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16 July 2014 

OPENNESS OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT MEETINGS 

 
I was passed a copy of Mr Rowsell's letter to the Local Government Association 
concerning the above and understand that you have also written separately to the 
Chiefs and Chairs of Fire and Rescue Authorities.  I have had the opportunity to 
discuss the draft Regulations with members of the Fire Authority. 
  

Members are supportive of the openness agenda, but believe that efforts to improve 
public access/engagement must be proportionate and involve appropriate controls.  
The following paragraphs summarise the discussion that took place and I would ask 
that you take these comments into account when finalising the Regulations. 
  

Admission to and Reporting of Meetings 
  

Current arrangements already allow access to meetings for the purposes of 
reporting.  However, the draft Regulations expand the facilities available to someone 
wishing to report.  Whilst this undoubtedly reflects advances in technology, if the 
definition of reporting remains so broad it could lead to difficulties.  Members 
anticipate that there would be a level of disruption should attendees have free reign 
to film etc. and they felt that there would be a need to have some kind of protocol 
governing these arrangements.  However, rather than take this 
approach Members wondered if it might be better to require Authorities to make 
suitable arrangements for broadcasting meetings (like a number already do).  This 
would meet the purpose of the draft Regulations, but avoid potential difficulties.  The 
main argument against this would be the costs associated with doing so.  If this 
approach were adopted, it would be important to define the type of meetings that 
would need to be broadcast - is it just the main Authority meetings, or all meetings?  
If it is the latter this would add to the cost significantly. 
  

Records of Decisions and Access to Documents 
  

The vast majority of key decisions are made by elected members.  However, it is 
acknowledged that a range of decisions are made by officers, e.g. the grant of 
certain planning permissions (this being an example of something that is already 
published).  It is believed that the current drafting is problematic and will need to be 
further developed.  Firstly, the term 'affect the rights of individuals' is very broad.  
Would this include a decision concerning a member of staff (almost certainly caught 
by data protection requirements and not capable of being published).  What is meant 
by 'affect' - how much will the impact need to be?  Secondly, the term 'materially 
affects the ... financial position' seems open to broad interpretation - could this be 
improved by adding some parameters as has been the practice in other pieces of 
legislation. 
  

I hope that the LGA and Lawyers in Local Government provide you with the 
support that you need to develop the Regulations further and the Plain English Guide 
that you intend to produce.  I expect that those Authorities that already broadcast 
their meetings will be able to provide valuable insight into the issues that need to be 
considered in progressing this work. 
 


