	Unconfirmed


MINUTES of the meeting of the SCRUTINY MANAGEMENT BOARD held in the Council Chamber, Endeavour House, Ipswich on Monday 13 March 2006 at 10.40am

PRESENT:

Charles Michell – Chairman

Mark Bee, Peter Bellfield, John Field, Jane Hore, Karen Knight, Keith Rawlingson and Frank Warby

Jeremy Pembroke (Leader of the County Council and portfolio holder for communications and diversity), Peter Beer (Vice-Chairman of the Environment, Waste and Economic Development Scrutiny Committee) and Julia Truelove (Vice-Chairman of the Children Schools and Young People’s Services Scrutiny Committee) were also present.

The Chairman welcomed Paul Holland (News Editor of the Suffolk Free Press) to the meeting and thanked him for agreeing to take part in the discussions around communications issues.

1. declarations of interest and dispensations

No declarations of interest or dispensations were reported.

2. confirmation of minutes

The minutes of the meeting held on 8 February 2006 were confirmed as an accurate record by the Board and signed by the Chairman.

3. communicating with the media, the public and each other

Francis Thomas, Head of Communications, opened the debate by quoting some dialogue from a film script by Richard Curtis which captured two opposing perceptions of the importance of the media:  one which implied news stories were unimportant and quickly forgotten and the other which highlighted the way in which they could be used over a long period of time to reach, inform and influence diverse groups of people. Mr Thomas went on to outline the way in which “news coverage” was constantly changing as new methods of communication evolved and the impact these changes were already having in Suffolk. He also spoke of the pressure people working in the media had to face, including printing deadlines and competition for air time and newspaper space. 

Mr Thomas reminded the Committee that the Communications Department was made up of a team of experienced professional staff who were able to help get appropriate scrutiny messages across to the public. He suggested that scrutiny committee chairmen might like to involve a member of his team at their forward work planning meetings.

Paul Holland, News Editor of the Suffolk Free Press, reminded the Board that the County Council was not the only source of news for the county. There were many organisations and companies all seeking to further their own aims and interests by publicising events and activities; as well as more general news that the public had a right to hear. He suggested a number of ways in which the County Council could help journalists to identify quickly issues that would be of interest to the public. An email from Graham Dines, the Political Editor of the East Anglian Daily Times, was read to the Committee. In it, Mr Dines raised many of the points that had been referred to by Mr Holland.

The Leader of the Council reminded the Board that the role of scrutiny was to hold the Administration to account.  He did not think, therefore, that the Board should be overly concerned at what it saw as a lack of media interest in what it was doing.  He pointed out that the work of the Health Scrutiny Committee had recently received very good media coverage because it was dealing with issues of great public interest and concern. On a more general note, he stressed the importance of building good working relationships with the media. 

Decision:  The Chairman thanked Paul Holland for taking the time to attend the meeting and for contributing to the debate.  It was agreed that

(a) a member of the Communications Team should attend chairmen’s forward planning meetings with a view to identifying potential newsworthy items;

(b) the Head of Communications should explore the feasibility of introducing a “media briefing note” for all councillors; and

(c) the Committee Services Team should give consideration to redesigning the scrutiny committee report template so that there was a clearer indication of the subject matter in the report.

Reason for the decision:  The Board was keen to find ways of improving communications between the County Council, the media and members of the public.

Alternative options:  Not applicable.

Declarations of interest:  None declared.

Dispensations:  None reported.

4. consultations

The Board received a powerpoint presentation from Alison Wheatland, Consultation Manager, raising a number of key questions regarding consultations (a copy of the slides used during the presentation is in the minute book).

On the issue of quality versus quantity of consultation responses, Board members agreed that it was important not to give the impression at the outset that a decision had been made and that the consultation was only being carried out for cosmetic purposes. The recent Strategic Health Authority consultations on the reconfiguration of Primary Care Trusts was seen by many as a prime example of a “cosmetic” process as advertisements for Chief Executives to head the PCTs had appeared before the deadline for consultation responses had been reached. 

The Board agreed that when the subject of a consultation was constrained by legal, financial or other over-riding issues they should be highlighted as part of the consultation process and included in any written questionnaires that were used. In that way, members of the public would be aware at the outset of any limitations on the options for change. Feedback was also considered to be an essential part of any consultation process with the media being brought on board to help spread news of the decision taken.

“Suffolk Speaks” was considered to be a good tool for testing public opinion as the panel selected the people most likely to have an interest in and experience or knowledge of the issue being consulted upon. The Board was keen to see other methods being used as well, such as the internet.

Decision:  None taken. The presentation was aimed at stimulating thinking around the way in which consultations were currently being conducted by the Authority.

Reason for the decision:  Not applicable.

Declarations of interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

5. forward work programmes

The Board received copies of the Cabinet Forward Work and the forward work programmes for each of the scrutiny committees (copies in the minute book).

Decision: The Board agreed that

(a) the order of the columns on the scrutiny forward work programmes should be rearranged to match, as far as possible, the order of the Cabinet Forward Plan;

(b) the Key Decision column on the scrutiny forward work programmes should be completed more accurately; and

(c) the Policy Unit should be asked to amend the Cabinet Forward Plan to properly identify relevant scrutiny committees.

Reason for the decision:  In view of the comments flowing out of the discussions around communications and consultations, the Board suggested that the “Key Decision” column should be given more prominence by moving it to the same position as on the Cabinet Forward Plan. It was noted that a number of entries under that column on the scrutiny forward programmes showed that they were not key decisions when in fact they were as they clearly met the County Council’s adopted threshold.

It was noted that the Cabinet Forward Plan contained a number of errors in that the wrong scrutiny committee was being shown against some of the items. The Board was advised that responsibility for maintaining and publishing the Cabinet Forward Plan had been moved from Committee Services to the Policy Unit. It was confirmed that Policy Unit had been reminded of the areas of responsibility of the scrutiny committees.

Alternative options:  Not applicable.

Declarations of interest:  None declared.

Dispensations: None reported.

The meeting closed at 12.40 pm
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