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Surry Gardens Tenants and Residents Association  

Consultation on Council Assembly 

7 September 2010 

 

Essentially, the feeling was that the structures are in place already - the effort needs to be on 
improving the current system rather than adding to it .There were a number of concrete 
examples given and these included a lack of a feedback loop leading to lack of 
communication/insufficient notice given re a committee meeting to discuss a  planning 
application. For example the TRA reported that they emailed an objection to a planning 
application but complained there was no mechanise in place to  give respondents notice of the 
planning meeting to discuss the item, so by the time they were aware off this they had missed 
the timescale to formally submit comments.  They also gave example of very late notice to 
meet officers and a general lack of response to emails or requests to be notified of committee 
or community council meetings. The TRA emphasised that if these issues were fixed it would 
mean that the systems in place would probably work really rather well as they stand. 

 

This is a summary of the points they made about democracy in general and the Council 
Assembly in particular: 

• There could be more publicity of, and education about Council Assembly 
meetings  

• Is there a clear objective of the consultation, and opening up the Council 
Assembly? What do you really want to achieve - is it participation; or do you 
wish to devolve decision making?  

• Attendance at the Assembly is probably better that at the (TRA) Forum  

• What is the regularity and purpose - it isn't clear enough  

• With limited resources, and Council budgets to be cut even further, perhaps 
maintaining facilities would be preferred, to informing and consulting with 
everyone  

• Democracy at it presently works is good  

• Keep the TRA informed - include them on a circulation list about when 
Community Council meetings will be happening: there were 4 days with only 
2 working days to return papers concerning 133 Lorimore Road. This pays lip 
service to engagement  

• Officer links between the TRA and the Council must be improved; there 
should be more contact  

• This Democracy Commission consultation is a very rare example of 
communication working properly  

• To put any more "layers" in, other "layers" should be taken out - any other 
channels to the Council should be different and clear  

• A Community Council meeting could be converted to an Assembly meeting, if 
there is a decision taken to move around to different locations  

• Be pro-active in giving information (e.g. notice of the planning application 
!!!!) for example, a webpage / information with details and contacts for all 
the TRAs  
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Submission to the Democracy Commission 
 

from Cllr Peter John, Leader of the Council 
 

 
What is the purpose of Council Assembly? 

In order to determine whether Council Assembly fulfils its functions it is necessary to 

consider what those functions are.  My view is that Council Assembly has three principal 

purposes.  Firstly, to take those decisions which are currently reserved to Council 

Assembly only.  Secondly, for the Administration to be held to account by the opposition 

and back-bench councillors, and thirdly, to demonstrate to the public that the council is a 

democratically accountable body which discusses issues of relevance to them. 

Whilst I believe that we achieve the first aim, and the second aim partially, I do not 

believe that we currently demonstrate that we are an accountable body to the wider 

public.  There is a lack of public engagement and involvement with Council Assembly 

which I believe needs to be urgently addressed. 

 

What has previously engaged the public? 

Prior to constitutional changes made by the previous administration there was a clear 

route of engagement for the public by bringing deputations to Council Assembly.  It was 

common for there to be three or four deputations each evening, bringing issues of 

relevance to that group or their area.  The deputation would often be followed by a 

debate on a motion proposed in response to the deputation’s request.  It was an 

example of Council Assembly being seen to respond to public representations. 

 

Themed Community Council meetings held in venues away from the Town Hall have 

also proved popular and successful in engaging members of the community who would 

not usually attend a formal council meeting. 

 

Therefore, relaxing the current rules on deputations and possibly holding ‘themed’ 

Council Assemblies may be a method of gaining greater public engagement.  For 

example, a Council Assembly could be held to discuss housing issues and strategy; 

transport issues and strategy; environmental and recycling issues and strategy; 

regeneration issues and strategy etc.  If these ‘themed’ meetings were published 

sufficiently far in advance it is possible they would encourage greater public 

participation. 
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Is there any potential for holding breakout workshops in which members of the public 

can participate? 

 

Where Should Council Assembly take place? 

Although some members are wedded to the notion of Council Assembly taking place at 

the Town Hall it is clear from public surveys that the public does not share this 

enthusiasm, stating that it does not provide a good environment for public viewing or 

participation.   

 

Could Council Assembly take place at different venues around the borough?  Is there 

any reason why Council Assembly has to start at 7pm on a Wednesday evening?  Could 

there not be some more flexibility in these arrangements? 

 

  

Members Questions and Debates 

Having been on both sides of asking questions and debating, I am concerned that our 

current rules do not achieve the objective of really holding the administration to account.  

Should there be a system for members written questions and answers and a separate 

ballot mechanism for asking oral questions similar to the Parliamentary approach, with 

the Leader of the Opposition permitted two follow-up questions? 

 

Debates should be limited to debating local issues.  Too often national party motions are 

submitted for debate or national issues are brought forward.  There may be a specific 

local impact of a national policy which it is appropriate to debate, but this must be a clear 

requirement of the rules.  It should also be possible to intervene during a member’s 

contribution so that issues of relevance can all be debated at the same time.  Quite often 

a member will have a small point to make during a debate which is better taken at the 

time rather than half an hour later! 

 

These are the principal points which I believe the Democracy Commission needs to deal 

with, in addition to any further points which we discussed when I was giving live 

evidence to members. 

 

Peter John – 16.9.10 
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SOUTHWARK DEMOCRACY COMMISSION 

POST ASSEMBLY FOCUS GROUP 2 

 17 AUGUST 2010 

SOUTHWARK TOWN HALL 

 

SULTANA (S) 

We left after half an hour. We couldn’t see what was going on. Our attention started 
going downhill.   

FATIMA (F)  

We were just left sitting there while they (councillors) were having their own little 
debate. 

S 

The bit about Elephant & Castle was interesting because we know about the 
regeneration stuff. Apart from that ... was it about finance or something? We just left.  

LILLIAN BARTHOLEMEW (LB) 

I found some of it interesting but what I couldn’t understand was that these were 
people supposed to be running my community, Southwark, and at one point there 
was a little gathering in the corner whispering. And I thought, “This is democratic?” 

Some of the behaviour I would equate with a child. It wasn’t the job that they were 
supposed to be doing. I felt disappointed by that. But then again we couldn’t see 
what was going on downstairs and that was a drawback. There was just a voice. 

There didn’t seem to be any attempt to teamwork and I would have thought that’s 
what it’s about really.  

In my area we have three councillors and I could only hear one of them. Where were 
the other two? And if they weren’t there, what are they doing on my behalf? If I could 
see them I could have tackled them afterwards and say, “Well, why didn’t you say 
something?”  

I don’t know if I could call myself qualified to take part. I could point out things that I 
didn’t agree with.  

And as for the childish behaviour on the part of some of them, I thought, “Grow up! 
Get a life!” Maybe if I could tell them to grow up and get a life it would help. 

Agenda Item 4
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CHARLIE CHERRILL (CC) 

It’s the councillors that create the interest. But very few of them know the meaning of 
standing orders. They don’t know the rules of debate. They don’t understand what a 
point of order really is.  That’s why you get the childish behaviour. They need training 
about how to conduct themselves in a meeting, any meeting.  

MADELEINE KEKWICK (MK) 

What I couldn’t take was the mockery. They seemed to love mocking everybody. 
They were mocking Simon Hughes. They were mocking Harriet Harman. They were 
mocking people who weren’t there. Mock people when they are there and they can 
answer. 

Half of the time we couldn’t see so we had no idea who was talking. But they were 
behaving like bullies in a primary school. I used to think that councillors need 
respect. But after this meeting I thought, “Good God! What can these people ever do 
for me?”  

CC 

I honestly think there is a need to look at councillors and to get the public interested 
in the council but I don’t think you’ll do that by going to the assembly to start with. 
They should start with community councils. You need to start from the bottom up, not 
the top down.  

I think the community should elect the community council chairman, and it shouldn’t 
be a politician. And they ought to have the prime say on the agenda.  

The important thing to remember is that we elect councillors and I wouldn’t like 
anybody else to come in and say they’re going to make decisions. It’s the council 
that should make decisions, provided they make them in the right way.  

MK 

But instead of making decisions they were trying to gain a point on the other party. 
You would think they would work together for the good of the public but no, they 
were trying to score from the opposite side.  

CC 

I think there’s a difference between conflict and point-scoring. We can argue with 
each other here but I don’t think we need to score cheap points and I’m afraid that’s 
what a lot of councillors are trying to do. And so much time is wasted. But everyone 
feels that they have to have their say. You could have a motion before the council 
that everybody agrees with, but we’ve all got to say how we agree with it. 
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S 

When we went to the meeting we didn’t know what the topics were. We heard 
something about the Heygate (Estate) and how they were going to break it down, 
and I live near there so that interested me. We see some of the changes and we 
know about the regeneration, so that made us interested. It was good to know who 
made the decision.  

It would be nice to have a say too, but in that environment you couldn’t do it if you 
wanted to. Anyway, we couldn’t really say anything about the Heygate because it’s 
happening, isn’t it? But it was sad to hear that people had lived there for 40 years 
and they had to move out.  

The discussion then moved to the quality of debate at council assembly. 

CC 

If Peter John (the council leader) were to say that every cabinet decision would go to 
the full council for a debate - that would be very different. There are technical 
reasons why we can’t really participate at the moment and until they’re sorted out 
we’re going to have to battle away.  

Also, every scrutiny that takes place, their report and recommendations should go to 
full council, and they don’t necessarily go to full council.   

Sultana then explained to the meeting that a community resource centre at 1 Martin 
House on The Rockingham Estate is faced with closure as the council staff who 
currently work there with the Bengali Community Development Project (BCDP) are 
being re-located to 160 Tooley Street.  

S 

If I thought it would make a difference I would take something like that to the council 
assembly. 

CC 

That’s the kind of thing that could be added to the agenda at a community council 
meeting and then the community council should be able to take it to the full council 
meeting. 

Then there’s question time where councillors can ask a cabinet member a question 
and they have to answer it. Then they can have a supplementary question. But why 
should that be restricted simply to councillors? Why shouldn’t one of you be able to 
raise that question about the closure (of the community resource centre) at a council 
assembly? And you could come to the meeting and hear the answer of the cabinet 
member and ask a supplementary question as well. 
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You’d have to do it in an orderly way. You couldn’t have every councillor and 
community council asking half a dozen questions. You’d have to say that Walworth 
can ask two this time, then Camberwell, and go on like that. Why restrict it to 
councillors? 

It’s all about knowing what’s going on, looking at your councillor, and if he doesn’t 
match up to what you think he should do, then you vote him out of office. 

And I come back to community councils. We need to get people to come to those 
meetings to talk about the local issues. There’s no such thing as a simple borough-
wide problem. Every borough-wide problem has local issues involved. Every 
community council can discuss their local problems and come to a decision. Then 
they come to their councillors and say, “We want this on the agenda” (of the 
community council meeting). You’ve got to really make your councillor work. Make 
them earn the exorbitant fees they’re being paid. 

This would involve the community and get more people to attend. Then the 
community council can begin to bring pressure on the assembly, making them do 
their job. 

At the moment councillors run the community councils. The councillors should be 
there to listen to the community, so that they can reflect their views.  

ROSE WHELAN (RW) 

They’re there for the people who elected them.  

