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About CfPS 
 
CfPS is a national centre of expertise on governance and scrutiny. We passionately 
believe that better governance and scrutiny leads to more effective decision-making, 
reduced risk and ultimately improved outcomes. Our work spans corporate decisions 
impacting on the public, to how tax payers’ money is spent. We focus on behaviours 
and culture, as well as design and delivery. 
 
Our work championing governance and scrutiny in public, private and voluntary 
sector organisations is for everyone’s benefit. The challenges facing businesses and 
organisations now and in the future, require collaborative approaches. 
 
We do this through research, policy development, campaigning, consultancy and 
training. 
 
Since its launch, CfPS has supported hundreds of organisations and people.  through 
leading research, policy and practical support. With a long-track record helping local 
councils, we also work with a wide range of others including health bodies, housing 
organisations, membership organisations, government agencies, regulators and 
private sector businesses. We deliver large improvement programmes on behalf of 
the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (through the Local 
Government Association) and the NHS. 
 
More information can be found at www.cfps.org.uk 
 

About governance 
 
Governance is about the way that we work together to make good decisions. Good 
governance is necessary for us to know that we are providing the services and 
support that people need and expect. Good governance is also necessary to ensure 
that the insights and perspectives of a range of people are used to inform decision-
making, and to ensure that decisions are made transparently, consistently and on the 
basis of evidence, by people with the legitimacy to make those decisions – whether 
they are councillors or officers.  
 
For these reasons, good governance is central to local democracy and to the 
business of local authorities.  
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

http://www.cfps.org.uk/
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Introduction 

 
This paper sets out findings and areas for improvement, arising from a review of 
governance arrangements at Tandridge carried out by the Centre for Public Scrutiny. 
It focuses on short and medium term issues and solutions, and is designed to align 
with and support the council’s ongoing work on a Strategic Plan, the Council’s 
ongoing work to develop protocols to define relationships between key individuals, 
and to bring consistency to the way the Council works. 
 
With the postponement of the 2020 election and the impact on decision-making of 
the pandemic, now is the time to be taking firm and concerted action to improve 
governance. Our original plan was to use this paper as the basis for a fuller report 
setting out longer term actions. However, the fluid nature of the pandemic and the 
response that it demands suggests that a more dynamic approach is needed. As 
such this represents our complete findings at this stage. Further resource will instead 
be put into the provision of practical, ongoing support to the council as it takes action 
on the issues we set out here.  
 
For the moment, the focus of the Council is on stabilisation, and this is reflected in 
these findings and suggested actions. Key to stabilisation will be an understanding 
and acceptance of mutual trust and the core principles of collective leadership and 
responsibility, shared between all members. This form of leadership is particularly 
important for an authority under no overall control.  
 
Highlighting this need for stabilisation, we set out some initial actions which can be 
carried out immediately. Many but not all of these will involve changes to the 
council’s constitution, but our suggestions go beyond this. We envisage that this 
process will kick off a more regular process of constitutional review, which should be 
an annual process tied to the production of the Annual Governance Statement. We 
talk later in this paper about effective member leadership and ownership of the 
governance framework overall.  
 
While a number of the actions suggested in this paper are short term in nature, none 
represent a quick fix. The actions contained here – connecting as they do with the 
wider framework provided by the Strategic Plan – will allow councillors to take the 
first steps towards the stabilisation of the authority, beyond which more considered, 
long term plans can be made. Turning things around will be complex and will take 
time. Councillors and officers alike should set their expectations accordingly.  
The report aims to focus on the future and to provide positive, concrete actions which 
councillors and council officers can collectively own in order to stabilise the authority. 
In order to do this, it is necessary for councillors and officers to affirm the need for 
collective ownership, collective responsibility and collective leadership – 
reflecting Tandridge’s status as a committee system authority under no overall 
control.  
 
This is about changing behaviours, and ensuring that councillors and officers work 
together in a way that reflects the “Nolan principles” – the seven principles of public 
life which are the basis of the ethical standards expected of public office holders. 
These principles are selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, 
openness, honesty and leadership. Detailed definitions of these principles can be 
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found at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-7-principles-of-public-
life/the-7-principles-of-public-life--2.  
 
This report focuses on Tandridge’s distinctive context as a committee system 
authority under no overall control. It recognises the pre-eminent role in this 
framework of decision-making committees and seeks to support and bolster the 
critical role of these committees.  
 
Taking these positive steps requires an acknowledgment of the place the Council is 
in now. This is necessary, in order to recognise the presence of weaknesses within 
the governance framework and in the relationships between the people and groups 
whose roles are central to that framework. It is not done with a view to apportion 
blame or to single out specific responsibility for problems that have occurred, and 
which persist.  
 
For the Council to improve in its delivery of both statutory services and discretionary 
services there must be a commitment for all to keep moving forward using the 
learning from this review and resist the temptation to keep looking back and 
undermining progress. 
 

Method 

 
This report is based on: 

• Interviews carried out with a selection of senior councillors and officers in January 
2020; 

• A detailed review of documentary evidence, including: 
o The council’s constitution; 
o The council’s annual governance statements in recent years; 
o Material (where it exists) relating to the council’s overall vision and priorities; 
o Material (where it exists) relating to policy development and business 

planning; 
o Material (where it exists) relating to performance, finance and risk monitoring; 
o Agendas, reports and minutes from formal meetings including full Council, 

service committees and the scrutiny committee, going back a period of around 
eighteen months depending on the committee cycle of individual bodies. 

Findings have in general been triangulated – assertions made by individuals or 
evidence identified on the basis of documentary analysis has been corroborated 
through other sources. For reasons both of brevity and confidentiality, we have not 
set out in full which evidence sources have been used to support each individual 
assertion.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-7-principles-of-public-life/the-7-principles-of-public-life--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-7-principles-of-public-life/the-7-principles-of-public-life--2
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1. Overall themes and immediate actions 
 

1.1 The council’s general governance position 
 
The council is in a difficult place.  
 
Some members and officers within the Council have a good sense of its strengths 
and weaknesses on governance, but many – including some members and officers in 
senior positions – do not. On paper, the Council’s governance framework is broadly 
fit for purpose. The Council has an up to date constitution whose legally required 
components are in line with those in other authorities, although it has not been 
subject to the kind of regular, forensic review that we would expect. In recent months, 
practical action has been taken to address shortcomings in accountability by 
introducing more clarity around the respective roles of officers and members in 
oversight, through project boards and project delivery reports. A new Strategic Plan 
is being developed and corporate work on improvement is underway. The challenge 
is to maintain this direction of travel, and this is where governance shortcomings 
pose real risks.   
 
The Council has no clear objectives at the moment. As such, it also has no sense of 
how governance might connect to its objectives. Consequently governance is seen 
by some as a distraction to delivery. Because of this, governance is not thought 
about and reflected upon in the planning of major activity, meaning that significant 
time is spent unproductively in post-hoc discussions and disagreements when things 
don’t go as expected. In sections 2.1 and 2.2 below we highlight the need for 
member training and development, including mandatory training for all councillors on 
the governance and decision-making systems of the council.  
 
The Council, corporately, still thinks of governance as only being about structures, 
systems, and processes. It has a limited understanding of the behavioural elements 
of good governance. By this we mean the way that personal relationships and trust 
influence accountability and transparency, and the way that individuals operate within 
and interpret the governance framework set out in documents like the constitution. It 
also has a limited understanding of how political and organisational risk intersect, and 
how an awareness of risk should be used to define and refine the organisation’s 
priorities.  
 
