preparation of area Action Plans this has now been
integrated into the Parish Plan process and the Area Forums only role is to
adopt them.

At its first meeting on the 04 June 2008 the Task Group reviewed the effectiveness
of Area Forums and considered that a new model for public engagement was
necessary in order to ensure that as many West Berkshire residents had the
chance to ask questions or be appraised of particular issues within their locality.

Officers were also asked to provide feedback from the consuitation, options for
consideration in respect of the locations for the ‘roadshows’ and also to consider
introducing a process for managing the continuity of outstanding actions.

Feedback from Consultation

All Parish and Town Councils and Meetings were asked to provide feedback on the
effectiveness of Area Forums and any comments they would like to make. The
closing date for comments was the 31 July 2008 and responses were received from
14 of the 62 Parishes. A table setting out these comments is attached at

Appendix A.

The responding Parishes stated, in the main, that the Area Forums provided a
useful opportunity for communities and Councils to interact but acknowledged that
attendance at meetings was low. It was noted that local government meetings did
not generally attract residents though. Some of the Parishes suggested that
perhaps the function of forums had not been clearly articulated to residents and
many residents therefore viewed their Parish Council as the first point of contact
and did not realise they had a similar vehicle at District level.

A number of Parishes suggested that specialist subject meetings might prove more
popular. Comments also suggested that the formality and length of meetings might
deter residents from attending.

Furthermore it was felt that the current area forum boundaries did not promote
communities of interest which might impact negatively on attendance.

Parishes felt that wider publicity was needed to boost attendance at meetings. It
should however be noted that posters advertising the forums are sent to all clerks to
place on their noticeboards, meeting dates regularly published in the West
Berkshire News (now ‘A Great Place to Live’), press releases sent to the local
newspaper and meetings, which are set annually, advertised on the Council's
website. In addition agendas are sent to all attendees that sign in at meetings and
indicate that they wish to receive them.
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In October 2005 a pilot meeting of the Kennet and Pang Valley Area Forum was
held in an attempt to increase attendance at the meetings. The purpose of the pilot
was to consider the impact of a revised format and additional advertising on
attendance. The meeting included an open session or “surgery” section where the
public had the opportunity of having their issues dealt with face to face by
representatives from the Council, Thames Valley Police and Voluntary and
Community based groups. Despite vast numbers of leaflets being dropped through
local residents’ post boxes only 35 residents attended this meeting. It was therefore
concluded that the amount of public who attended did not warrant the amount of
staff resource and cost expended. Information received from the feedback forms
returned did however suggest that the respondents judged the surgery style event
to be either good or very good in terms of usefulness in accessing information

In addition comments from residents have been requested via the individual forums
and on the Council's website. The Democratic Services Manager received 2 letters
and a series of email from a resident addressed to the Leader of the Council. A
summary of their comments is set Appendix B.

It should also be noted that at the Thatcham Area Forum meeting held on the 22
May 2008 “Members of the public voiced their strong disapproval and
disappointment at the immediate suspension of the Forum. When asked if they
opposed the suspension of the Forum it appeared that there was a consensus in
favour of their continuation. Sue Everett proposed a petition and circulated it around
the Forum; the petition would be placed at Thatcham Town Council if anybody else
wished to sign it.” (see Draft minutes from the meeting). This petition has not been
submitted to West Berkshire Council for consideration.

It can be seen that despite attempts to engage all parishes in reviewing the
effectiveness of Area Forums, only 14 of the 62 Parishes responded. Although
some of the feedback supported the retention of Area Forums, other Parishes
recognise the need to change the current model if greater public involvement was
to be achieved.

The Way Forward

A number of proposals for the future of Area Forums were discussed at meetings of
the Review Task Group. It has been accepted that Area Forums should not
continue in their present format as they have failed to capture the imagination of the
vast majority of West Berkshire residents. Although the cost of running Area
Forums is relatively low they do require significant human resources. The Task
Group has concluded that, as there is no statutory duty to hold these meetings the
Council needed to seek an alternative model for engaging more broadly with the
community.

The proposals are set out below.