CC 

This would enhance the role of councillors, because they would begin to go to the 
assembly knowing that they had the support of their constituents. So instead of 
moaning that they never have any say because they’re a backbencher they would 
have a real say in the assembly.  
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SOUTHWARK DEMOCRACY COMMISSION 
 

VOX POPULI & COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS 
 

Various Southwark locations  
 

(Tooley Street, Southwark Park, The Blue, Elephant & Castle 
Shopping Centre, Dulwich Library, Rockingham Estate, 

Peckham Square, Surrey Quays Shopping Centre) 
 

AUGUST 2010 
 

Transcript of key verbatim comments 
 
 

ANGELA (at Surrey Quays Shopping Centre) 
 
Council assembly is less relevant now than it used to be. If you’re 
going to go to something, go to the cabinet meeting, because there 
you effect change. You don’t really effect change at the assembly 
meeting. 
 
I’m not sure that the assembly is the right place (for the democracy 
commission) to start, largely because there is so little that people 
can effectively input into an assembly meeting. 
 
I’ve been to a lot of assembly meetings in my time but I don’t go to 
many anymore because I don’t find them to be particularly 
relevant. 
 
Assembly is not a meeting of minds, because the participation by 
petition or sending in a question is limited. We’re long past the 
days when I can remember riots in the public gallery over 
contentious issues, because that’s not where the fundamental 
decisions happen anymore. It’s cabinet. 
 
Council assembly is largely a rubber-stamping exercise. It’s an 
opportunity for party members, and those who are not cabinet 
members or on particular committees, to have their view. But the 
decisions are already made and very few are going to be 
overturned. As a member of the public, if I want to influence things 
I have to do a lot of targeted lobbying beforehand. 
 

Agenda Item 6
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Council papers are dense to the point of not being understandable 
for the average person. You need to de-construct things.  
 
Apart from budget-setting there’s very little purpose - for either the 
council or the man on the street - for having the council assembly.  
 
Council meetings should be about real issues like housing, not 
about how many trees should be planted, or parking restrictions. In 
terms of inputting into major areas of decision-making they simply 
don’t do it. 
 
Residents need to be connected to the work of the committees so 
that they have early notice of the issues coming up. You also need 
to connect them to cabinet.  
 
It’s all about the powers-that-be opening up and being willing to 
share power, and that’s quite a difficult process. There needs to be 
inroads into that officer/member world, and what is largely an 
officer-controlled process. 
 
We have to recognise the power balances. It’s not just a member 
(councillor) issue. Most of the resistance (to relinquishing power) 
comes from (council) officers. 
 
Many people will only be interested in a particular issue that affects 
them. They have a life to lead. But you need to find a way of 
engaging people so that they can pick up issues that they think are 
important. 
 
Southwark has an unfortunate history of not controlling the “loose 
canon” elements in the borough. It’s wrecked a few things in the 
past and the council needs to control that.  
 
I haven’t been to a council meeting for a long time, but that’s not 
apathy. There just hasn’t been a reason to be engaged. 
Participating has to make a difference to people’s lives, or they 
must feel that by taking part they can make a difference to other 
people’s lives as well as their own.  
 
There isn’t the structure for a dialogue. And the council doesn’t 
explain why it does things. There is Southwark Life but it’s just a 
nice little magazine.  
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It doesn’t use the opportunity to explain things. For example, it 
could explain the bidding process for housing, and why people 
may not be getting anywhere.  
 
A lot of people still don’t have access to the internet, so you could 
just be dealing with middle-class, middle-aged, articulate people 
who already have good access to information. I’m much more 
concerned about people who don’t have good access to 
information, and who come along because something came 
through their door. 
 
We need to know why councillors want more public involvement 
and engagement, because there are limits on it at the moment with 
the legal structures. As soon as we understand that, then the 
dialogue can continue. Also, they’re elected so they’re supposed to 
be the voice of the people anyway. I suppose it’s because they feel 
that they’re not able to achieve that at the moment.  
 
It took 40 years to get community councils in place. It took 20 
years to get neighbourhood officers in place. Central and local 
government saw it as dangerous territory. There has been a 
tradition of resistance to local democracy, so there needs to be an 
exploration of the reasons for that. Otherwise, this initiative will be 
tried and will fail again, and people will say once more, “They 
never listen to us. They asked us to take part in this consultation 
but we never hear back”. And it’s true. 
 
To give Southwark its due, it has gone quite a long way up the 
ladder of participation, but then it hasn’t done the last crucial bit so 
that people truly participate. If that’s what’s wanted, it needs to be 
explained to people what the pros and cons are for both sides. 
Sometimes people will have to be told that, no, we can’t do it. But 
they also need to be told why not. Most people are very happy with 
hearing the “because”, rather than seeing it disappearing into a 
black hole.  
 
BERNARD (at the Rockingham Youth Festival) 
 
Make more use of Southwark Life to promote local democracy. 
Why not have a monthly opinion poll in the magazine? It could be 
on some issue like housing, community safety, schools, or 
transport. People could fill this in and send it back by Freepost.  
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Then the following month, or even two months later, you could 
feedback the results of the poll. It would feel like real consultation 
and empowerment.    
 
CHARLIE (in Southwark Town Hall) 
 
Get people more involved in community councils. Let them elect a 
chairperson who is not a councillor, and let them have a say in the 
agenda. You’ve got to build local democracy from the bottom up, 
not from the top down. That’s why community councils are a very 
good place to start. 
 
Community empowerment is all very well but we shouldn’t denude 
the role of councillors. The electoral system is an important part of 
local democracy. That’s how we choose people to make decisions 
on our behalf, as community champions. The role of the 
community is to ensure that they listen to our advice, and, if they 
think it right and proper, to act upon that advice. If they don’t agree 
with us they need to tell us why not.  
 
Southwark is like a collection of little villages. We’ve all got our 
own self interests. That’s why the councillor needs to take a 
considered view and make a decision that’s good for the 
community as a whole. And if a councillor goes against the 
decision of a community council, then they have to explain why 
they couldn’t follow our wishes. But if they fail to follow our wishes 
for no good reason, then we have them out at the ballot box.  
 
I disagree with the cabinet model of local government. It doesn’t 
involve the other parties in a proper way, and it doesn’t involve its 
own backbenchers in a proper way. When you had committees 
you gained a broad spectrum of opinion. If the majority party came 
up with a recommendation or an idea, the rest could add 
amendments. In that way you had more of a joint approach.  
 
When you came to council with a motion (before the cabinet model 
of local government), it made for very good debates because 
councillors were focusing on different aspects of the motion and 
you had healthy levels of disagreement. 
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TANYA (at The Rockingham Youth Festival) – aged 13 
 
If I was running Southwark I’d have more youth clubs and more 
police on the streets. Not just have them coming in when they think 
there’s trouble. And maybe it would be good to have a place that’s 
like a prison. Then when people do bad things they could go and 
see what it’s like and they might change because of it. 
 
DJ (at Rockingham Youth Festival) 
 
It’s all very well advertising meetings in your local newspaper or 
putting a leaflet through someone’s door, but if you don’t know 
anything about the topics they’re going to be discussing, or have 
no interest in them, then you won’t come.  
 
For example, if there was something about recycling I know that I 
wouldn’t be there. I’m more interested in things that affect me day 
in, day out. You need to pick topics that will really help to change 
things, like gangs, violence, gun and knife crime. Not wishy washy 
issues, as I call them. 
 
If we elect councillors to work on our behalf, then we should be 
able to reach them to make sure they choose topics that are 
relevant to our day to day lives. We need to know what these 
council meetings are going to discuss before we even think about 
going to them.  
 
DOT (at Elephant & Castle Shopping Centre) 
 
When the public turn up at the Town Hall it’s their right to see all 
that’s going on. In my time they used to pack the public gallery and 
the issues were there. They used to stand up and have their say. 
Sometimes they’d throw toilet rolls! 
 
Why was the Town Hall built? It belongs to the people. You can’t 
get into the new Town Hall very easily. I’m talking about the one on 
Tooley Street - 160 Tooley Street. 
 
EILEEN (at Rockingham Youth Festival) 
 
Send out a survey for people to complete, telling the council what 
the problems are in their local area. Where I live it’s all anti-social 
behaviour by children and young people from the age of five.  
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The council planted cherry trees and crab apples trees in the 
middle of our estate but from now on the children will fire those at 
you or behind you or wherever they can. If you complain the 
council needs to know who you are and they’ll tell them who 
complained. Then you’ll get it twice as bad. 
 
If there was an assembly meeting about anti-social behaviour I’d 
be in the front row. But would the families of those who are doing it 
be there? I don’t think so. Most of them are on benefits so we’re 
paying for them as well as putting up with them. 
 
FATIMA (at Southwark Town Hall)   
 
I went with some mates to the council assembly in July. But we 
only stayed for half an hour. We couldn’t follow what was going on 
or what people were talking about. They said something about the 
Elephant & Castle and we were interested in that because we live 
in the area. Then they started talking about finance or something, 
so we left. 
 
FRED (at Surrey Quays Shopping Centre) 
 
I don’t think much of Westminster democracy. It’s disgusting. They 
tell you one thing when they’re looking for your vote, and then they 
lie to you. I detest that. I have more confidence in local democracy, 
Southwark Council. I trust them. When they say they’ll do 
something, they generally do it. 
 
I don’t go to council meetings because it would take me half an 
hour to get there and half an hour to get home again. I’d probably 
go if they were closer to where I live. 
 
GANARAJ (at South Asia Elderly Organisation) 
 
Power to the people has been transformed by power to the PM. He 
runs the country the way he wants, with his cronies. He says he’s 
listening to people but he doesn’t. I call that “demon-cracy”, not 
democracy. 
 
In this country we have too much democracy and bureaucracy - 
too many chiefs and not enough Indians. We’re over-governed by 
too many MPs and too many councillors. 

13



Somebody has to take executive decisions. If a poor man takes 
them, the press will lynch him. The poor can’t run the country. 
Councillors’ hands are tied. They say they haven’t got the money 
for services because central government won’t release the funds.  
 
GEOFF (at Rockingham Youth Festival)  
 
Councillors need to tap into their local organisations, and be visible 
on housing estates. They need to go to more events like this 
(Rockingham Youth Festival). A lot of what they hear will be word 
of mouth but that’s valuable too. 
 
GEORGE (at Elephant & Castle Shopping Centre) 
 
You can have too much democracy, and when you do it clogs the 
system up. They’re talking now about introducing proportional 
representation. I don’t agree with that. 
 
Then you have financial secrecy or financial bids going in. Joe 
Public can’t hear about that because it spoils the competition, in 
theory. If three people are going to vote for something, the council 
needs to keep that quiet. 
 

KHOA (at Rockingham Youth Festival) 
 
There should be a series of small meetings across Southwark 
every week, and a regular opportunity for representatives from 
those meetings to come together in one big meeting. Get them 
publicised in the local press, with a contact number for people to 
call and register interest. Then you could phone all those people a 
week before the meeting to remind them it’s happening. 
Young people from the age of sixteen have their own views, but 
what can you change? What can you really change?  
We need more festivals. They’re a great way to reach people 
where they are, and a good way to get people in the local 
community to volunteer. That’s community participation. You 
couldn’t have a meeting at a festival like this (Rockingham Youth 
Festival), but you do get to meet a lot of people that you wouldn’t 
otherwise meet. 
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MARY (at Elephant & Castle Shopping Centre) 
 
They don’t want to listen to us. They say they do but they don’t. If I 
thought it would make a difference I’d get involved in my ward 
meetings, because I’m angry about a few things.  
 