It is acknowledged by all of those officers to whom we spoke, and to many, but not 
all, of the members to whom we spoke, that the organisation is troubled and suffers 
from governance weakness. There are a set of challenges – leadership, workforce, 
political and financial – which would be mitigated more effectively if strong 
governance systems were in place. Stabilising the authority is proving a challenge, 
and this is not helped by the attitude that some councillors have towards governance 
and its importance. Responsibility for taking concerted action to address these issues 
is something that lies with all members and officers, not just the political leadership – 
there is a collective responsibility for good governance. 
 
Good governance is necessary for the council to be effective in providing the 
services and support that local people expect. Without strong and effective decision-
making in place, the council’s action will be muddled and fragmented. It will not 
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reflect the vision that councillors have for the future of the area, and raises the 
likelihood that the authority will be poor at managing the external and internal risks 
which it is likely to experience – the pandemic being a key example of one such a 
risk.  
 
There are four core issues which have served to weaken Tandridge’s overall 
governance position recently.  
 
On leadership, the failure to assert a clear set of priorities and objectives for the 
council make political accountability difficult to discern. Under no overall control a 
different attitude and mindset must define how councillors in leadership positions act. 
 
On workforce, the Customer First changes to workforce and HR arrangements have 
caused confusion about officer responsibility to members. The attendant uncertainty 
around roles and responsibilities has exacerbated an existing preoccupation by some 
members on operational matters. It is worth noting that the Customer First 
programme is a symptom, rather than a cause, of the Council’s ongoing governance 
problems.   
 
On politics, there is significant political tension. This has been exacerbated by a lack 
of political nous from some senior officers, and a failure on the part of some senior 
members to come to terms with a changed political balance at the authority. The 
comparative inexperience of new councillors has magnified these issues, as new 
councillors unable to navigate the council’s systems have become increasingly 
frustrated.  
 
On finances, the Council’s medium-term budget position remains uncertain. Good 
governance requires real member oversight of the budget development process in 
20/21, and members of all groups being involved in tough conversations about 
prioritisation, focus and organisational direction. This has been exacerbated by the 
financial impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. This work will be assisted by the new 
Strategic Plan.  
 
It is worth noting that these issues have not come about suddenly, over the past few 
months. They are long-standing and reflect the position of an authority where 
governance matters have not been taken seriously for a considerable time. 
Historically, senior officers were part of this problem; with the council in the process 
of renewing its senior leadership team that particular shortcoming is being 
addressed.  
 
a. Actions for stabilisation 
 
We think that there are a set of connected objectives for the council in the coming 
months. Our focus in this report is on the next few months. The nature of the 
pandemic makes it difficult to put firm timescales on these actions, but clear plans 
need to be put in place over the course of summer and autumn 2020.   
 

 
Principal stabilisation objectives 
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• Beginning to build a foundation of trust on which longer-term actions can be 
built (through one to one and group discussion, clarification around certain 
member and officer roles and more clarity on members’ own motivations and 
objectives, as well as increased council transparency); 

• Pursuing a different dynamic around attitudes, behaviours and values – 
recognising that this will be the start of the process and it will take time. The 
council can use conversations about motivations and barriers to begin to build 
better relationships. In the first instance, the way to do this will be to develop 
meaningful, substantive cross-party conversations on solutions to governance 
and other challenges that can be held in common; 

• Developing a clearer understanding of what respective roles for members and 
officers look like; 

• Bringing about consistency and transparency on the basics of how decisions 
come to be made, and how they are held to account; 

• Developing more awareness, ownership and management of risk – to 
governance and to the authority at large.  

 

 
Some of these themes will come to be fully developed only in the medium to long 
term. There are no quick fixes.  
  
The council is already taking steps to stabilise. There are three principal 
developments in recent months which we believe will anchor this process, and 
support what we have to recommend on governance. These are: 
 

• The introduction of new regular group leader meetings; 

• The development of the new Strategic Plan; 

• The drafting of a new set of protocols to better support policy-making and the 
clear identification of roles and relationships.  

These measures – and particularly the Strategic Plan – should not be seen as a 
panacea for the Council’s difficulties. The Strategic Plan will provide a framework 
within which governance changes can be made to stabilise the authority but agreeing 
and implementing these changes will require further concerted action from members 
and officers, particularly in the short term.  
 
b. Clarifying ownership of governance itself  
 
No one person is responsible for overall stewardship of the governance system. We 
note throughout this report a tendency to focus on the structures and systems of 
governance rather than its core objectives, and this is reflected in a lack of interest 
from members of the leadership. As a result of Customer First the Monitoring Officer 
role has been effectively hollowed out, with ownership of various key governance 
functions being shared between a number of officers in a way that is inappropriate. 
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There is a patchy awareness that this needs to change, but until permanent 
appointments are made to key positions this is unlikely.  
 

 
Ownership of governance, change and actions taken further to this review 
 
The council should use the Annual Governance Statement (AGS) as a way to 
manage and champion governance stabilisation and improvement. The AGS is 
required to be preceded by a review, and in this instance we think it should – on the 
officer side - be owned by the Chief Executive, practically led by the Monitoring 
Officer. A new AGS, based on this independent governance review and the further 
internal review we mention above, should be drafted  
 
On the member side, such a review should be led and owned by Group Leaders 
collectively, and is likely to develop from some of the one-to-one conversations we 
discuss later in this report. 
 
The implementation and impact of short term actions carried out following this 
governance review can be reported in the next AGS. Medium term actions, drafted 
on the conclusion of this governance review, will be fed into the AGS to provide 
clearer council direction on these matters. 
 
The council should confirm permanent arrangements for the Monitoring Officer 
(MO) role and ensure that the MO is empowered to exercise their key statutory 
functions, and those set out in the constitution; 

The development of the Strategic Plan should highlight the need for clear lines 
of accountability and mechanisms for member oversight and ownership of key 
objectives, projects and decisions. This will embed, and provide the framework for, 
the broader changes discussed in this report.  

 
The purpose of the AGS is to provide public assurance on the extent to which the 
authority’s governance systems and processes conform with local expectations, and 
with wider sector norms – as well as taking account of emerging risks and pressures 
which could lead to a need for change. It is only possible for the AGS to provide this 
assurance if it is informed by a meaningful review. This need has not, in the past, 
been acknowledged, and the AGS has reflected more the need to produce and sign 
off a decontextualised document rather than presenting the culmination of a reflective 
review on the council’s governance position.  
 
The existing agreed AGS (operative 2019/20) is of poor quality and using this 
mechanism to make clear commitments at full Council on governance improvement 
would be a vital way of demonstrating senior member and officer ownership.  
 
The aim should be to produce a new AGS, based on this review, within a timescale 
that complies with the law (given the inevitable delays owing to the pandemic). The 
aim should not be that the AGS will provide a complete road map for governance 
improvement, but it will be an important medium-term staging post on this journey.  
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1.2 Immediate changes  
 
There are some basic actions which can be taken now to tighten up existing systems 
and procedures. They are “quick wins”, which reflect findings explained in more detail 
elsewhere in this paper and should where possible be built into the protocols under 
development.  
 

