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	Report to Standards Committee

2 June 2005 


	
	

	Title:


	Public Attendance at Meetings of Board, Area Boards and Committees

	Report of:
	Company Secretary and Solicitor

	
	



Purpose of Report

1. To report the outcome of research into public attendance at meetings of other ALMOs and propose a mechanism for allowing members of the public to speak at meetings and a protocol for public attendance.

Background

2. The committee, at its meeting on 22 March 2005, noted public attendance at meetings of the Board, committees and Area Boards and the action taken by the Area Boards Working Group.

3. The committee also requested that research be carried out on public attendance at meetings of other ALMOs.

Public attendance at other ALMOs

4. 44 ALMOs were emailed a request for details of public attendance at meetings of their Board, Area Boards and committees.  11 responses were received and can be summarised as follows:

· Generally, public attendance was poor with numbers at any one meeting ranging from zero to a maximum of 12.  One ALMO had less than 20 members of the public in attendance during a whole year.

· One ALMO had a good attendance rate at Area Committees but only directors ever attended its Board Meeting.

· One ALMO did have 15 members of the public in attendance when a petition was being discussed.  

· Members of the Tenants Federation always attended one ALMO’s Board Meetings.

· Public attendance was extremely good at one ALMO’s AGM as a result of providing those in attendance with a hot buffet.

· One ALMO did not allow members of the public to attend its sub-committee meetings.

5. Like the company, all the ALMOs that responded advertised their meetings in local housing offices and libraries.  The company’s meetings are also advertised in multi-storey and sheltered accommodation, as well as via a press release.  One ALMO did place an advert each month in the local press.  However, it was taking a break from this because it had not resulted in improved attendance. 

Speaking at meetings

6. There have been occasions, particularly when the company was in its infancy, when members of the public were attending meetings to make a complaint or raise a personal issue.  More recently, a Gateshead Councillor attended an Area Board meeting with a number of members of the public to raise a concern that was not relevant to issues being discussed on the agenda.

7. To avoid further instances of this nature occurring again, it is proposed that a mechanism be put in place which is open and transparent and clear about when a member of the public can speak.  The following procedure is proposed: -

(i) Only members of the public can speak at Board, Area Board and committee meetings.  Councillors are not to be permitted to speak in that capacity.

(ii) A member of the public will only be permitted to speak on an issue that is an agenda item for the meeting in question.

(iii) Members of the public will not be permitted to speak about individual cases.

(iv) The Company Secretary and Solicitor must receive 48 hours written notice of the issue that the member of the public wishes to speak on and which agenda item this relates to.


Protocol for public attendance

8. It is good practice to have a protocol for public attendance at meetings of the Board, Area Boards and committees.  A proposed protocol is attached as an Appendix to this report.  The protocol also incorporates the above procedure for speaking at meetings.

Recommendations

9. It is recommended that: -

(i) public attendance at other ALMOs be noted;

(ii) the committee consider ways in which public attendance could be improved;

(iii) the procedure for members of the public speaking at meetings, as set out in paragraph 7 above, be approved;

(iv) the protocol for public attendance, as set out in the Appendix to this report, be approved;

(v) the report be referred to the Area Boards for consideration before final decision by the Board;

(vi) the procedure and protocol be published as part of the company’s Governance Handbook.

Contact:  Stuart Gibson, Company Administrator


Tel No:  (0191) 433 5308

Appendix
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Protocol for Public Attendance at Meetings of the Board, Area Boards and Committees

	Issues
	Commitments and Responsibilities

	Publicising of meetings
	All Board, Area Board and committee meetings are publicised in every local housing office, multi-storey and sheltered housing accommodation block and library.

All agendas and open papers for these meetings are available to inspect or download off the company’s website, which can be accessed via www.gateshead.gov.uk/councilpapers.

	Requesting assistance in advance
	The company will ensure that reasonable steps are taken to reduce barriers faced by people wishing to attend a meeting venue.  Once informed of a request, the company will

· ensure access for disabled people (including space for wheelchair, walking aid and guide dog users)

· ensure communication aid requirements are met (for example, large print, sign language, induction loop and interpretation)

· ensure designated parking for disabled people

· ensure a lift is available if the meeting is on the first or higher floors

· ensure accessible toilets.

	Transport to the venue
	Members of the public cannot claim travel expenses for voluntary attendance at company meetings.

	Conduct in the meeting
	Members of the public attending company meetings are welcome to observe but must not participate in the meeting unless invited to do so by the Chair.

Any member of public deemed by the Chair of the meeting to be behaving in a manner that is inappropriate or not in adherence of this protocol, will be asked to leave the meeting.

	Requests to address the meeting
	Only members of the public who fulfil the following requirements can speak at Board, Area Board and committee meetings.  Councillors will not be permitted greater rights to speak by virtue of their office.

Members of the press can attend meetings but will not be permitted to speak. 

A member of the public will only be permitted to speak on an issue that is an agenda item for the meeting in question.

Members of the public will not be permitted to speak about individual cases.

It would be helpful if the Company Secretary and Solicitor received written notice of any issue to be raised by a member of the public and which agenda item this related to.  Members of the public will not be restricted however from raising an issue at the meeting, though this will be at the discretion of the Chair. 
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