MUSTAFA (at Rockingham Youth Festival) 
 
The governments we live and work with give us the illusion that we 
make decisions, but we don’t. We just chug along and do what 
they want. Even they don’t make their own decisions. They’re 
controlled by big business and multi-nationals who give donations 
and call the shots.  
 
It trickles down to everywhere. Even to the price of milk in the 
shops and the amount we pay for parking fines. It’s a system that’s 
been in place for hundreds of years. The people at the top stay at 
the top and we stay at the bottom, at the receiving end. The only 
way to change that is by changing things at the top. 
 
The media is very powerful too. They can get rid of whoever they 
want by writing a story, like a sex scandal.  
 
The world is heading in the direction of being controlled by super 
powers and banks. I can see the day coming when we won’t use 
money anymore. We’ll have chips in our bodies and we’ll pay for 
things that way. 
 
It’s all very well for the council to build adventure playgrounds but 
it’s all cosmetic. There’s underlying problems not being dealt with. 
Like poverty and the idea that you can’t be happy unless you have 
the latest model of whatever it is, or have a certain look. They (big 
business) make you want what they want you to want. We’re like 
cogs in their grand scheme. If we all buy the same clothes from 
their company they’ll make lots of money. 
 
For me, building human relationships and spending time with 
people is far more important. 
 
SIRIOL (at Rockingham Youth Festival) 
 
Most people don’t know what’s going on. They don’t know about 
the good projects that are happening in their own neighbourhood. 
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A lot of people, especially people of faith, want to do something to 
improve the life of their community. But they don’t know about the 
networks and the funds that are available. We need to put them in 
touch with each other and show them where the opportunities are. 
That would be real people power. 
 
OLU (at Surrey Quays Shopping Centre)   
 
I’ve never been to a council meeting of any kind in my life and I 
wouldn’t go unless it had something to do with me and my family. 
An issue like housing might get me there.  
 
SYLVIA (at 160 Tooley Street) 
 
The Democracy Commission needs to recognise that democracy 
has been happening in Southwark for a long time. Calling it a 
“commission” suggests that there’s something wrong and it needs 
to be investigated. It was because of democracy that Southwark 
became a Beacon council for community cohesion and resilience. 
The commission needs to acknowledge these successes. We’re 
on a journey and this must be seen as another step along the way.  
 
For more people to take part in the assembly they need to know 
how it’s going to impact on the quality of life of the local resident. 
They need to know who’s going to be there, what it’s for, what’s 
going to happen, and how they can participate. They also need to 
know how the assembly links with all the other good work that’s 
going on at grassroots level in the community, through resident 
involvement and people working in the voluntary and community 
sector.  
 
We’re all in this together. That’s what joined-up working means in 
practice. We’re not separate or in competition with each other. 
We’re all working in partnership and in the interests of local people 
to improve their quality of life. 
 
Democracy means so many different things to people. For some 
it’s about exercising their democratic right to vote. So it’s not 
something entirely new. It’s the continuation of a journey so that 
the children and young people who are coming up will learn 
something from this process and take it forward. 
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The assembly needs to have some relevance for the kind of 
people who are unemployed and are struggling out of bed for an 
afternoon appointment with Connexions. They need to know 
what’s in it for them.  
 
The way in which these meetings are structured at the moment is 
very formal and a lot of people are not used to dealing with that 
kind of environment. Make it enjoyable. Give people an incentive 
to come. Have a raffle! Throw a party! People love celebrations, so 
let them come with their families and their food. You can achieve a 
lot of meaningful interaction between people that way. 
 
A lot of people don’t know what councillors do, and you shouldn’t 
have to go to one of their surgeries to find out. Councillors need to 
walk about and meet people that way, or go into bars, cafés, 
barber shops, betting shops. Then you can talk to people about 
assemblies. 
 
The voluntary and community sector needs to be much more 
involved and a part of things. We come into contact with local 
people on a daily basis, much more than the commission could 
ever interact with them. The democracy commission is not an 
island. We need to strengthen the links between us and use them 
more. 
 
The council is bound by bureaucracy and often can’t be as flexible 
as the voluntary and community sector can be. But this is a step in 
the right direction. It shows that there’s an openness to change, a 
recognition that democracy is not working as well as it could be in 
Southwark.     
 
We need to focus on changing the “how”, not the “what”. If you 
keep coming up with new things people get confused. First it was 
single regeneration budgets, then it was neighbourhood renewal, 
and now it’s working neighbourhood fund. We don’t know what the 
new animal will be. By the time people understand one thing, it’s 
changed again. It’s the “how to” that will help the council to 
connect better with people. That’s the bit that needs to change. 

17



SOUTHWARK DEMOCRACY COMMISSION 
 

VOX POPULI & COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS 2 
 

Various Southwark locations  
 

(Tooley Street, Southwark Park, The Blue, Elephant & Castle 
Shopping Centre, Dulwich Library, Rockingham Estate, 
Peckham Square, Surrey Quays Shopping Centre) 

 
AUGUST 2010 

 
Transcript of key verbatim comments 

 
 

TANDI (at Rockingham Youth Festival) 

When councillors come around at election time, they don’t fully 
explain to us how the system works and what they’re fighting for 
with budgets, and they make a lot of promises. When people are 
promised something again and again, and again and again it 
doesn’t happen, they switch off. 

It’s very difficult because the whole system is not bottom up. It’s 
top down. So when the councillors get elected they are responsible 
to central government and are constrained by the legal structures 
of the council. That means that it’s harder for them to do what the 
community had suggested or asked for. 

Community council meetings are supposed to help people 
understand democracy better, and participate more, but when you 
go to them they’re  so rigid that ordinary people find it very hard to 
take part and have their say.  

In theory it’s a better system because it’s much more 
neighbourhood-oriented. The same people go to them so they 
should be able to challenge councillors at the next meeting about 
commitments they have made. They’re also good for joined up 
thinking between the police, the schools, the PCT (Primary Care 
Trust), and everybody.  
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It doesn’t always work that way but the structure has more 
potential for democracy than the council assembly. 

Council assembly is far too party-political. I just wish they’d stop 
arguing along party lines and blaming each other. They’re so busy 
playing against each other that they forget the need for a holistic 
approach to the borough. 

It would be good to take a single issue, a theme, and discuss that 
thoroughly and fairly across the borough. You could do this 
through the use of the internet, by email, or in meetings.  

TARIQ (at Rockingham Youth Festival) 

You need to tell people about these meetings. Market them better. 
Make announcements at local hot spots - places where people 
meet such as festivals and religious buildings.  

The Town Hall seems to be the best place for them but they need 
to be publicised better. You can’t complain that people don’t turn 
up at these meetings when you haven’t even asked them to come 
or told them they’re happening. 

Reprezent FM is the voice of young London. If you want young 
people there, get them involved. 

TASNEEM (at Rockingham Youth Festival) 

I spoke to some young people who went to the assembly meeting 
in July. They claim that they were tricked into going. But we 
needed to get them there to hear their feedback. They said that as 
soon as the meeting started talking about finance they were lost. 
They failed to see how they could possibly play any part in it. So 
they ended up bored and left.  

The whole set up was difficult for them too. They didn’t know 
where to go or who to ask for help. 
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THEO (at Elephant & Castle Shopping Centre)  

Democracy is all about letting the people speak for themselves, 
involving them in decision-making. The council needs to find out 
how people want to be involved and how it can respond to that. 

I believe in community empowerment. That means identifying the 
problems that are plaguing our communities and then training 
people, young people especially, to become agents of change. 
That’s people power in practice. It gives them a real say in finding 
a solution to the challenges in our communities. I’ve never been to 
a council assembly meeting but I hope that’s what they do.  

The people who know the challenges facing communities today 
are local people who are living with them every day. I’m sure they 
don’t go to council meetings because they don’t believe their voice 
will be heard or their opinions taken into account.  

Getting people involved is the key. But to be involved they need to 
be empowered. They need to be trained. They need to understand 
the systems.  

People make the mistake of thinking that leadership is just for 
business people or politicians. But leadership is for everyone, no 
matter what field you’re in. Individuals can change things but they 
don’t realise that. They can do things but they don’t know they can 
do things. This is where the council could come in - to help people 
reach their potential and develop their skills. It’s all about 
harnessing the people power. That way the council can work 
closely with the people to achieve its goals rather than depending 
solely on its internal resources to achieve those goals. 

People naturally want to improve their environment and in a time of 
recession, when money is short, the council should harness that 
enthusiasm. People will feel good about changing where they live 
for the better. So the council saves money, and people see 
improvements in their neighbourhood. It’s a win win situation. 

This is my message to councillors: remember that you are human 
and you will never satisfy everyone.  
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You can’t achieve all that you want to. So, involve the community 
and follow your heart in doing what you think is right for the people. 
Community involvement must be your priority.  

To the people I say, you have so much potential. But until you get 
involved your potential will not be recognised. It’s your community 
and you need to develop it. As the community has given to you, 
you also need to give to your community. 

JOEL (at Surrey Quays Shopping Centre) 

If it’s about stuff that’s close to people’s hearts they’ll turn up at 
(council) meetings. People also need to know that by going to that 
meeting there will be changes.  

It all comes down to promotion too. I wouldn’t have a clue when 
there’s an assembly meeting, and most of the public wouldn’t know 
either. It’s as simple as that. The council needs to move with the 
times – Face Book, My Space, YouTube. You need to use all 
those things that young people are interacting with now. And X-
Factor - why not buy some advertising during one of those 
programmes? 

DUANE (at Rockingham Youth Festival) 

Because people don’t really understand what councillors are all 
about they’re not going to have an opinion on things like 
assemblies and other council meetings. 

It doesn’t really matter where you have assembly meetings as long 
as people are aware in the first place that they’re happening and 
what they’re for. Most people don’t know the first thing about them. 

Broadcast them (council assemblies) on the radio, and TV if you 
can afford it. Leaflet people’s houses to tell them about the 
meetings. That’s still a good old fashioned way of reaching people.   

I care about what’s happening in the community and I like to know 
what’s going on, but I don’t think I’d get involved in making 
decisions.   
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Crime is a big problem in Southwark, just as it is in any London 
borough. But the police don’t help matters with their stop and 
search policies. I’m a youth worker trying to help young people but 
I’ve been stopped lots of times. Housing is another problem. I 
know lots of good people who’ve been waiting years and years for 
a house, so there must be something wrong with the system. 

What I like about Southwark is the different ethnic groups. It’s 
multi-cultural and that means you get to know about lots of other 
lives. Because it’s so mixed there’s always some kind of event 
happening. That’s a great way to bring people together. These 
days people don’t know who their next door neighbour is, but this 
kind of thing (Rockingham Youth Festival) helps to introduce 
people to each other. So thanks Southwark Council. Yeah. 

LINA (at Rockingham Youth Festival) 

I’ve got 4 teenagers and I’m a lone parent. You don’t always have 
the money to take them to things but this (Rockingham Youth 
Festival) is free so that really helps.  

The council is good for organising things like this, but my 
experience of trying to get a house hasn’t been so good. We’ve 
just moved to Peckham and it took me 10 years to bid. I didn’t 
even have a bedroom for myself where I was. I gave the bedroom 
to them and I had to eat, live, and sleep in the only other room we 
had. They told me that unless I was ill or something like that I 
didn’t have a chance. But I fought my corner and when they 
offered me this place with an extra bedroom I took it.  