 
Improving officer reports.  

• Legal signoff: The Monitoring Officer or another qualified lawyer should 
provide commentary on reports submitted formally to members. The MO or 
another qualified lawyer should be consulted on the content of forthcoming 
committee reports, and should explicitly clear such reports, to ensure that high 
quality legal advice can be provided.  

• Ownership of reports. A single named senior officer should be identified as 
holding responsibility for leading each report and decision through the system, 
as a strengthening of the existing officer-level governance system. This is one 
of a number of actions that we suggest as a way to improve the quality of 
officer reports, most of which we consider can be acted on in the very short 
term.  

• A new template for officer reports should be trialled, to bring consistency on 
the objectives for a decision, other options considered and rejected, detail on 
the justification for the proposed decision, legal and financial implications of 
the decision and clear links to relevant background papers, where they exist. 
This should be refined with the assistance of members. 

Clarify arrangements for the signoff of minutes. Current arrangements have led 
to concerns being raised that approval of minutes rests entirely in the hands of the 
Chair, with other committee members having no opportunity to influence them. An 
improved approach would be that all councillors attending committees as members of 
those committees should have an opportunity to review the minutes before 
publication. Councillors should have three clear working days to suggest such 
amendments. The request should be considered by the clerk of the committee, with 
requests being escalated to a more senior officer (in attendance at the committee in 
question) in the case of disagreement. We recognise that such a system could be 
seen as cumbersome, but given the limited trust between members we think it is 
proportionate for the moment – but could be reviewed after a number of months;   

Publish and refine the Forward Plan. We understand that steps are being taken to 
both refine and publish the Forward Plan of forthcoming decisions, which has hitherto 
been produced for internal use. The Forward Plan’s content should be further refined 
to ensure that it best meets members’ needs – helping them to understand how, 
where, why and when important decisions are emerging, and to plan their 
engagement with those decisions both in committee and in other forums.  

Agree a way forward on decision-making relating to planning. Recent disagreement on 
the remit and work of the Planning Committee is symptomatic of some of the more general 
points we make below on roles and responsibilities. As a matter of principle councillors (not 
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just the Chair of Planning as ultimate decision maker) should be able to express views on 
whether an application is likely to prove contentious and therefore whether it should be 
considered at Planning Committee – as long as that is justified in planning terms, following 
advice given by the Chief Planning Officer. We understand that forthcoming protocols will 
cover this issue. Councillors should seek to debate and decide on this issue subject to advice 
given by the Monitoring Officer and Chief Planning Officer, bearing in mind that councillors 
are likely to be best placed to understand the likely impact of a decision on the ground. Once 
introduced, this approach should be subject to early review.   
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2. Objectives for stabilisation 
 
2.1 Building a foundation of trust 
 
Overall, there is exceptionally little trust – between members themselves, and 
between some members and officers. There are a number of ways to begin setting 
the foundations to rebuild elements of trust, but this will be a slow and complex 
process, requiring individuals in key positions (including opposition members) to take 
leaps of faith, against what they may see as their better judgement.  
 
We realise that this asks a lot. Collective responsibility is difficult to take on when 
individual councillors may feel that they personally are not “to blame” for the position 
in which the Council finds itself. But joint ownership of the problems and their 
solutions will be critical to building a way out of Tandridge’s problems. This is the only 
way forward if the Council is able to succeed in its improvement journey, as collective 
effort, skills and knowledge must be combined to protect services for residents.  
Some trust issues hinge on confusion around roles and responsibilities, which we 
cover below.  
 
Political risk is involved in taking action to address this, but the risk of letting these 
issues drift is more significant. Councillors must recognise that addressing the 
political dynamic of the authority is the single most important thing that can be done 
to stabilise and, in due course, to improve. It is the principal cause of the lack of trust 
at member level.  
 
The organisation has fixated on the political tension between rival political groups as 
being the root cause for many of the authority’s problems. This tension has produced 
significant disruption. It is a symptom of wider flaws and failings in governance, rather 
than being the cause of those flaws and failings.  
 
This situation is exacerbated by factors relating to the council’s political balance, and 
a lack of recognition by members and officers of the fact of the Council being under 
no overall control in the way that they act.  
 
This sense of political defensiveness is one of the factors that has made the 
organisation introspective. There is a lack of understanding about how the shift in 
political balance means that the way the council, councillors and offices work 
together needs to change. Behaviours, systems and expectations have to change in 
consequence.  
 
This has also led by mistrust between members and officers. Some members’ 
behaviour towards officers is negative and combative – we highlight this in more 
detail in section 2.2 below. Some officers feel that they need to “manage” members, 
rather than engaging in open dialogue with them. This mistrust has compounded, 
leading to further suggestions that officers support the administration at the expense 
of opposition groups.  
 
Officers and leading members alike need to develop a greater sense of political nous 
and awareness – including:  
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• a better understanding of the concerns, and rights, of councillors in the context 
of a council under no overall control.  

• a better understanding of what motivates councillors as politicians individually 
and collectively, and what motivates the members of individual political 
groups; 

A lack of awareness of these issues amongst the officer corps can lead to a risk of 
decisions being made and processes followed which inadvertently advantage one 
Group over another – further damaging trust.  
 

 
Workshops/one to one meetings with councillors (initially group by group, and 
later collectively) should be convened to ensure that members’ motivations and 
objectives are better understood both by their peers, and by officers. Initially these 
would need to be facilitated by external individuals - possibly LGA member peers – 
and would attempt to flush out deep set and complex trust issues. It may be that for 
some members these conversations would develop into longer term coaching and 
mentoring relationships.  

Trust can be further addressed by beginning to open out information and insight 
about council business and council policy. This is explored in more detail in the 
sections 2.3 and 2.4. As a first step, the council should start trialling briefings for 
members on: 

• key matters relating to the development of council policy. Earlier information 
sharing will help opposition members in particular to engage more 
constructively with more confidence; 

• key matters of council governance, legal and financial matters. This would 
include explanation of the key components of the governance framework, 
rules relating to financial procedures and procurement, the council’s legal 
obligations, and matters relating to personal conduct, informed by the Nolan 
principles.  

All senior officers should be required to attend training/workshops on political 
awareness.  
 

 
 

2.2 Improving attitudes, behaviours and values 

The challenges described above on trust have not been helped by some members’ 
behaviours. Serious allegations have on occasion been made against officers. These 
instances have been managed poorly, with officers effectively firefighting individual 
crises and allegations of wrongdoing rather than seeking to take concerted action to 
work with senior members to understand why and how trust has broken down. Some 
of this behaviour is reflective of the extreme frustration felt by these members. A 
number feel a sense of “us” and “them” – that they are not “part of” the Council, but 
somehow separate from it, which should not be the case. Some members distrust 
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attempts to build better working relationships, because they feel that these will be 
used to make them somehow complicit in decisions with which they do not agree.  
 
There is variable understanding amongst members and officers of the obligations 
placed on public office holders around behaviour and conduct. Some may 
understand the importance of these principles in the abstract, but fail to translate that 
into informing how they act day to day.  
 
This is evidenced through difficulties in transacting the work of the corporate 
improvement working group, and the agreement of last year’s member/officer 
protocol. While specific examples of poor behaviour are limited to a minority of 
councillors, all members share a collective responsibility for good behaviour. Other 
councillors and groups have made attempts to challenge negative behaviours but 
these have been sporadic and ad hoc – failing to hit home because the issue has not 
been treated sufficiently seriously by the administration group.  
 