(1)  District Parish Conference
The reintroduction of District Parish Conferences has greatly enhanced the
relationship between the Council and the Parishes and regularly attracts

80/90 people for each meeting. Inadvertently the success of the conferences
may have resulted in a slight decline in Parish Councillor attendance at Area
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Forums. The Task Group noted a request from Parishes that they would like
to ‘retain the element where Parishes in small groupings could interact with
Members and Officers’ and will therefore put arrangements in place to hold
localised discussions in smaller groups at the Conferences where this is
deemed appropriate.

Recommendation (a):

Parishes Conferences to be enhanced and three or four meetings to be
held per annum at different localities across the District and where
appropriate arrangements be made for localised discussions to take
place.

(2) New Public Engagement Model

Attendance at forum meetings remains relatively low. It is felt that the
formality of the meetings and the location and accessibility issues could be a
contributory factor. The Council having a local presence at a range of events
and locations across the District may address this issue. Based on existing
resources Officers have suggested limiting this to five key events per annum.

Suggested events include:

the Crafty Raft Race in Newbury

Royal County of Berkshire Show in Newbury
Good Friday Open Day in Lambourn

Holybrook Festival

Hungerford and District Community Arts Festival

Suggested locations could also include:

Kennet Centre in Newbury

Kingsland Centre in Thatcham

Markets (such as Farmers Market in Hungerford)
Sainsbury’s, Calcot

Members will consider the above list, make any further suggestions and then
prioritise the events and locations that they would like Officers to explore
further. A maximum of five events is recommended.

Recommendation (b):

A new Public Engagement Model based on Senior Members (both parties)
" and Officers attending and having a high profile presence five events /
locations a year to be introduced.

(3)  Town and Parish Council Hosted Forums

One of the issues raised by Parishes in respect of Area Forums is that the
boundaries do not always reflect the communities served. In addition
residents tended to refer matters directly to their Parish Councils that
provided them with an immediate local connection. It was therefore
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suggested that Parish and Town Councils could continue to run their own
forums possibly held at the start of formal meetings which would provide
public interface sessions if they so wished. Relevant Officers could attend
when invited to do so.

Recommendation (c):

Individual Town and Parish Councils or groups be requested to consider
whether they would wish to enhance their own public engagement model
should they consider this to be relevant or appropriate.

(4) Ward Based Budgeting

The Task Group agreed that Ward Based Budgeting should be considered
as a possible option for the Council. Further research is needed to examine
such an option. Models, governance and financial implications would need to
be considered outside of the Task Group. Any proposals relating to finance
would have to be considered as part of the 2009/10 budget and approved by
Council.

Recommendation (d):
In relation to participatory budgeting, further work be undertaken into the

feasibility of introducing a locality based service delivery model to those
areas on most need across the District.

Recommendation(e):

Subject to the results of (d), the Executive be asked to review the existing
Capital Grant system to enable more resources to be diverted in those
areas in most need.

(5)  Virtual Forum
In an effort to reach residents that do not currently attend forums and that
may not want to or have the opportunity to interact face to face with

Members and Officers the possibility of hosting online forums on the
Council’'s website to be investigated.

Recommendation (f):

That further work be undertaken in relation to establishing Virtual
Forums.

(6) Review of Effectiveness of New Model

The Task Group has agreed that the effectiveness of any new proposals
should be reviewed in eighteen months of their inception.

Recommendation (g):
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That any new engagement model introduced be subject to a review in
eighteen months time.
(7)  Providing Continuity

The Task Group has agreed that Policy and Communications staff would
manage outstanding Area Forum actions through to the end to ensure they
were satisfactorily concluded. Some actions were long-term, others could be
dealt with quite quickly. A database would be put onto the website, and
would be managed by Policy and Communication.

Recommendation (h):

That Policy and Communication staff introduce appropriate measures to
manage outstanding Area Forum actions and that Area Forums, in their

current format, be discontinued forthwith.

Recommendation (i):

The Overview and Scrutiny Commission to monitor and review the
outstanding Area Forum action plans to ensure completion.

Appendices

Appendix A - Summary of Parish Council Comments
Appendix B - Summary of Residents’ Comments

Consultees

Local Stakeholders: All Parish/ Town Councils, Area Forum Attendees

Officers Consulted: Moira Fraser
Trade Union: Not consulted
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