It’s not just me. It’s everybody. If I thought it would make a 
difference I’d get involved in meetings and come to assemblies, 
but you can talk and nothing ever happens. 

CHERYL (at Rockingham Youth Festival)   

People power? We don’t have no power. The world’s made up for 
us. We don’t have a choice or a say in it. They’ve made up their 
minds and it doesn’t matter what we think or what we’re going to 
do.  
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OLA (in Southwark Park) 

I go to T&RA (Tenants & Residents Association) meetings but I 
wouldn’t go to any council meetings. I go to those meetings 
because they’re always about where I live. People like me don’t 
understand those other meetings. 

SYLVIA (in Southwark Park) 

I went (to council assembly) when they had the new mayor - the 
night one went out and the other one came in. I was with the 
tenants people and we wanted to see who was elected. There was 
a lot of people there that night, but I wouldn’t have known about it 
only for the tenants association. 

I don’t know if I’d go again, though. Peckham’s not a very nice 
area to be in of a night. 

JACK (in Southwark Park)  

I used to be the senior pest control officer for Southwark. I’d only 
go to a council meeting if I wanted to find out about something or 
make my feelings known about something.  

JASON (in Southwark Park) 

Local politics just doesn’t have the same profile as the national 
stuff. That’s one of the reasons why people don’t know about 
things like council assembly meetings, or take part in them. But an 
invite would help. How else are we supposed to know about these 
things (council meetings) unless someone tells us?  

I think residents need some incentives. They need to have a 
vested interest in their communities, in the places where they live. 
Financial incentives are best of all. For example, if I owned a share 
of the green space or communal area where I live in Rotherhithe 
I’d take much better care of it. Or if I was to be given a discount on 
my rent for looking after it, that would help. As it is, nobody owns it 
and nobody looks after it, because nobody cares. If there was a 
financial incentive, I’d soon care, and that would be real people 
power - people doing it for themselves. 
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PATRICIA (at her home in Bermondsey) 

I believe in fair representation. If local democracy doesn’t promote 
that, it’s at nothing. That means making sure that people who don’t 
have a voice, or can’t speak the language, or can’t speak at all, are 
represented. There should be someone, a facilitator, at council 
meetings to put their point of view across. 

Community council meetings spend a lot of time talking about 
things that are of no interest to a lot of the people who attend them 
- things like bikes and where to park them, trees and where to 
plant them. There should be separate meetings to consult on 
issues like those, with the people who live in those areas.  

I’ve been to council assembly three times and on each occasion 
there’s been intimidation - local people protesting about this and 
that. Then these great big hench men come in and take them 
away. Why should I be scared to come to my own council 
assembly?  

Then the meeting begins and you want to get involved but you 
can’t. When they put things to a vote among the councillors, why 
don’t they put it to a vote with the public gallery as well? That 
would give us some reason to be there. 
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Southwark Democracy Commission draft report: considering 
the evidence. 
 
 
Prologue 
 
This report presents a summary of the evidence gathered by the Commission, 
together with the ideas and suggestions that those that have given evidence 
have put forward. 
 
The reports purpose is to enable the Democracy Commission to review the 
evidence and consider appropriate recommendations to achieve the aims and 
objectives of the Commission.  It is for the Democracy Commission to ultimately 
decide these.  
 
The report does not contain legal and finance concurrents.  Officer advice will be 
provided on any recommendations that the Democracy Commission adopts. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Southwark Council has set up a Democracy Commission with the aim of bringing the 
council closer to its residents, making it more accountable to them and more connected 
with their concerns.   
 
The Democracy Commission has chosen the Council Assembly as its first task to remodel 
and improve participation because it is the Council’s main public meeting where all the 
63 local elected Councillors come together 7 times a year to debate local issues and 
make decisions. Presently the public can attend in the public gallery, make deputations 
and ask questions. 
  
The Commission's mission is to look at  what works well and what the Council needs to 
keep, while exploring better ways for the Council Assembly to communicate and new 
ways for the community to participate.  The aim is to seek to make it easier for the 
public to get their views heard, raise concerns and hold councillors to account. The 
Commission is spending around 6 months reviewing the Council Assembly and this 
report gathers together the evidence and discusses recommendations for improvements. 
  
The Democracy Commission consists of 7 Councillors representing all 3 political groups 
that is 4 Labour members, 2 Liberal Democrats and 1 Conservative member: 
 
Councilor Abdul Mohamed (Chair) 
Councillor Anood Al-Samerai 
Councillor Columba Blango,  
Councillor Mark Glover 
Councillor Helen Morrissey, 

Agenda Item 9
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Councillor Michael Mitchell 
Councillor Cleo Soanes 
 
 
The Commission involved residents, community leaders, academics & council officers; 
conducting questionnaires, holding public meetings, focus groups, and arranging a 
conference to gather people’s views. Alongside this the commission looked at reports 
produced by other councils on improving Council Assembly and took evidence from 
experts and the community.  
 
This report will go to Cabinet and then Council Assembly on the 19 & 20 October 
respectively.  
 
 
Methodology 
 
The Commission started its formal work on 12 July 2010 and held its second meeting on 5 
August 2010, which was open to the public. One further commission meeting was held on 
7 September and the last one will be on 23 September.  
 
Alongside formal meetings and conferences the Commission and supporting staff have: 
 

• Put information on the website (www.southwark.gov.uk/democracy) including 
encouraging people to fill out an online questionnaire.  

 
• Sent information by post and email to around 2,000 people that invited them to 

complete a questionnaire. 262 were returned.  
 

• Held two focus groups with members of the public on Council Assembly. Members 
of the public viewed the 14 July Assembly meeting and then gave their comments 
on how public participation could be improved via two recorded discussions and 
written questionnaires.   

 
• Conducted a questionnaire with Members and held two focus groups with 

Members in August.   
 

• Held a focus group with community leaders from the voluntary sector. 
 

• Recorded vox pops of the public out and about in Southwark. Around 100 voices 
of elected members, residents, and community leaders have been recorded so far 
(including recorded focus groups).  

 
• Held a conference attended by around 120 people with speakers from the Young 

Foundation and Birmingham University, a panel discussion, workshops and ‘cafe 
conversations’. 
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PURPOSE   
 
The need for a shared purpose? 
 
The first consideration for the Democracy Commission is what the purpose of the 
Council Assembly is.  Members have noted that for the assembly to bring members and 
the public together there should be common understanding of what the meeting is for 
that will be engaging and useful for both elected members, the community and public. 
 
Members of the focus groups called for a clear purpose and assembly “brand” to be 
communicated that was attractive to the public. 
 
Questionnaire respondents asked for a purpose, aim and objectives. 
 
It has been proposed that Council Assembly has three principal purposes.  Firstly, to 
take those decisions which are currently reserved to Council Assembly only.  Secondly, 
for the Administration to be held to account by the opposition and back-bench 
councillors, and thirdly, to demonstrate to the public that the council is a democratically 
accountable body which discusses issues of relevance to them. There seems to be 
satisfaction that the Assembly achieves it first aim and suggestions that further 
consideration needs to be given to improving the second aim. However it has been 
strongly suggested that the Assembly in its current format does not demonstrate that 
we are an accountable body to the wider public.  There is a lack of public engagement 
and involvement with Council Assembly which needs to be urgently addressed.  
 
Other reports on Council Assembly have started with identifying a purpose and aim for 
their Assembly : for example Bath and North East Somerset review of their Full Council 
decided the Council officially recognize its three roles 
 

a) Considering and deciding on policy 
b) Monitoring actions taken by the Executive [Cabinet] on behalf of the 

Council; as well as their ongoing performance 
c) Demonstrating community leadership [the report decided to particularly 

strengthen this role] 
 

 
THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK 
  
The local Government Act 2000 
 
The Local Government Act 2000 (‘the Act’) radically changed the nature of government 
by introducing the system of a powerful Cabinet with a statutory remit that means it 
takes the majority of decisions. Further amendments by the Local Government and 
Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 extended these powers; it is now the Leader who 
appoints the Cabinet and decides who makes executive decisions. 
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The Act abolished the old committee system which formally brought elected members of 
both the ruling party (or coalition) and opposition parties together These Committees 
would then bring reports to full Council Assembly for agreement.   
 
The new Act introduced a Cabinet of up to ten members and also established 
arrangements for Overview and Scrutiny. Scrutiny committees involve backbench 
members from all parties and their role is to hold the Cabinet to account and contribute 
to policy making. (Southwark has a ’parent’ overview and scrutiny committee and five 
sub committees covering set policy areas). Scrutiny reports to Cabinet which has to 
consider it recommendation, but does not have to adopt them.  
 
This fundamentally changed the role of the Assembly from a body taking decisions on 
executive functions to one that sets an overall policy framework that the cabinet and 
wider executive works within.  The Assembly decision making powers given to it under 
the Act are now, principally, to set the policy framework within which the Leader & 
Cabinet act and agree the budget. The Assembly also retains overall responsibility for 
non-executive matters (essentially regulatory activities covered by Committees such as 
the Planning Committee, Licensing Committee and Standards Committee), appoints 
members to committees, elects the Mayor, ratifies the appointment of the Leader and 
Cabinet, and agrees changes to the constitution 
 
The impact of change 
 
The changes the Act introduced have led many local authorities to look again at full 
council (in Southwark full council is called ‘Council Assembly)’. These reports have not 
usually focused on public participation so much as considering the role of Council 
Assembly, particularly for backbench councillors who are not members of Cabinet. 
National research has indicated that many non – cabinet members feel disengaged from 
the full council. (‘The Role of Members and of the Full Council’ scrutiny report, 
Birmingham City Council 2005) 
 
Opportunities for variation under the Act. 
 
The Act does allow Cabinet to delegate additional roles and functions to other bodies, 
including Council Assembly. As noted below, in practice what can be delegated to the 
Assembly is limited by the legislation which prevents the Cabinet from delegating 
executive functions to the Council Assembly.  For Council Assembly this is restricted to 
such matters as plans and strategies which could be added to the policy framework and 
therefore become its responsibility. It is possible to recommend Council Assembly 
debate and make recommendations that would ultimately go to the Cabinet (or in some 
cases the Leader) for decision or it could recommend the assembly both debate and 
make decisions on a wider range of plans and strategies. 
 
The Act also gave provision for decisions to be devolved down to a local level and 
Southwark introduced local based decision making bodies; which evolved into the 
Community Councils several years ago.  It is possible for further executive functions to 
be delegated down to Community Councils, while taking into account the need for good 
governance.  
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The Commission has considered the Act, as well as local rules as laid out in Southwark’s 
Constitution. The constitution can be changed by members and the Commission’s terms 
of references allow it to make recommendations for change. 
 
All recommendations need to consider the need for good governance including how to 
best strike a balance between the need for effective and timely decision making and the 
benefits of wider consultation by both more members and the wider public.  
 
These are some of the principles that underpin Cabinet decision making: 
 

• Efficiency – in that a small cabinet can act quickly; 
 

• Transparency – the Cabinet arrangements enable the public to ascertain from 
the outset who is making decisions; and 

 
• Accountability – the Cabinet can be judged by whether it has implemented the 

policies on which it was elected. 
 