 
Changes to behaviour need to underpinned by a commitment to the Nolan 
principles, providing a common understanding of the basic, core standards to which 
all are subject.  

Members should be required to sign up to the same values framework as 
officers. Members should acknowledge the need to hold themselves to high 
standards of conduct. A public commitment that members and officers, with distinct 
roles, need to work together, is important. This process should be overseen by a 
renewed Standards Committee. 

 
The Standards Committee has not met for a number of years; on page 23 we 
suggest action to restart regular Standards Committee meetings to take ownership of 
this matter.  
 
Members, generally, do not appreciate the serious impact that these issues have had 
on officers.  
 
Taking forward a clear approach to member development, which is owned by 
members themselves, will be central to both stabilisation and improvement. This 
approach will need to recognise the ongoing nature of member development and the 
need for this development to be integrated into councillors’ day to day work on the 
council – development here is about providing councillors with practical support 
rather than instruction on theory.   
 
Coaching, mentoring and small-group measures to build trust should be integrated 
with interactive development activities and briefing on some of the technical 
measures above. The aim should be to put positive behaviours at the heart of the 
council’s wider stabilisation and improvement plans.   
 

 
All members and officers should be required to attend training on the fundamentals 
of good governance. Further required training and development would include 
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discussion and the setting of clear expectations on member behaviours, in the 
context of the political dynamic at the council (as set out below). This training would 
serve a further purpose of garnering views on further governance changes to be 
picked up in the medium term.  

Members should collectively, and with the support of officers, sign up to a 
proportionate member development programme designed around practical 
support in their roles.  

 
 

2.3 A clearer understanding of members’ and officers’ roles 

Good governance requires that: 
 

• Individual responsibility is clear. Councillors and officers must understand 
where their respective duties and accountabilities lie. Importantly, ownership of 
action on risk is a part of this; 

• Collective responsibility is clear. Within a functioning governance system there 
has to be a collective responsibility for good governance, held by everybody.  

Neither of these is wholly present in Tandridge. The council’s constitution (including 
the scheme of delegation) sets out the legal foundation within which such roles and 
responsibilities should be exercised, but behaviours do not always reflect this. The 
lack of detail provided on officer delegation (including a lack of detail on the 
appropriate seniority of officer who may exercise certain delegated functions) does 
not help.  
 
Councillors focus unduly on operational matters (as evidenced through debate, 
discussion and decision in committee). This has led to a situation where member and 
officer roles have become blurred. Some officers spend a substantial proportion of 
their time working to resolve operational issues for members. Members need a way 
to sort problems out for their residents, but current practices feel unsustainable and 
disproportionate. Confusion further propagates a lack of trust.  
 
Strategic vs operational issues 
 
It is important for both members and officers to identify where responsibility for issues 
sits with members and where it sits with officers. This is central to much of what 
follows, and to ensuring that members do not feel overwhelmed and officers 
undersupported.  
 
The general principle underlying the member-officer relationship in English councils 
is that councillors lead on strategy and that officers lead on operational matters. The 
demarcation is not always so obvious. We have noted above that councillors are 
wholly absent from discussion and decision on the council’s main vision and overall 
priorities, and that they have involved themselves unduly in operational matters.  
 

 
Action on addressing the strategic / operational imbalance 
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Progress requires three complementary tasks: 
 

• Building a strategic space within which members can operate. We make 
suggestions below on a new role for Strategy and Resources Committee, and 
earlier involvement by councillors in policy development including more 
systematic use of working groups; 

• Agreeing on the scope of what is ‘strategic’. What is “strategy” and what is 
“operational” is not hard and fast. Discussion and agreement of core principles 
– underpinned by the framework of the Strategic Plan and the associated 
protocols – will assist in determining where the balance lies; 

• Ensuring that councillors feel confident and assured acting at a strategic level, 
and partially withdrawing from operational matters. Discussion of strategy will 
feel alien and unfamiliar to members; continued discussion of operational 
issues will feel comfortable. It will be tough for councillors, and officers, to 
break out of their old roles. Members will also need assurance that withdrawal, 
even partial, from more operational matters will not result in poorer services. 
This connects with the trust issues identified above, and issues identified 
below relating to the relationship between councillors and officers.  

 

 
Understanding councillors’ time constraints 
 
We have been acutely aware in conducting this work that councillors have limited 
time at their disposal. Councillors’ roles must be interpreted and understood in light of 
the multiple calls on their time – including personal caring and employment 
responsibilities. This section explores and suggests ways to reprioritise and refocus 
councillors’ time 
 
The aim should be to move away from less productive focus on operational matters, 
and time-consuming conversations with officers about the provision of information, 
and towards a better defined sense of members’ and officers’ mutual roles which 
allows each cohort to play to its strengths – officers’ professional skill and expertise, 
and members’ insight and perspective on the needs of local people.  
 
The role of members and officers in different parts of the governance 
framework 
 
The council needs to find clarity on the roles played by members and officers in 
respect of the following areas: 
 

• Full Council; 

• The administration; 

• Committees (and in particular committee chairs); 

• Opposition parties; 

• The role of officers; 

• Scrutiny and audit.  
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These are all explored below. At the end of the section we set out actions relating to 
the creation of new spaces within which members and officers can work to develop 
policy and hold deliver to account.  
 
Full Council 
 
The way that business is transacted at full Council is atypical of a modern local 
authority with a committee system. Working through and debating the minutes of 
recent committee meetings is unproductive and duplicative, involving the repetition of 
previous argument and debate. Full Council minutes provide consistent evidence of 
this form of unproductive, circular discussion.  
 
Full Council is best seen as the crucible for political debate on matters of direct 
importance to local people. It should provide the opportunity for political opposition 
and disagreement – providing a safety valve around the discussion of the most 
contentious matters. It should provide a space in which councillors can come 
together to surface and deal with disagreements, and to demonstrate to the public 
that they can work together to develop and implement solutions which meet local 
needs. Better use of motions and councillor and public questions to committee chairs 
may provide a better approach.  
 
Removal of full Council minute approval is something which we consider can happen 
immediately, and the Chair of Council should work together with officers and Group 
Leaders to experiment with different approaches to productive debate over the 
course of the coming meetings.  
 
More systematic amendments to business and agenda management at full Council is 
something that can be picked up in the medium term. 
 

 
Rules of procedure for full Council should be amended to remove regular 
consideration of committee minutes and to develop opportunities for better 
substantive discussion on matters of local importance through planned debates and 
the use of motions and questions for the administration.  
 

 
The role of the administration 
 
Many of the matters raised above derive from the fact that, to date, the political 
leadership has not set a direction and priorities or established their appetite for risk.  
 
This means that member direction and oversight is diffuse and scattergun. Members 
focus their efforts on a variable range of matters of personal interest rather than 
matters which are strategically appropriate. This confusion has been exacerbated by 
Customer First, which has loosened lines of officer accountability.  
 
The council’s administration needs to articulate its vision more clearly and act in 
accordance with its roles. Leading the process to agree and implement the Strategic 
Plan provides an opportunity to do this.  