This is what Council Assembly has to do by law 
 

o Appoint the Mayor 
o Receive the Leader’s report on the delegation of executive functions at the 

annual meeting 
o Establish committees and appoint chairs and vice chairs, except chair of 

standards committee 
o Agree the constitution 
o Agree the budget and sets the council tax 
o Agree the Policy Framework plans and strategies, most of these are statutory 

requirements ( see below for details) 
o Agree licensing and gambling statements of policy 
o Confirm appointment of head of paid service i.e. chief executive 
o Make, amend, revoke, re-enact or adopt by-laws or oppose making local 

legislation 
o Adopt the local authority’s code of conduct 
o Agree members’ allowances scheme 
o Confer title of Honorary Alderman or Freedom of the Borough 
o Agree any application to the Secretary of State in respect of any housing land 

transfer 
o To consider petitions submitted under the Council’s petition scheme 
o Take decisions in respect of functions which are the responsibility of the 

cabinet which are not in accordance with the policy framework or budget 
agreed by council assembly 

o Take decisions in respect of functions which are not the responsibility of the 
executive and which have not been delegated by council assembly to 
committees, community councils, sub-committees or officers 
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These are the policy framework documents it has to receive: 
 

The 'policy framework' means the following plans and strategies 

• Children and young persons plan  

• Corporate plan  

• Development plan documents (which form part of the development plan 
framework)  

• Policy on community councils  

• Sustainable community strategy  

• Treasury management strategy (including prudential borrowing arrangements)  

• Youth justice plan  

Council Assembly is also responsible for agreeing the following policies: 
 

• Licensing statement 
 

• Gambling statement 
 
This is what the council assembly does but could decide to change: 
 

o Receive reports for decisions and information from Cabinet 
o Provide an opportunity councilors to ask questions to Cabinet (members’ 

questions)   
§ holds cabinet to account  
§ A significant opportunity for the Opposition to get information   
§ Maximum of 30 minutes allowed  

o Debate members’ motions:  
§ Motions can be made on any subject for which the council has powers 

or duties or that affects Southwark  
§ Principal means for members to raise issues 
§ Generally 45 minutes to 1 hour per meeting dedicated to debating 

motions 
§ While it would be in order for council assembly to discuss a motion, if 

agreed the issue must be referred to the cabinet if it relates to 
consideration of any of the following: 

Ø to change or develop a new or existing policy 
Ø to instruct officers to implement new procedures 
Ø To allocate resources.  

o Takes public questions  
§ Anyone who lives or is a business ratepayer in the borough can ask a 

question 
§ On average 1 question per meeting or less 
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§ Questions can be on any subject for which the council has powers or 
duties or that affects Southwark 

§ Maximum of 15 minutes allowed  
§ Questions often directed to Cabinet if there is not a council assembly 

meeting due 
§ Local issues raised at community councils 

 
This is what the Council Assembly cannot do 
 
Council assembly cannot make decisions on executive functions (e.g. on housing, social 
services, regeneration, environment, education etc) – only the Cabinet or a member of 
the executive or community council exercising delegated authority from the cabinet or 
an officer can take these decisions.  If Council Assembly agrees on something that is an 
“executive function” the decision has to be referred as a recommendation to Cabinet. 
 
These are plans and strategies the cabinet has responsibility for and it could ask the 
Assembly to decide or debate 
 

This list includes some of the plans and strategies that are currently the responsibility of 
the cabinet.  These include: 

• Asset management plan 
• Employment strategy 
• Enterprise strategy 
• Food law enforcement plan 
• Green travel plan 
• Housing investment programme 
• Housing renewal policy 
• Housing strategy 
• Local area agreement (LAA) 
• Medium term resources strategy (including the housing revenue account) 
• Renewal areas strategies 
• Road safety plan 
• Schemes for financing schools 
• Special education needs action plan 
• Statement of community involvement 
• Supplementary planning documents 
• Waste strategy 
• Youth strategy. 
 

Community Councils 

The Act enabled functions to be discharged by an area committee. An area committee is 
defined as a ‘committee or sub-committee of the authority’. Area committees have to 
meet certain conditions  
 
In Southwark ‘area committees’ are known as community councils.  
At present decisions on the following have been delegated in part to community 
councils;  
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• local planning applications,  
• the cleaner, greener, safer capital programme, 
• the community fund programme, 
• traffic management, 
• appointment of local education authority governors to local nursery and primary 

schools  
• and community project banks.  

 
Community councils therefore take decisions which affect a relatively small area and the 
Cabinet could delegate more executive functions to Community Councils. 
 
 
PLANNED CHANGES TO LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
 
The new government's Decentralisation and Localism Bill plans to ‘free local government 
from central and regional control’ and give ‘councils a general power of competence’. 
Details on these proposals are sketchy at time of writing; however it could mean that 
many of the plans and strategies in the present policy framework that the Assembly has 
to decide would no longer be a statutory duty. There is little doubt that the Corporate 
plan would remain as this is tied to the budget, but others may become a matter of local 
choice.  The current timetable for the Bill is for it to be published towards the end of 
2010 and for it to be passed by November 2011 after the Democracy Commission 
reports. 
 
The Government also plans to give Council the right to use the Committee system once 
again, ‘return decision-making powers on housing and planning to local councils’ and 
allow local people to instigate a referendum on local issues, including council tax rises. 
 
The Government also proposed to ‘new powers to help save local facilities and services 
threatened with closure, and give communities the right to bid to take over local state-
run services’. 
 
 
SUMMARY OF PUBLIC EVIDENCE ON COUNCIL ASSEMBLY  
 
The Commission asked around twenty residents to attend the Council Assembly meeting 
on 14 July and then held two focus groups to get people’s views and asked participants 
to fill in a questionnaire. 262 people also filled in an online questionnaire or postal 
questionnaire. Around 80 local people gave oral evidence via ‘vox pops’ and extended 
interviews.   
 
Public knowledge and perception of Council Assembly 
 
Survey respondents 
 
Public knowledge of local democracy is very variable and some people have little 
understanding of local democracy and the existing options for getting involved while 
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others are fully conversant. The Commission attempted to particularly engage active 
citizens but to also gather a cross-section of views from people who had little or no 
knowledge of local democracy via vox pops and invitations to participate in focus 
groups.  The Commission also attempted to ensure that it heard from a representative 
sample of Southwark residents. 
 
Respondents to the questionnaires do not represent ‘average’ local people as people 
were directed to the questionnaire through targeted promotion to active citizens who 
attend community councils or other council engagement structures; traffic via articles on 
Southwark website and through articles in local and national press coverage. Therefore 
they would be expected to have a higher than average knowledge and participation in 
local democracy and this is borne out by the statistic; over 70 % had attended a local 
community groups meeting and nearly 60 % attended a Community Council. 
Nevertheless 29 % did not know that Council Assembly existed and only 15.9% had a 
good understanding of its work (this is despite 28% attending a Council Assembly 
meeting). An overwhelming majority, 90% agreed or agreed strongly, with the 
statement we should do more to promote Council Assembly. 
 
Knowledge on the current ways of getting involved in Council Assembly via attending a 
meeting, formally asking a question, presenting a petition or making a deputation 
varied,   but most people wanted more information.  Most survey respondents didn’t 
know if the Assembly format worked well. A large majority of respondents said they 
would consider attending an Assembly meeting in the future; 85%.  This demonstrates a 
high level of interest in the sample in being more informed and involved. 
 
 
Focus groups who attended Council assembly on 14 July 2010 
 
Understanding and interest in the Assembly meeting   
 
This varied according to their understanding and interest in the issues being debated 
and their ability to tolerate the barriers to engagement. 
 
Many people found the meeting difficult because the paperwork was unavailable or 
difficult to navigate, the language unfamiliar and there was no explanation of how the 
assembly worked or anybody on hand to help. When they started to understand more 
what was going on it became easier – for example the names of speakers flashing up 
and the countdown in the Assembly Council Chamber. 
 
One of the biggest barriers was the layout of the room; people could not see most of 
the backbench councillors when they spoke. The layout of the gallery and pillars 
obstructed the view and the focus groups complained that not being able to work out 
who was speaking or read the body language was a big barrier.  They were also 
concerned about excluding wheelchair users or other people with disabilities. The 
prominence of the mayor, clerk and chief executive in huge chairs was also questioned.  
Many participants sent a clear message that the current layout of the council chamber is 
not conducive to greater public engagement. 
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We left after half an hour. We couldn’t see what was going on. Our attention started 
going downhill.   

Content and subject of debates 
 
 On the whole the debate on Elephant and Castle regeneration elicited the most positive 
responses; participants often knew something about the plans and some were directly 
affected and they appreciated hearing the breadth and depth of debate and the impact 
on local people’s lives. 
 
“I liked hearing the debate and the arguments from both sides. I really liked getting that 
rich perspective rather than just reading about it in Southwark News.” 
 
The discussion on budget elicited the least favorable responses; particularly because it 
tended to focused on national politics: 
 
“The bit about Elephant & Castle was interesting because we know about the 
regeneration stuff. Apart from that ... was it about finance or something? “ 
 
“I thought it was just a replication of national party politics, with people just taking their 
party position rather than focusing on the issues that might affect people.”  
 
The Democracy Commission debate where members voted collectively to support the 
motions supporting the work of the Commission was welcomed as it was perceived as a 
rare moment where members came together.   
 
Style of debate 
 
Members of both focus group discussed the style of debate at length; both the 
perception that decisions had already been taken; ‘pre ordained’ and the staged nature 
of the debate. The other big issues for both focus groups was how differing views were 
expressed and the political nature of the debates 
 
 Everybody wanted to say how good they were. And wanted to ridicule the other instead 
of being constructive and thinking about the people, not their jobs. They were just 
thinking about spinning and this is what I saw really. I really didn’t see dialogue. 
 
The focus group members drew a distinction between debate and what they perceived 
as ‘politicking’. 
 
I think there’s a difference between conflict and point-scoring. We can argue with each 
other here but I don’t think we need to score cheap points and I’m afraid that’s what a 
lot of councillors are trying to do. And so much time is wasted 
 
Members of the focus group, particularly those who know individual members noted that 
outside of this arena local politicians often behave very differently: 
 

34



 11

But I wonder how much of that is really following the party line, because outside that 
room, in their own communities, they will engender change because they are genuinely 
passionate about their communities. There is a little bit of a performance going on. 
Behind the scenes they will work together. 
 
On the whole the members of the focus group wanted to see more genuine debate and 
dialogue, a greater focus on teamwork and a sense that the Assembly was working for 
good of the wider community. 
 
 Participative democracy 
 
Members of the focus groups also noted that their perception was they were only there 
to watch and couldn’t get involved and voice their own opinions.  One resident 
commented ‘if I wanted to participate, I couldn’t. So there was no democracy. There 
was no outlet for the population.’ Another commented: ‘I think it’s important to make 
clear what the purpose of the assembly is. Because if it’s about informing people and 
you can’t speak, then that would be alright if I’m told that beforehand.  
 
Suggestions for change from focus groups & survey respondents’ open text 
responses  
 
There was a call for a clear purpose that is well communicated.  One of the focus group 
participants called for something that will galvanise people to be participants in their 
community, to challenge and debate, and become stakeholders. It was noted how much 
potential for community dialogue there was at Council Assembly. Members of the focus 
groups suggested a brand such as ‘meeting point’. Respondents to the questionnaire 
called for a clear aim and objectives. 
 
Respondents to the survey and vox pops emphasised that public involvement has to 
make a difference. Councillors and officers must be open to change. Feedback and 
follow up to participants is very important, even if this is explaining why something can’t 
be done. 
  
It was suggested that Community Councils could be used to gather issues of concern. 
These could be taken by the Community Council to the Assembly if the issue needs a 
borough wide or full council response. It would empower councillors to know they were 
coming with the support of their constituents. 
 
Some respondents felt that themed meetings on issues such as housing, schools and 
transport could be more relevant and appealing to local residents and the community 
but we have to make sure this leads to practical changes. 
 
It was suggested that residents should be allowed to ask cabinet members questions. 
 
Some focus group members proposed that Southwark hold a big event with a panel of 
politicians and organise it so it brings people together on a more equal footing and 
where residents have the ability to speak. People wanted more informal participative 
meetings as well as opportunities for people to mingle and socialise 
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Other suggestions that were supported by the group were: 
 
Make council surgeries more interesting and community based. 
 
Move the Assembly around the Borough and the change the times of Assembly 
meetings.  
 
Broadcast Assembly meetings online or on radio with information in local traditional 
news outlets, and local online community websites; with reminder alerts.   
 
Hold online debates. 
 
Have online and participative voting. 
 
Support deputations; if they can make a difference. Treat deputees with respect and 
ensure that feedback is given. 
 
 
SUMMARY OF ELECTED MEMBERS EVIDENCE ON COUNCIL ASSEMBLY.   
 
Members were asked to fill out a questionnaire post assembly meeting on 14 July and to 
attend two focus groups.  Each of the political groups gave evidence and Commission 
members deliberated at meetings. 
 
More understanding of local councillors’ role 
 
Members expressed the view that there is a need to improve local knowledge of 
democracy: many people don't know what councilors do and that they are accountable 
for local services. There is a need for clear information about local structures, the role of 
councillors and how people can get involved; Southwark life could be used. 
 
Improve the practical support at meetings 
 
The paperwork available in the gallery should be more helpful. Basically it’s a random 
number of whatever agenda, minutes, and questions etc left out on a table which is very 
hard to follow. Perhaps a simple leaflet explaining procedure, format and order would be 
good. A listing of councillors by name, party and responsibility would help. It would also 
be good if a member of constitutional staff could be in the gallery as people arrive to 
explain the paperwork and the process. 
 
Council language and papers should be in plain English as far as possible. 
 
Tickets for gallery are given out at 7pm meaning it is a rush and people miss the 
beginning of the meeting - they should be given out 10 minutes before. 
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More decision making powers or influence on final decision 
 
Many members identified the need for the Assembly debates to have more impact. It 
was commonly noted that many of the polices and strategies that members do take 
decisions on have gone through months, sometimes years of input and decision taking 
and at that point its often too late to open it up to serious change through debate; in 
effect the Assembly is often ratifying strategies that have been largely agreed. In some 
cases where policies are required to go to Council Assembly, for example the Core 
Strategy or the Children and Young People’s Plan the statutory consultation rules limit 
member input.   Doing more of this will not necessarily be very engaging for the public. 
Another issue is that following the Local Government Act of 2000 most decision making 
is now taken by Cabinet. 
  
There were broadly two  main suggestions for achieving an Assembly with more impact 
in relation to its decision-making function; the first is to  restore some decision making 
powers to Council Assembly and the second is that the Cabinet  take major reports to 
Council Assembly for debate before taking a decision. Reports would come for 
deliberation, debate and recommendations which would then go to Cabinet for final 
decision.  
 
Option one: 
Support for devolving decision making to the Assembly focus on the perception that an 
Assembly with real power will attract great engagement. Reservations expressed on the 
first options include restrictions from doing so under current legislation. It has been 
noted that the new Decentralisation & Localism Bill is due and also been suggested that 
representations could be made to central government on this issue. Another reservation 
is that moving decisions to Assembly could impact on good governance and the 
advantages of efficiency, accountability and transparency that Cabinet decision making 
give.  
 
Option two: 
Support for the second option focus on the benefits of a wider group informing 
decisions, and that an early debate could inform later decision making, so that the 
Assembly would not be debating a fait accompli, but be involved early enough to 
influence the final plan that would later be decided by either the Assembly or Cabinet or 
the Leader. The points made in debate would be recorded and motions making certain 
recommendations could be put to the floor and voted on, although it was noted that this 
would present very serious logistical challenges in making sure that the consensus of the 
meeting was reflected, particularly if the requirement for all amendments to be 
presented in paper form before the meeting was abandoned. This option does not 
necessarily provide for any greater engagement with residents, unless they are given 
some form of speaking rights.  If the debates were on the basis of papers circulated 
beforehand, it would be similar to the process of considering some planning documents, 
which already come to Council at an earlier stage Consideration could be given to the 
notion that these pre decision debates would not necessarily be whipped and 
encouraging motions from backbenchers who might appeal across political groupings. 
Examples given for possible early debates were a pre-budget discussion in the meeting 
prior to the Assembly that agrees the budget; something similar on Housing and the 
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Capital Programme coming to the Assembly for debate in autumn to garner the views of 
all councilors. The Assembly could have impact through the quality of debate, at a time 
when it could still influence decisions, and the weight of recommendations potentially 
coming from 63 councilors.  Against this is the risk of there being confusion as to what it 
was in fact deciding. 
 
Motions, questions and political debate 
 
Members expressed the view that much of the council assembly meeting is devoted to 
motions which are very political and often used to boost the morale of the member or 
their political group rather than devoted to debating local issues. Therefore Council 
Assemblies can become show cases for members’ motions and this might not be very 
engaging for the public  
 
It was suggested that time given to more participative democracy may be more 
constructive. 
 
It was noted that the presence of the public at Community Council had a positive 
influence on members and reduced excessive politicking. However members commented 
that many local issues were not so ‘political’ but there may be some real ideological 
differences at a Borough wide level.  The Commission should consider whether 
Community Councils are a more appropriate forum for some of the public engagement 
on policies and strategies. 
 
Members suggested limiting petitions and motions to issues over which the council has 
control rather than just debating national or international issues.  
 
It was suggested that Assembly retain or give more time for members' questions (1 
hour instead of 30 minutes) with the possibility for 2 supplemental questions. Or we 
could have half an hour of public questions from the gallery. 
 
Allow more urgent questions to the Leader from members so that more topical issues 
can be discussed. 
 
Should there be a system for members written questions and answers and a separate 
ballot mechanism for asking oral questions similar to the Parliamentary approach, with 
the Leader of the Opposition permitted two follow-up questions? 
 
 
Publicise public question time more widely (maybe push via CCs) and actively invite 
community groups/TRA/residents to come and ask questions. Particularly residents who 
aren't getting satisfaction through other council channels 
 
Holding the Assembly in a more accessible location or improving the current one 
 
Members identified problems with the gallery space; including they often can’t see the 
public and the public have complained they can’t see all the members.  
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Suggestions for improvement included introducing screens in the space downstairs so 
the public can see all the members, but it was noted this would not solve the problem of 
members seeing the audience. Moving the meeting around the Borough to different 
locations; this would also have the potential advantage of reaching different audiences. 
Sourcing a single new location (such as the GLA, Unicorn Theatre; one of the Schools or 
a council building) and holding meetings there would have the advantage of the public 
always knowing where the meeting would be held. Members suggested that Community 
Council experience is considered to weigh up the benefits of moving around or having a 
set venue. Some reservations were expressed over moving out of the Town Hall and the 
potential loss of a “Town Hall” civic identity and also the costs and feasibility of moving 
around the Borough. Remodeling the existing Town Hall was briefly suggested but 
dismissed as far too expensive. Building a New Town Hall was alluded too as a 
possibility in the longer term  
 
Changing the times of meetings 
 
Members thought this should be explored. 
 
Web-broadcasting 
 
This was a popular proposition with many members. 
 
Changing the debating rules  
 
It was proposed that Assembly considering changing the procedural rules so more 
spontaneous debate can take place, akin to parliamentary debate. 
 
Order of proceedings 
 
Place statutory reports and constitutional items at end of meetings to make sure the 
early part of the meeting is focused on the parts which the public find most interesting.  
  
Adoption of themes 
 
It was noted that the budget meeting is a themed meeting; other suggested themes 
include housing. A youth themed meeting with Southwark Youth Council was proposed 
and it was suggested letting them have a role in agenda setting. Other suggestions for 
themes included theming around Cabinet portfolios. Themed meetings could gather 
peoples' views and these could go to Scrutiny or cabinet or somewhere else for action or 
policy development. 
 
Members proposed two types of Assembly meeting; formal and informal 
 
Workshops and other participatory meeting formats were thought particularly suitable 
for themed meeting; but unsuitable for formal decision making. 
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Introducing participatory budgeting 
 
This was suggested as an exciting idea worthy of further exploration 
 
Lower the threshold for petitions 
 
All groups suggested lowering the threshold and the Lib Dems proposed 500 as much 
more sensible than the current rules of 3000. A threshold of 100 was put forward for a 
ward issue. 
 
Make it easier for groups to bring deputations. 
  
Many members thought the assembly had lost the voice of the community when 
restrictions on petitions were introduced; formally meeting would have three or four 
petitions. Others thought that deputation had been used for ‘political’ or mischievous 
purposes. Most members welcome some relaxing of the rules. It was suggested that we 
consider allowing residents to present and ask questions of the cabinet members and 
Leader. It was noted that deputations need to be given sufficient time and it is 
important that we ensure that the issues raised are followed through by Cabinet 
member/scrutiny etc. It was proposed that the cabinet member be given responsibility 
for feeding back. There might need to be a process to consider deputations before 
coming to Assembly. 
 
Involve the community, voluntary sector and business sector 
 
Bring scrutiny reports to Assembly 
 
Assembly would then have an opportunity to debate and endorse, or reject, 
recommendations that would then go to the cabinet or Leader to agree and implement 
 
 
MEETING VENUE AND FORMAT – practical issues 
 
There are a number of suggestions for improving administrative support to the public 
which seems to have the support of everybody (early entrance to the town hall gallery, 
more paperwork, all paperwork online shortly after the meeting, Plain English where 
possible, a guide to the meeting and members roles, the support of a clerk etc)  
 
The present meeting Assembly meeting space is far from ideal and there is consensus 
that this venue needs to change if we want to increase participative democracy. The 
gallery is very small, the sightlines are poor, the public cannot see many of the members 
and disabled people are ill catered for. Furthermore elected members and the public are 
physically removed and the layout emphasis hierarchies which appear outmoded. The 
seating arrangements with the political groups facing opposite each other encourage a 
confrontational approach which can be very off putting to the public. 
 
It should be noted that some aspects of the Town hall do work well; specifically the 
sound system and acoustics. It also has a civic identity, although that has somewhat 
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diminished with the move to Tooley Street. Many residents see this as the new ‘Town 
hall’. 
 
Given the identified barriers to participation the Commission could recommend the 
present Council Assembly chamber is not fit for purpose and a new more suitable 
venue/s is found.  
 