Tandridge DC: governance review  

  

 

Page: 17 of 31 

 

 
We consider that the roles of the administration are: 
 

• To set and drive the vision for the Council; 

• To be prepared to work flexibly; 

• To draw in other councillors from all parties into the vision; 

• To build consensus; 

• To be bound by and champion the council’s governance framework – the rules 
and procedures which define how decisions are made transparently; 

• To set an example of how best to operate under no overall control; 

• To challenge the existing assumptions which they (the administration) may 
hold about the most appropriate ways to run the council.  

There is an overriding need for the administration to proactively support the institution 
of the Council itself, and the officers employed by it, ensuring that their role, and the 
complementary role of members (as we discuss elsewhere) is well understood. 
Officers unclear about these roles, or poorly sighted on the motivations and 
objectives of the administration, are not well supported.  
 
These roles reflect the situation in which the Council finds itself as a committee 
system authority under no overall control. The committee system is a governance 
model which is built around discussion and consensus. A council operating under “no 
overall control” has to understand the motivations of other Groups and challenge its 
own assumptions about how its objectives can be delivered with the support of other 
politicians.  
 
Where a leading party has previously held a majority of seats at the council, and an 
election means that they are still the largest party but operate as a minority 
administration, the way that such a party exerts leadership has to change 
significantly. Under these circumstances the largest group has to take proactive 
steps to broker consensus amongst other political groups.  
 
This requires a recognition that, in these circumstances, it is impossible for a party 
which is the largest, but which does not hold a majority, to shore up power and 
control. A recognition that power and control needs to be ceded in order to take a 
more collegiate approach, cross-party, is a sign of strength under these 
circumstances.  
 
Where a council does not take these steps the following can and will occur: 
 

• Sclerosis, as it proves difficult or impossible for the administration to push 
forward its own vision in the teeth of opposition from other groups; 

• Uncertainty, as the political position makes it difficult for the administration 
itself and the senior officer corps to plan and direct the work of the authority; 

• A weak response to the needs of local people, because both of the above 
means that the authority will be unable to confidently and effectively make 
decisions in the interests of the community. 

• The hidden costs relating to confusion and inefficiency in governance – a 
particular concern at a time of financial challenge 
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• Reputational risk for all parties and the Council, which will arise where the 
organisation appears to have no focus and objectives.  

 

Members’ roles in and around committees  
 
In a committee system authority the role of decision-making committees is critical. 
They are the primary space for legal decision making in an open, democratic 
environment. However, as things stand, the way that committees operate serves 
councillors poorly. Poor access to information (which we discuss in section 2.4) 
means that councillors cannot play an active and informed role as decision makers. 
Although Chairs’ have better access to information – in part through the operation of 
the callover system – review of committee minutes suggests some difficulties in 
leading and managing business. 
 
Currently callovers provide an opportunity for the chair and vice chair of a committee 
to discuss forthcoming committee business with senior officers. The chair and vice 
chair sometimes use this as an opportunity for more general discussion of policy 
priorities – which gives them a privileged opportunity to speak to officers about these 
issues which is not open to members of other parties.  
 
Two options exist – either  

• open up callover meetings to a wider range of councillors and use them as the 
basis for broader member briefings, or  

• limit their use to focus exclusively on the practical management of the agenda 
for the meeting itself.  

Both approaches have their pros and cons, and both represent approaches taken by 
councils in similar situations. We recommend – given the wider measures discussed 
below – that the second option be taken. We talk in more detail about this in section 
2.3 below on broader changes to policy development.  
 

 
Amend business in callover to focus on the practical management of the agenda 
for the meeting itself.  
 

 
Prior to callover, agenda development for committee meetings (and hence the 
decision-making cycle in the authority) has to date been led and managed by officers 
through project boards. Committee chairs are somewhat involved later in the process 
– committee members generally not at all.  
 
Understanding the role and responsibilities of chairs is particularly important. Chairs 
need to combine expertise in three areas: 
 

• Skills in chairing meetings. The ability to be able to convene and facilitate 
debate, and to develop consensus. This covers actions within the committee 
room but also outside it – informal liaison between members and officers is an 
important part of this; 

• Process knowledge. Understanding the procedures and rules which underpin 
committee, and council, operation. Chairs are of course advised by officers, 
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but they need a reasonable understanding of the rules under which they 
operate in order to work effectively; 

• Subject knowledge. Chairs require an understanding of the substantive 
matters they are discussing, in order to develop debate, ask the right 
questions and come to the right decisions.  

Chairs are also responsible for ensuring that committee members can play an active 
part in discussions in committee. This requires: 
 

• Prompt information sharing about forthcoming decisions; 

• Member involvement in agenda-setting. 

 
Current shortcomings in both of these areas means that decision-making in 
committee is loose and poorly directed. Some members legitimately feel blindsided 
by not knowing what issues will be coming up for decisions at committees which may 
only be days away, further solidifying a lack of trust in an organisation which seems 
to be holding information back. A lack of member confidence and leadership means 
that the same issues are brought back for discussion and debate again and again. In 
particular, this happens in Strategy & Resources Committee (which lacks a 
meaningful strategic role, tending to duplicate business originally transacted in other 
committees, rather than examining cross-cutting, corporate and strategic issues) and 
at full Council, whose agendas (as we have noted already) focus on minutes provide 
little space for meaningful debate on matters of significant local concern, as would be 
expected in a typical full Council meeting.  
 

 
A clear understanding of members’ roles (administration and opposition, through 
decision-making, policy development and scrutiny) and officers’ roles should be built 
into the Protocols currently under development, as well as into member and officer 
development plans. This will feed into the practical actions we suggest below about 
building a strategic space within which members can exercise this role.  

Strategy and Resources Committee should take direct ownership of long-term 
improvement, supported by strong governance exerted by senior officers.  The 
Committee should take ownership of the Strategic Plan, consider and decide upon 
complex cross-cutting matters escalated from other committees. It is likely that 
ultimate member ownership of the corporate risk register would sit with Strategy and 
Resources.  
 

 
The role of opposition parties 
 
Opposition parties have an important role in the governance framework. In a 
committee system authority under no overall control the importance of this role is 
heightened.  
 
Political opposition in Tandridge is often combative. It is right that opposition 
councillors and groups should hold strong views and express them forcefully. Local 
democracy requires vigorous and robust debate. Opposition councillors told us that 
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they experience significant frustration in how they go about their work – feeling that 
they have had no influence in the council and that information has been kept from 
them. This frustration comes across strongly in recorded committee and council 
minutes. The associated feelings of unfairness have in our view contributed to this 
combative and confrontational approach, but the way that this approach has 
sometimes evidenced itself – through persistent complaints against officers and 
allegations of officer incompetence – is unacceptable.  
 
Addressing motivations and behaviours as we suggested in section 2.2 will begin to 
assist with these issues. But a clearer understanding of the role of political opposition 
is also necessary. In our view political opposition in the context in which the Council 
finds itself should be about: 
 

• Constructive challenge to the vision of the administration; 

• Constructive challenge to the way that the council is seeking to implement this 
vision; 

• Early involvement in policy development, bringing different views and 
perspectives to bear on the policy development process; 

• Support to the institution of the Council and to officers – by resolving to work 
constructively to resolve problems in the interests of local people.  
 
 

Where the opposition does not agree with a matter they should engage and not 
resort to complaining and confrontation.  This is counter to building trust and is also 
very time-consuming to service. 