It could also request that the following options are considered as solutions or it could 
identify preferred options from the below (or think of others): 
 

1) Introduce screens in the space downstairs so the public can see all the members 
(but this would not solve the problem of members seeing the audience or wheelchair 
users or the layout)  
 
2) Moving the meeting around the Borough to different locations; this would also 
have the potential advantage of reaching different audiences and was a very popular 
option in the questionnaire .Would need some feasibility to work to identify venues 
which are large enough with sufficient access 
 
3) Sourcing a new location (such as the GLA, Unicorn Theatre; one of the Schools or 
a council building) and holding meetings there; this would have the advantage of the 
public always knowing where the meeting would be held and would be the easiest to 
administer 
 
Some reservations were expressed over options 2 and 3 and the potential loss of a 
“Town Hall” civic identity and also the costs associated with option 2 in particular 
 
4) Remodeling the existing Town Hall (costs in the tens of millions would likely make 
this prohibitive).   
 
5) Building a new Town Hall - in the longer term 

 
 
COMMUNICATION 
 
There are several things that could be done relatively easily to improve communication 
of the assembly debates, some that might be relatively easily achieved ( but there would 
be resource implications) and others that might need more investigation as they might 
incur significant cost so there would be a need to decide if it was good value.  
 
Engaging with the Media 
 
Suggestions include: 
 
There used to be a briefing given to the media prior to the meeting by senior officers 
and cabinet members to give a background to the report and discussion. Other political 
groups could also give briefing on their view point. If this was reinstated there would 
need to be a clear distinction between officers role (focused on information) and 
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politicians (more focused on opinion and values). Updates, briefings and alerts could go 
out to all media and local online community websites 
 
Prompt reporting of resolutions and decisions would be very helpful as it is often unclear 
to the audience what has been decided (this might be done through early release of a 
decision sheet) 
 
Publishing all documents online before the meeting or swiftly after so media outlets 
have all the documentation at hand. 
 
It is likely these options would increase the depth of reporting on the issues as media 
outlets would have a more though understanding of complexity of the issues, a clearer 
understanding of any political differences and clarity on decisions. 
 
Audio and radio broadcasts 
 
The Council could consider relaxing the rules so media outlets could record audio.  
This could be then be broadcast as audio clips  by media outlets such as online forums 
to supplement other written material. This may well be more engaging. 
 
The Council may also be able to record its own audio via the sound system fairly cheaply 
and this could be released as a podcast on the council website. Members and officers 
would need to manage the risks; however many assemblies and parliaments do 
broadcast routinely so there are precedents. 
 
Radio may also be a possibility and there are local radio stations who might be 
interested in putting together a community radio programme featuring the Assembly 
with recorded audio and possibly debates and discussions. 
 
Facilitating twitter and other social networking coverage 
 
Wireless access in the gallery would enable journalists, including “citizen journalists”, to 
tweet and post online.  This is a low cost approach that makes use of the success of 
social media that is seen in Southwark in the popularity of some of the local online 
forums in engaging with relatively large numbers of citizens. 
 
Using Southwark platforms and networks 
 
An explanation of Council Assembly could appear in Southwark media (Southwark Life 
and on the web) including dates announced in advance, summaries of meeting and calls 
for questions. Updates, briefing and summaries and alerts could go out to community 
networks (Southwark Life, TRAs, Forums, social media sites, newspapers) 
 
Text/Facebook/twitter /Assembly newsletter updates and invites could go to those 
residents signed up to Southwark platforms or there could be an option to join a specific 
list. 
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Targeted promotion for specific debates – i.e. regeneration of a particular area would 
lead to invitations to local groups and people; a debate on Housing would target TRAs 
etc. 
 
Webcasting and TV broadcast 
 
This is a popular idea but could incur more significant costs. These would need to be 
established and then a decision made on value for money. Community television 
organizations would be interested in this, but would need funds. 
 
 
WHO SHOULD WE ENGAGE AT MEETING and WHAT ROLES SHOULD THEY 
PLAY 
 
Throughout the gathering of evidence the public, elected members and officers have 
from time to time considered the difference between residents, community leaders, 
elected members and officers’ roles and responsibilities. 
 
Many residents have said they want to get involved but some have said they don’t feel 
qualified to make decisions. Most Members want to increase public involvement but 
note, whatever democracy's shortcomings; they have been elected to take decisions. 
Most participants have agreed that is a need to find the right balance between 
‘participative’ and ‘representative’ democracy. 
 
Community Councils have seemed to have adopted the practice of the public and 
community participating in debate but members taking decisions. The Commission might 
want to consider if this is a principle it wants to adopt for the Assembly. 
 
It might also want to think about the role of community leaders who might have a 
recognized role in their community and often have a mandate from their constituent 
groups; for example elected members of Youth Council or the Chair of an older people’s 
group. What roles might they have? Suggestions have included the Youth Council 
helping to set the agenda and co hosting a themed meeting on young people.  Some of 
these constituent groups have robust process for electing representatives and large 
constituent groups, others less so. Thought would also need to be given to how widely 
representative these groups are and any additional support that might need to be put in 
place to ensure we don’t hear only the voices of those who are already actively 
engaged. 
 
There is also the role of community leaders from the voluntary sector who provide 
service; for example the settlements, youth clubs, older people activities etc. Many Full 
Councils have sought to actively involve these stakeholders in their deliberations and 
debates. Many Southwark stakeholders are already involved through the Southwark’s 
Local Strategic Partnership structure. 
 
Lastly there is the business community who were least engaged throughout the 
evidence gathering but is an important constituency that, again, other Assemblies have 
sought to involve. The government is proposing to introduce more provision for outside 
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bodies to run statutory services. There has been debate nationally about increasing the 
role of cooperative and mutuals where citizens have a greater role in running services 
they use. Lambeth has a Cooperative Commission and the coalition government has 
endorsed these developments nationwide and is seeking to promote them further. 
 
The assembly must also seek to ensure it successfully brings together members in all 
their different roles; cabinet, scrutiny, community council, committee members etc.  
 
 
WHAT should the Assembly hold debates so local people can get involved and 
Members can make better decisions? 
  
Content of meetings 
 
If the Assembly wishes to increase participation it will need free up space on the agenda 
or devote more time to assembly meetings; or both. Members and the public have also 
emphasized the need to make meeting more attractive to the public by increasing the 
impact its debates have on decision or by taking more decisions.  
 
The public and members have advocated increasing opportunities for the public to bring 
issues to the meetings; either directly on behalf of community councils, endorsing a 
‘bottom up’ approach.  
 
Members and residents have identified the importance of an arena for debate that relate 
to local concerns that the public can identify with; regeneration schemes; housing, 
transport etc. 
 
Many residents want a voice at meetings; either via their community council 
representative, online or at the meeting and they want less formal opportunities to 
engage. The three most popular suggestions for improving meetings were firstly to 
involve residents in the debates at meetings, secondly meet in different places around 
the borough, and thirdly to involve residents in debates online. Participation is highly 
valued. 
 
Opportunities for freeing up agenda time 
 
Suggestions for freeing time have centred on spending less time on motions that are to 
do with national politics and concentrate on more on quality debates on issues of local 
concern at a time when it can make a difference.  
 
Changes to local government obligations may mean it will not need to debate as many 
plans and strategies so the Commission might consider this an opportunity.  Hoverer 
these plans and strategies make up the policy framework that it is one of the assembly’s 
key roles to agree. They were also conceived to give an overarching structure to the 
cabinet decision making process. If these go will the Assembly lose another role? Or 
could it devise a new way to develop plans which are more engaging to local residents? 
Or concentrate on quality debates to inform plans and policies developed elsewhere? 
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A bottom up approach 
 
Suggestions included: 
 
Make it easier to bring deputations 
 
Lower the threshold for petitions. 
 
Empower community councils to gather issues of concern and bring items to Assembly 
which it cannot resolve at a local level and which would benefit from a Borough wide or 
full council response. 
 
Greater use could be made of Community Councils and other Forums to help shape 
impending policy/budget decisions.  The Leader of the Council and Cabinet have already 
started to visit Community Councils and community forums to discuss the impending 
budget cuts.  He has also already stated that he would like to have some discussion in 
the Council Assembly on emerging budget issues prior to firm decisions having to be 
taken in January/February 2011.  There may be potential for this Assembly discussion to 
be informed by issues coming through from the Community Councils and community 
forums.  This principle of Community Councils & Forums being used as an early 
sounding board, and elected members taking the lead in gathering views, for later 
policy/budget decision, could then be developed further. 
 
Question time 
 
Increase the opportunities for asking questions and giving residents a voice by: 
i) enabling the public to post questions and comments online;  
ii) promoting the present opportunities for asking questions at the meeting.  
 
Debate scrutiny reports at Assembly and make recommendations 
 
Overview and Scrutiny is the opportunity for non-executive Councillors (i.e. all but the 
maximum of 10 in the Cabinet) to look at issues in some detail and make 
recommendations for improvements/changes. Scrutiny reports could come to the 
Council Assembly for debate and endorsement of the recommendations made.  This 
would enhance scrutiny’s role in shaping policy formulation. When a report has been 
prepared, together with partners, or particular community  groups/interests (e.g. young 
people) those people should also have the opportunity to contribute to the debate.  The 
intention would be both to raise the profile of the issue examined and to give those 
people who have contributed to the review the opportunity to express their views. 
Recommendations for action would still invariably lie with the Cabinet/Cabinet Member 
to take forward; the endorsement of the Council Assembly should be seen as providing 
the endorsement and commitment of the whole Council to take the matters forward.  
The implementation of the recommendations could then also be tracked with the Council 
Assembly being advised of any non-compliance 
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However it would probably be best for there to be a sifting process; not all scrutiny 
reports are that engaging and sometimes they can be very short pieces to respond to 
particular issues. A formulaic obligation to send all report to full councils could result in 
most reports being sent to the end of agenda or given little time. Therefore thought 
needs to be given to deciding which reports go; perhaps on the recommendation of 
OSC? 
 
Green papers / pre debates on important decisions and policies 
Considering Policy/Budget Issues at “Green Paper” Stage.  
 
“Green Papers” in Whitehall terms are consultation documents and the question for the 
Commission is therefore whether a full council debate is the best forum for consultation.  
The advantage of introducing this would be to enable discussion on emerging issues 
prior to final decisions having to be taken. A frequent criticism of the Local Government 
Act 2000 is that while it was intended to provide more transparency and accountability 
on who takes decisions, quite often it has worked in the opposite direction with only a 
few Members really involved in decision taking. However the size of the Council 
Assembly and the difficulty of recording clear decisions may make this proposal difficult 
to achieve.  It may be that smaller committees such as the Scrutiny Committees 
combined with the existing mechanisms for consultation and community engagement on 
policy formulation would be a more effective forum for this purpose.  Taking scrutiny 
reports to Council Assembly could also achieve this role. 
 
Furthermore it might want to link the green papers proposal to outreach work with 
Community Councils and other meeting such as community forums and committees such 
as scrutiny; either by asking the same questions or by developing ideas based on 
outreach work so that the green paper is based on developing ideas and already 
resonates with residents.  
 
If this approach was adopted considerable further thought would need to be given to 
how it would work in practice and what the resource and legal limitations could be as 
well as to the issues of  what plans and policies would come to the Assembly and who 
would decide. The Cabinet? OSC? A set number of members? The public? Community 
Councils? An agenda planning committee? A combination of these? 
 
Themed meetings 
 
Proposals for themed meeting encompass a variety of different ideas including an 
annual ‘state of the Borough’ debate and specific proposals for themed meeting in 
partnership with the Youth Council on young people. Other popular suggestions for 
themes include housing, transport, and issues of relevance to older people. Themed 
meeting overlap with the concept of green papers; for example pre decision debate on 
the budget could also be conceived as a themed meeting. 
 