 

 
An understanding of the role of political opposition should be built into the wider 
actions to embed trust, and into the protocols – particularly insofar as they relate to 
the sharing of information and councillors’ roles in policy development.  
 

 
The role of officers 
 
We have noted elsewhere some officers’ lack of political awareness and nous. 
Officers need support in order to support members in a febrile political environment.  
 
The Customer First programme has shaken councillors’ confidence in the officer 
corps. Members have reported not knowing who to speak to with regard to issues of 
common concern, and have in some cases called into question officers’ expertise, 
the belief having developed that the council lost its most experienced staff during the 
implementation of the programme.  
 
This has created a uniquely unsupportive environment for officers, and difficulties in 
their relationships with members. Customer First exacerbated an existing looseness 
around officer roles, and has encouraged an escalation of the tendency of councillors 
to wish to involve themselves in highly operational matters.  
 
This involves members and officers being clear that: 
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• Officers are employed by the Council, not by the administration’s group, to 
develop and implement decisions made by the authority and its committees; 

• As such, officers are employed to support all members; 

• Officers take the lead on operational matters – the delivery of services – on 
the basis of decisions that members make.   

As things stand, officers are given little political direction, owing to the lack of any 
member-led corporate objectives. This compounds with a lack of political awareness 
amongst officers to produce a landscape where ownership of decisions, and 
decision-making, is often unclear. 
  
The kinds of one-to-one and group meetings between members and officers that we 
suggest in section 2.1 will go some way to building this understanding of the 
complementary member/officer roles. Our suggested actions are designed to build 
better and deeper working relationships between members and officers. We 
anticipate that this will link into the drafting and refinement of the council’s new 
protocols.  
 
It has been suggested that the council move to a greater sharing of services and their 
management. This would be a high-risk strategy until the council has demonstrably 
stabilised, given the need to address local member-officer relationships and 
accountabilities.   
 
With better and more effective spaces for member debate the necessity arises to 
amend the operation of existing elements of the decision-making and reporting 
framework – in particularly those that involve officers.  
 

As things stand, the lack of complementary officer and member systems for the 
oversight and development of policy remains a risk factor. The creation of new 
briefing and working group arrangements for member discussion of policy issues – 
and clarity around the sharing of information on a more systematic basis with 
members – will need to be mirrored by appropriate governance and support at officer 
level.   
 
We recognise that the operation of officer-level governance is in a state of flux, with 
improvements currently being made. We expect that the conclusion of the Strategic 
Plan and the agreement of the protocols will lead, in the first instance, to more clarity 
on officer-led operational spaces. At the moment, officer-level boards carry out work 
to: 
 

• Oversee corporate and service performance; 

• Ensure the committees are serviced and planned for; 

• Provide project and programme governance for significant pieces of work. 

This breadth needs focus. In respect of the servicing of committees, officer-level 
governance should: 
 

• use consistent and clear criteria derived from the Strategic Plan (once 
developed), the budget and policy framework, and the scheme of delegation, 
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to understand when forthcoming decisions and issues should be escalated to 
committee and where further pre-decision, policy development work with 
members may be required. Decisions on these matters will need to be made 
by Group Leaders; 

• seek to understand what of the information they have at their disposal should 
be submitted to members to assist them in this role, guided by members’ 
expectations; 

• in carrying out all these duties, should be driven by what officers know and 
understand about members’ objectives and motivations, with members 
(particularly the relevant chair(s)) being actively involved in agenda planning.  

The work of officer-level boards will in future need to be seen as part of a wider 
landscape of supporting member involvement in policy development, as we 
discussed on the previous page. These arrangements will take time to put in place 
but immediate steps can be taken by members to have conversations about their 
expectations on involvement in policy and decision-making, in line with the actions 
we propose later in this section. 
  
It may be that in the medium term the wider objectives of officer-level governance 
require that the “committee servicing” part of boards’ roles be managed in a different 
way. We also understand that the development of protocols for information, project 
management and policy development are likely to have a positive impact in this area. 
 

 
Setting broader expectations around officers’ role in the governance 
framework 
 
Good governance and good member oversight requires that officer-level boards 
exhibit some broader behaviours, which link to all three of their roles. In the short and 
medium term, officer-level governance should be: 
 

• Informed by evidence and information. We cover this in more detail below.  

• Focused on outcomes – an understanding of what optimum outcomes look 
like and a more rigorous sense of what the criteria for success look like in this 
context; 

• Focused on project risks, and variances from agreed plans (in terms of both 
performance and finance); 

• More outward looking, identifying contingencies and alignment with the work 
of the council’s partners, and highlighting opportunities and needs to gather 
more information about local people’s needs; 

• Focused on the need to develop and follow a paper trail. All of the above work 
should be evidenced and documented. Ownership and responsibility for 
individual elements of projects, and for projects as a whole, should be 
developed. In due course, this will allow for the creation of a meaningful and 
accurate corporate programme, driven by the priorities in the Strategic Plan.  
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Scrutiny 
 
The role of scrutiny is poorly defined. It duplicates certain performance management 
activity and takes general updates on matters of member interest, with little regard to 
the value or utility in such work. The role of scrutiny in a committee system needs to 
be carefully considered in order not to duplicate with the role of other bodies (for 
example, on oversight of performance management). At Tandridge the scrutiny 
committee also holds responsibility for audit. 
 

 
Recast the scrutiny committee as a space for oversight and scrutiny of cross-
council financial matters. This would facilitate a strengthening of this committee’s 
existing audit functions, functions which would need to be bolstered through 
discussion between the s151 officer and councillors. This could be a space for 
ongoing review of the budget building process as well as in-year financial monitoring. 
Insight from these matters would be fed into service committees as appropriate 
(initially through minute-sharing – this will have to be managed so as to reduce risks 
of duplication).  
 
Scrutiny could also take a role, alongside these financial functions, on the monitoring 
of the ownership of risk undertaken by Strategy and Resources Committee – 
ensuring that the council’s risk framework overall works well, and that strong 
measures for mitigation are in place for the most serious, systemic risks facing the 
authority. This reflects comments below on the corporate ownership of risk overall.  
 

 
This would complement the role of service committees, ensuring that they could 
focus on decision-making and the formal elements of policy development. Scrutiny 
would need to feed insights into that process, and work programmes could be 
designed to dovetail accordingly.  
 
This reflects some of the roles taken on by scrutiny in other committee system 
authorities – although it reflects Tandridge’s unique needs.  
 
Changes to the work of scrutiny need not be made immediately, and are likely to 
follow on from any wider changes to the management of business at full Council and 
Strategy and Resources Committee, alongside the establishment of member working 
groups for policy development, as set out on the next page.   
 
Standards Committee 
 
Members have a leading responsibility around standards. We have noted earlier in 
this report that the council has a Standards Committee but it has not met for some 
considerable time. This needs to be immediately addressed.  
 

 
Restart regular Standards Committee meetings, with the committee taking a role 
on individual standards and conduct issues as well as having a broader role, in 
exercising leadership by members on standards and conduct generally, and by 
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proactively taking steps to enhancing both. We think that the Standards Committee 
also provides a space – alongside work undertaken by Group Leaders – in driving 
forward member development plans.  
 