State of the Borough debate 
 
This is a popular proposal from the public and members alike. It could potentially also 
bring together other stake holders and build on similar events Southwark has historically 
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held, but with more public engagement.  Proposal for its format include an ‘annual 
report’ by the Leader with an opportunity for public questioning of both the leader and 
other cabinet members. Suggestions have included involving local MPs as well as cabinet 
members. This could be complemented by other activities that bring elected 
representatives together with constituents and other stakeholders to exchange views 
and debate borough wide issues. Residents have emphasized the importance of hearing 
views, more opportunities for less formal debate and the importance of time to meet 
and mingle. 
 
Thematic debates 
 
If the Commission wanted to recommend holding themed meeting it would need to 
think about how these would be chosen and then how these meetings would go on to 
influence the council’s decision making process. Residents will expect outcomes.  
Themed meetings could relate to the council’s plans, strategies and policies and help 
inform them and /or hold Members to account for the delivery of plan and strategies. 
Another suggestion from the Member focus group was to hold themed meetings and 
then ask cabinet, scrutiny, a community council or some other body (Community Action 
Southwark etc) to deliberate and come up with detailed recommendations for action. 
 
Themed meeting would be a significant change from current arrangements and could be 
resource intensive. It would be advisable to consider the costs and value of this 
approach carefully and undertake some small pilots to test out early ideas. Thematic 
meeting would also throw up challenges for recording information, prioritising issues and 
making recommendations, and these issues would need to be carefully thought through. 
They are likely to need significant community engagement support to support. 
 
These are some of the options for structuring thematic debates: 
 
Plans and strategies 
 
Themes could be chosen that relate to existing plans and strategies; for example the 
Children’s and Young People Plan; the Green Travel Plan; the Housing strategy. 
However this may tricky as some plans are agreed years in advance, others may no 
longer have a statutory obligation to be published so Members would need to actively 
endorse their continuation. 
 
Arranging them around cabinet portfolios 
 
Cabinet members could be invited to meeting to present annual reports on their work 
and take questions from members and possibly the public. This could compliment the 
questioning that already takes place in scrutiny and has the added advantage of 
strengthening the role of the Assembly in holding the cabinet to account. 
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Thematic groups 
 
Themes could be chosen that fit around existing thematic groups for example the Local 
Strategic partnership thematic groups; Community Action Southwark thematic 
partnership groups; the five policy areas that Scrutiny covers.  
 
Constituent groups  
 
It could identify constituent groups it particularly wants to engage with and groups it 
wants to work in partnership with, for example young people and the Youth Council. 
 
Combining the above 
 
There is potentially overlap between many of these groupings; Young people have been 
proposed as a theme for an Assembly meeting plan in conjunction with the Youth 
Councils. There is a cabinet lead for for children's services. The LSP has a children’s and 
young people thematic group (Southwark Children’s and Families Trust) 
and this is mirrored in a CAS thematic group ‘Southwark Children, Young People and 
Families’. Scrutiny has a ‘Children’s services and education’ committee. There is also a 
plan that underpins the work of the Children’s Trust; the Children’s and Young People 
Plan. This is a plan that the Youth Council has done a deputation on and has indicated 
that they are keen to continue monitoring its implementation. 
 
Similarly there is an Independence and Wellbeing LSP thematic and that has two 
strategies that underpin it; the Health Improvement Strategy 2007-2012 and the 
Independent and Wellbeing for Life Strategy 2006-10. There is also CAS’s 
“Independence and wellbeing’ groups. The Independence and wellbeing strategy was 
developed partnership with Southwark Pensioners Forum and they undertook much of 
the involvement work, producing this at the same time as the Pensioners Manifesto 
(which they brought as a deputation to assembly).  Pensioners’ representatives sit on a 
steering group and monitor and assist with the Independence and Wellbeing plans 
implementation. This steering group is chaired by the cabinet lead for Adult health and 
social care. 
 
There is some overlap for other themes; the LSP has a thematic partnership for both 
Housing and a Safer Southwark Partnership. These areas are covered by one Scrutiny 
committee and CAS has a thematic group; ‘Southwark Space’, which focuses on issues 
relating to the environment, housing, regeneration and safety. 
 
Freeing up space for topical and relevant issues 
 
Alternatively the Commission could decide to leave the agenda free to respond to topical 
and relevant issues and devise some mechanism to do this; for example an Assembly 
agenda setting task group with representation. 
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Agenda planning and meeting management 
 
Improving agenda planning for the Council Assembly could bring significant benefits.  In 
some authorities this is achieved through a small committee others have some input into 
the agenda from scrutiny committees.  Similarly thematic debates would need advance 
planning to engage residents and stakeholders and ensure that the debates and 
deliberations were taken forward. They would be events that would likely work best as 
participative events that would inform policy and where meeting would identify key 
items for more detailed work to be done by other bodies; such as Scrutiny, thematic 
partnership groups, Cabinet etc. These bodies could then come back to Assembly or to 
other bodies (partnership groups) with proposals for final decisions making by more 
formal means; cabinet leader individual decision, Assembly approving the strategy etc.  
 
Outcomes 
 
Thematic meetings such as these could be part of a process whereby residents are 
empowered to contribute to debates and participate in decision making. It would 
potentially bring together different constituent groups and a wider group of residents, 
some of whom would continue to be involved in developing policy and implementing 
services.  
 
The alignment of thematic meeting with plans would enable there to be a level of 
accountability. If residents and elected members have the opportunity to ensure that 
these plans reflect the views of residents and that they are being implemented then 
there is more chance of concrete outcomes that residents will value and can be traced 
back to assembly meetings. 
 
Engaging people in the Assembly’s debates and decisions; different meeting 
formats.  
 
Members in focus groups were keen to draw a distinction between the formal business 
of the Assembly and the potential for more participative and informal debates. The 
Assembly has important responsibilities as detailed earlier and these need a formal 
structure.  The Assembly would have very serious responsibilities in the event of a 
political crisis – for example a significant number of members crossing the floor to a 
different party – and would need to exhibit a very high standard of debate and decision 
making.  
 
A number of members suggested promoting a more of a parliamentary style debate in 
the Chamber, (by allowing interjections) and the Mayor having a role in cutting short 
debates going no where (or which are becoming less relevant to local people)  and  
prolonging interesting debates.   
 
Members suggested that less structured meetings could be appropriate for more 
deliberative or participative meetings which did not have the same formal decision 
making responsibilities.  
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It is possible to conceive of meetings in different ways where they are most structured 
for formal decision making and least structured for informal discussions. Different 
meeting formats could be appropriate for different purposes. 
 
• Formal debate and decision making - usual formal council assembly procedures but 

rules could be simplified or made more akin to parliamentary debate 
  
• Deliberative debates leading to recommendations - but held in the same way as 

normal council assembly with motions prepared in advance. A record of debate and 
recommendations would go forward for decision making to Cabinet/Leader/later 
Assembly. The public could ask questions under the normal rules. These may be 
most suitable for pre decision debates/ green papers.  There are significant practical 
issues with this approach that are noted above that may mean there are other 
forums that are better suited to this function for example scrutiny committees. 

 
• More participative meetings using  techniques such as workshops involving members 

and the public held under the auspices of Council Assembly but not taking 'decisions' 
could be used to inform policy making by other bodies.  The issue here is how would 
the view of the majority be identified and taken forward.  These could only ever be 
seen as one part wider public engagement.   

 
Alongside this evidence has pointed to  
 
• Conference style debates which might combine some of the above styles 
 
• Online debates.  A summary could be recorded and which could then feed into 

workshops or be used to directly make recommendations for further policy 
development work. Or the public could pose questions (in advance) for the Chamber 
to answer.  

 
Members of the public put a high value on both participating in debates; both at the 
meeting and online (72% and 52 % respectively)  
 
Other Local Authorities have recommended holding green paper style debates in 
committee style meetings 
 
Participative meetings would be much more analogous to Community Council meetings 
and would be a major departure from present arrangements. The Commission would 
need to think carefully about how it records discussion and where it takes it. For people 
to be involved they would have to feel that their contribution had been recognised and 
understand what was done with it. It would be difficult for officers to record the 
decisions of more than a small group of people: for example Community Councils 
involve a wider group or residents in deliberations but decisions are taken by a smaller 
group of elected members, which are then recorded. Workshops in these formats are 
usually recorded as summaries that inform later decision making.  
 

50



 27

The Commission may want to think of how it could use other media to  both formally 
and more informally record meetings to compliment the written record – for example 
vox pops, podcasts, webcasting, radio debates.  
 
The Commission may want to consider how the political nature of assembly might be 
approached in different formats. For example political groups may want to whip very 
formal decision making meeting, but consider not whipping deliberative or participative 
debates.  
 
OTHER ISSUES 
 
Devolved decision making 
 
The “Cleaner, Greener and Safer” agenda has demonstrated how the Cabinet has 
managed delegated decisions to Community Councils.  From comments made at the 
Conference workshop these are, for local residents, the most worthwhile meetings to 
attend.  The possibility of further delegation; from either Cabinet or Assembly could also 
be explored.   Greater participatory budgeting at a local level could also be considered. 
 
Returning to the Committee system 
 
A small number of respondents have suggested reverting to the Committee structure 
and ending Cabinet and scrutiny set up 
 
Timing of meeting 
 
The public has suggested meeting at different times – for example day time meetings 
are better for older people – later meetings better for working people 
 
ENABLING PARTICIPATION 
Evidence from the Active Citizens Hub following the workshop emphasised that “the 
public are consistently more interested in the outcomes of their interactions with 
authorities, and the way these have left them feeling, than in particular mechanisms. 
Improving these interactions, feeding back outcomes to the public in appropriate 
ways...and linking this to ongoing involvement in decision making process will be vital. 
Feedback is very important to people.”  
 
Improving access 
 
There are also particular issues that need to be considered if different communities are 
going to be able to more easily access meetings; meetings during the daytime are 
preferred by older people, disabled people need accessible information and venues; 
young people are unluckily to be engaged in by very formal dry meetings; plain English 
is better for everybody, particularly for people who English is not the mother tongue.  
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Community engagement  
 
Building trust and maintaining relationships is very important in engagement work. 
We need to think about the support we put in place to enable residents to get involved. 
This is particularly important if we want to involve excluded and marginalized 
communities. Community engagement workers have an important role in facilitating 
conversations between residents and authorities. 
 
Community capacity to influence 
 
There is a lack of understanding by the general public of how the local authority 
functions, the role of councilors and officers and the framework they operate within. 
Training for active citizens is very important; individuals require training to enable them 
to be effective and influential in local decision making; mentoring by councillors; 
citizenship training in schools and the community; and the Youth Council all have a role 
to play. The active citizen’s hub uses a ‘Voice ‘tool for community agencies and active 
citizens to measure their influence 
 
How open to being influenced are Councillors and officers of the Councils 
 
It was noted by some witnesses that not all councillors or officers are adept at 
community engagement attitudes and techniques. In order for participation to be 
effective it requires officers and councillors to give up some power and allow them to be 
influenced; and to see the value in this. The Active Citizen Hub has an ‘Echoes’ tool for 
statutory agencies to examine how open they are to community influence. 
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