 
Creating new spaces for dialogue on council policy 
 
The findings on the previous pages highlight the various overlapping roles held by 
various individuals and groups of individuals within the council. It sets out councillors’ 
absence from the “strategic space”, and the need for more member engagement in 
the development of decisions.  
 
This will mean more collective responsibility and collective ownership of decisions – 
and it should lead to a reduction in the extent to which members feel that they can go 
back and unpick decisions already made.  
 
Many of the challenges highlighted in this review arise from members’ absence from 
the strategic space. The creation of new spaces for members to discuss matters 
relating to policy – complementing and supporting committee decision-making – will 
help to address this. The enhancement of these spaces will need to be 
complemented by a refinement in the work carried out in existing spaces – in 
particular, callovers and officer-level governance.  
 
All of the below actions should be interpreted in the context of the need for them to 
support and complement the need for debate, dialogue and decision in committee. 
Committee will remain the space for formal debate and discussion and informal 
mechanisms should not usurp this role. In this context, Chairs and Vice Chairs of 
committees can play a central role in informal debate and discussion of matters due 
to come to their committees.  
 

 
The council should introduce mechanisms – through the Strategic Plan and its 
protocols – by which councillors can translate the Plan’s vision and aspirations into 
reality through discussion, challenge, refinement and review of policies. The objective 
of this exercise would be to develop policy to secure the objectives set out in the 
Strategic Plan, with ongoing monitoring of service delivery itself being provided by 
information-sharing as set out in section 2.4. As that section sets out, this will need to 
be supported by changes in the way that information is made available to members.  
 
Ways of working to support this early member involvement in policy development will 
include: 
 

• Member briefings. These would provide a space for officers to update 
members on how services are being delivered and on the general approach to 
the delivery of the Strategic Plan; 

• The use of the forward plan and Strategic Plan to identify where particular 
forms of early cross-party policy development work may be necessary – these 
discussions taking place between Group Leaders. Group Leader meetings 
should not be used for substantive agreement on future policy, but can be 
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used to co-ordinate how wider involvement and debate can best be facilitated; 

• Small, one-off and time-limited cross-party advisory working groups. These 
can be general (providing updates and information) or can be more like 
workshops, with officers and members working together to think through 
forthcoming policy issues, preparatory to decision-making in committee. We 
anticipate that such groups will be particularly necessary in the short term, as 
a way to build trust. These groups would assist, support and complement 
committees in developing policy and reaching consensus on the more 
complex and high profile challenges affecting the council and the people it 
serves. The council will need to develop a proportionate way to ensure that 
the overall system of such groups is overseen to ensure that they operate in a 
co-ordinated manner; 

• The use of committee meetings for higher quality substantive debate, based 
on higher quality officer reports, as set out in the next section; 

• More systematic methods – through scrutiny and service committees – to keep 
performance under review. We note in section 2.4 that information sharing on 
performance is scattergun and of an overall poor quality, and suggest ways to 
address this.  

This will be supported by some of the activities recommended in sections 2.1 and 2.2 
on trust and behaviour.  
 
This will require change to the role of callovers, as discussed above.  

 

 
These mechanisms, and others like them, will need to be embedded in the way the 
council implements the Strategic Plan – probably by way of the Protocols which 
accompany it, but also through changes to standard operating procedures relating to 
the development of policy.  
 
This is all about all councillors having between them a range of ways to informally 
and formally influence decision-making at the council in various meetings and 
forums. The framework provided by the Strategic Plan will provide the context within 
which these new systems can be built – the Protocols and constitutional changes 
associated with action on this report will lay out the detail. The important thing is that 
these changes will need to collectively form a consistent and transparent framework, 
which does not privilege any one group – a necessary component of governance in a 
committee system council under no overall control. 
 

2.4 Setting clear expectations on access to and use of information 
 
Many of the trust issues highlighted above relate to the perception that the 
organisation fails to share information with its members in a timely and effective way.  
 
Good governance is framed by the making of decisions based on evidence, and on 
the use of information to drive accountability and responsibility. Generally, the 
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authority does not understand how important the flow of accurate information is to its 
effective functioning.  
 
Moves have been made in recent months to make more systematic the way that 
information is shared with members.  
 
In advance of the agreement of the budget, challenge workshops were held with 
members, in which information was shared on savings and growth proposals. This is 
a good start but also reflects the idiosyncrasies around members’ preoccupation with 
operational matters, with some savings and growth proposals under discussion being 
of extremely low value.  
 
 
Information management generally 
 
The principle of equality of access to information should underpin the way that the 
council approaches this matter. In a committee system authority under no overall 
control, while there are certain business-critical matters where confidentiality is 
necessary – and where the administration may be able, following officer advice, to 
justify not sharing certain information – this should be the exception. In order for 
councillors to exercise the roles set out in section 2.3 they will need open access to 
information. But alongside these rights and privileges will come the expectation that 
information will be used productively and in the service of constructive debate on the 
authority and its business. Protocols may need to make reference to behavioural 
expectations around information access and use.  
 
A new approach to members’ and officers’ roles requires a more systematic 
approach to the collection and use of information. This should be underpinned by an 
adherence to and understanding of the protocols under development. There are a 
number of connected issues here: 
 

• Whether the organisation in fact prepares and possesses the information that 
members need in order to understand council business. This seems variable, 
but for the most part information does not exist. Options appraisals, business 
plans, financial projections and other kinds of background papers which 
support decision-making are largely absent from formal decision reports.  

• Whether that information is shared with members in a systematic and 
proportionate way. The council, for example, maintains a Forward Plan of 
sorts, but it is not published (although publication in the short term is planned). 
Committee members only learn about the content of their committee’s 
agendas when the agenda is published five working days beforehand, 
although chairs have some prior knowledge.  

Generally, officer reports and project delivery reports, when submitted to committee, 
are poorly drafted. They tend not to reflect or engage with members’ priorities and 
motivations. This has led to a sense from some members that information is being 
kept from them, while other members (and officers) feel that councillors have all the 
information they need. We noted in section 1 that immediate action can be taken be 
address this through clarity on ownership of reports. 
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There has been a tendency to focus on volume, rather than quality, of information. 
Agendas are regularly heavy, with significant amounts of information provided to 
members irrespective of its relevance to the decision at hand. This is another facet of 
the lack of political awareness within the organisation, an environment in which 
officers’ uncertainty around members’ needs and motivations leads to this 
overprovision. This exacerbates the sense that members consider key facts and data 
are kept from them, with volume being used as a smokescreen for these efforts. As a 
matter of general practice, information should not be submitted to members in 
committee for information. However, regularly-shared performance, finance and risk 
information can be shared more systematically outside of the committee context, with 
Chairs taking the decision – following consultation with committee members - to 
escalate specific matters to committee if there are particular concerns. The work of 
scrutiny, and the information it gathers, can support this “by exception” activity.  
 
The ad hoc approach to information production and publication, and the overall lack 
of trust, means that some councillors regularly go on “fishing expeditions” for 
information, inside and outside committee. This is an understandable and logical 
reaction to the situation. However, the nature and volume of these requests (and the 
ad hoc way they are dealt with) is causing real issues for organisational capacity at 
senior level. Some senior officers spend up to 80% of their time solely servicing 
these queries, which is unsustainable. This can make the member/officer relationship 
more antagonistic and transactional. The approach that we suggest towards an 
opening-out of the way that information is created and shared will involve a 
commitment to a corresponding decline in the regular use of member queries direct 
to officers. Group Leaders will need to take personal ownership of this matter in order 
to drive down this use of officers’ time.  
 
The council needs to develop an understanding that, if members have better access 
to information in a more systematic way – assurance on matters like performance 
and policy development – the perceived need to focus on operational matters will 
recede.  
 
More consistency over the content and “look” of officer reports – and the level of 
detail provided – will begin to provide some of this assurance. But more fundamental 
issues around content also need to be addressed. Members’ involvement earlier in 
the policy development process will give officers more confidence to write shorter, 
sharper reports to engage directly with members’ motivations and objectives.  
 

 
Agreeing what information members are likely to need given the role they are 
performing will need to be a priority. Where cross-party working groups are 
established to consider policy matters they will need information to support this role, 
which should be based on principles set out in the protocols.  
 
Group Leaders should be invited to discuss with their members the kind of 
information about strategic council performance and corporate activity which 
they would like to see regularly, outside of the context of committee, with a view 
to beginning more systematic information sharing in the coming months. This links 
with the action above about regular member briefings on certain matters, and should 
focus on the need for members to limit their engagement with operational matters 
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(save where operational issues raise concerns about strategic management).  

Designing better approaches for the recording and reporting of information at officer 
level – on delivery and performance – with the trialling of more robust approaches to 
information management and reporting in the interim where resources and capacity 
allow. This should be designed to integrate with the new protocols currently under 
development.  

Leaders of Groups, the Chief Executive and Monitoring Officer – independently 
facilitated – should discuss collectively and one-to-one a more proportionate and 
responsive way for member queries – both on information and on resolving local 
problems – to be addressed.  

 

 

2.5 Ownership and action on risk 
 
The organisation has little sense of how to use the information at its disposal to make 
accurate judgements about risk – both political and organisational. There is an 
unwillingness to think about and act on risk at a strategic level, and no sense of 
ownership of risk either amongst senior officers or members. The Strategic Plan will 
set a direction which will allow the council to begin to understand and address risks. 
Dealing with the matter properly will require both member and officer training – 
reflecting what we said in section 2.3, about roles.  
 
Without a form of corporate plan or strategy, risks cannot be understood, let alone 
addressed.  
 
Recent improvements to officer-level governance has seen the introduction of more 
regular reporting and consideration of risk matters. However, risk registers – to the 
extent that they exist – are inconsistent, and are overall of poor quality. Assessments 
of impact and likelihood of risk are clearly made differently from officer to officer. 
Systematic ownership of risks individually and collectively at an officer level is difficult 
to make out.  
 
There is no evidence that risk is used as a trigger for escalating matters of concern 
either to senior member spaces, or for discussion in officer spaces like Senior 
Leadership Team. Senior officer and member discussions on priorities and trends are 
not informed by any awareness of risk, or by member ownership of risk.  
 
An understanding of risk should underpin the way that the authority prioritises its 
work, and how members direct officers to support local people. Members should 
bring insight on risk from their work in the community, and should use that insight to 
complement and refine officers’ professional judgement. Framing the political 
disagreements, and need for officer oversight, with reference to risk provides a 
mechanism for making political tension – a critical part of the way that the council 
works – work better for the authority by channelling it into concrete debate on risk.  
 

 
Prioritise, closely connected with the Strategic Plan a corporate risk framework and 
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register which is designed to draw on councillors’ insight and knowledge of the local 
community, married with officers’ professional insight and expertise. This should be 
owned by the Strategy and Resources Committee.  
 
Assign individual political leadership for certain critical organisational risks, 
with robust member oversight. 
 
Assign collective member ownership on the risk framework more generally. 
Principal ownership of the overall risk framework should be held by the Strategy and 
Resources Committee, with the council’s scrutiny committee exercising oversight 
over the whole system, connected with its audit role. Individual service committees 
should lead on ownership and direction on risks relating to their service areas. 
Officer-level governance should be amended to reflect these new member roles.   
 
Integrate development for members and officers on risk as part of the wider 
member and officer development plans.  
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3. Taking action 
 
Short term 
 
Immediate action is necessary to address risk relating to governance.  
 
This report deliberately does not set timescales and detailed scopes for suggested 
actions because member ownership will come from discussing, refining and attaching 
timescales and lead responsibility to them. Our intention has not been to provide a 
ready-made “blueprint” which can be adopted wholesale, but to provide a framework 
for members to decide on what should happen next.  
 
In terms of ordering, however, there are likely to be two parallel tracks to action. 
Members will need to play a central, active role in each: 
 

• Making technical changes to the way that processes and systems operate. 
This incorporates our quick wins set out in section 1.2 but also some of the 
wider actions around information access and sharing. It will take time for some 
of these later arrangements to be brought in – the council currently lacks a 
consistent set of systems for the preparation and use of information – but the 
Strategic Plan will provide context within which this work can happen, and 
confidence to members that a clear timescale exists within which measures 
can be brought in; 

• Taking action on trust, attitudes and behaviours. This “softer” action will be 
more complex and more difficult to bring about. The introduction of some of 
the technical measures will begin to create spaces within which member 
dialogue becomes easier. But further conversations will need to be planned 
and designed to embed this process. It is vital that these measures are not 
allowed to slip off the radar because they are less immediately tangible than 
the more technical changes.  

Some of the technical actions we suggest involve making changes to the formal and 
informal spaces in which member influence and decision-making happen. These 
changes to the overall member landscape include: 
 

• Increased provision of member briefings; 

• Increased use of member working groups; 

• Continuation of Group Leaders’ meetings; 

• Changes to the remit and focus of Strategy and Resources Committee, 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee and full Council; 

• Reestablishment of the Standards Committee.  

These elements go together, and it will take time during their implementation for 
arrangements to come up to full speed. Problems and inconsistencies will arise, and 
it is important that members commit to working together to refining these new ways 
of working.  
 
We recognise that members and officers will need to think carefully about the 
resources available to carry out this work. In respect of much of the actions we 
suggest, the focus is on reducing the burden on both members and officers from 
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carrying out unproductive activity, focusing instead on working together better. But in 
the short term there will be an unavoidable need for time-limited additional resource 
to bring together action and maintain focus on stabilisation. Support from the Local 
Government Association will provide part of this resource. 
 
In implementing actions associated with this report, the council will also need to be 
aware of the risks attached to the forthcoming election. Our actions are designed to 
assist in building a sense of collective responsibility and, where possible, consensus 
to the council. As part of this Group Leaders will have to speak frankly, at the earliest 
opportunity, about the intersection of this work with the necessary political 
campaigning associated with the forthcoming election. Without thought and care, this 
campaigning activity could derail positive steps to improve matters at the council.  
 
Medium term 
Once the council has had an opportunity to stabilise, there will be a chance to review 
and change the committee structure. This may be best done once the Strategic Plan 
has taken shape and the opportunity exists to form the structure around the council’s 
aims and objectives. These steps can be undertaken once the outcomes of some of 
the initial actions are known, allowing councillors to understand with more confidence 
what the best structural arrangements exist for them to best carry out their roles.  
This is likely also to involve revisiting the frequency of meetings. It may be that with 
increased confidence on information sharing and better management of business 
overall, members can experiment with lightening the current committee cycle, and 
the number of meetings overall.  
 
 
 

 


