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1. Executive summary  
 
1.1 This report reviews progress made with area working during the year 

of the participation pilot, and sets out the next steps.  It describes the 
approaches to community engagement that were piloted with the 
North Area Committee, and assesses which have proved most fruitful.  
It describes in broad terms the process to devolve further decision 
making to area committees. And it suggests how the Council can build 
on these developments to further the goal of greater community 
involvement in decisions that affect local areas. 

 
2. Recommendations  
 
2.1    The Executive Councillor is recommended to: 

i. endorse the assessment of the North Area Committee participation 
pilot set out in Appendix 1;  

ii. promote area committee member and community engagement with 
devolved decision making particularly in relation to the development of 
the Area Needs Assessment and prioritisation of related local priority 
projects; and  

iii. support the proposed community engagement mapping exercise. 
 
3. Background  
 
3.1 The participation pilot covering North Area Committee in 2011-12 set 

out to explore ways of engaging residents further in the business of 
the committee and its decision making.  Officers were also tasked with 
exploring options for devolving further decisions to area committees. 

 

Report Page No: 1 



Report Page No: 2 

 
3.2 Officers and leading members invested considerable time over the 

course of the year developing and trialling a variety of approaches to 
community engagement and meeting organisation.  The key aim was 
to ensure that the meetings gave opportunities for residents to raise 
issues of genuine local concern, and to discuss them in a more 
engaging and inclusive way with members, stakeholders and other 
residents.   

 
Learning the lessons 
 
3.3 Some approaches were more successful than others, and Appendix 1 

contains an assessment of  
 

• what we set out to achieve; 
• what we did; 
• what worked well; 
• what have we learned; and 
• how have we said this could be rolled out. 

 
3.4 What is clear is that the feel of the meetings evolved over the course 

of the year, with the January and March meetings having a 
significantly more engaging feel to them with many residents attending 
and participating.  It is important to note that developing these more 
complex and inclusive meetings did require significantly more officer 
time than the previous style of meetings, particularly (but not 
exclusively) on the part of the committee manager and senior lead 
officer (as well as the Chair). 

 
3.5 An interim review of the Participation Pilot was presented to Strategy 

and Resources Scrutiny Committee on 10 October 2011. It showed 
what the pilot had set out to achieve, both in reshaping the meetings 
and engaging people outside of meetings; what had been done and 
worked well in practice; the learning we had gained; and how the 
project could be developed over the remainder of the year.   

 
3.6 Views were gathered from those attending the meeting throughout the 

year, via feedback sheets and other less formal contact.  A Facebook 
page and web page were also developed during the year to help 
communicate with residents.  Committee members were asked at the 
March meeting to provide their views on the effectiveness of the pilot. 
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Successes and Challenges 
 
3.7 For the January and March meetings, the Committee moved to a 

different venue (Shirley School), which seemed to be more amenable 
to a larger number of residents to attend.  Crucially, the main agenda 
items for those two meetings (Fen Road and the Science Park station) 
seemed to capture the public’s interest and generated very well 
attended meetings with vibrant public discussion.   

 
3.8 The May meeting moved back to the previous venue (Manor 

Community College), as this was felt to be appropriate for the issues 
being discussed (which included youth engagement).  This venue now 
has a strict finish time for room bookings, and the May meeting 
demonstrated the need for active agenda management in such 
circumstances. 

 
3.9 Over the course of the year of the pilot, people attending North Area 

Committee meetings generally said that they preferred the new 
approach and found it more welcoming, informal and interesting.  
Numbers at meetings increased for the later meetings, where it 
became clear that the issues on the agenda were key to increased 
attendance and engagement. 

 
3.10 Once people had come to meetings, they expected agenda to be well 

managed and not to have to stay too long before their issue was dealt 
with. Efforts were made to finish meetings earlier during the pilot 
period and this was generally achieved for most, although not all, 
meetings.  The principle of running agenda more efficiently, including 
the timing of items, was adopted by the area committee, partly to 
improve its capacity but also to signal to people what it wanted to 
achieve.   

 
3.11 The role of the lead officer (Jonathan James, Head of Customer 

Services) and his relationship with the chair was important in the 
success that was achieved on agenda management.  As mentioned 
above, the May meeting further highlighted the importance of this 
discipline.  It is now proposed that a lead officer be appointed for each 
area committee, to assist the Chair and committee manager in agenda 
management and related issues. 
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Engaging the communities 
 
3.12 The Pilot has not been all about getting people to formal committee 

meetings.  A good deal of officer work on the pilot has been about 
engaging residents outside of meetings during the pilot to try and raise 
awareness of the committee’s work and to allow people to shape the 
meetings and contribute without having to attend.  

 
3.13 One important factor that influences people’s perceptions about 

engagement, revealed in previous Citizen’s Surveys, is that having an 
opportunity to get involved is highly valued, so that if an issue does 
arise they have an outlet where it can be aired and addressed. 

 
3.14 One of the most significant innovations during the year was the 

community engagement activity brigaded around the “CB4” survey of 
residents’ priorities.   

 
3.15 The discussion at the March meeting of how the Streets & Open 

Spaces service had sought to respond to the priorities raised through 
this consultation illustrated that these street scene-type matters were 
indeed issues of significant importance to residents.  However, the 
engagement process had been very resource-intensive, and relied to 
some extent on community infrastructure that is not replicated to the 
same degree in other areas of the city. 

 
Working with partners 
 
3.16 The County Council have engaged in the pilot process, with cabinet 

members and/or senior officers attending to speak and take questions 
on key topics such as libraries, Fen Road, the Science Park Station, 
primary school places and transport investment projects.   

 
3.17 The Police have continued to attend to discuss community safety 

priorities, and their engagement evolved during the year as differing 
approaches were tried.  This has generally been successful in 
providing a more effective way of highlighting and agreeing issues, 
although the May meeting was not successful in this respect. 

 
Summary 
 
3.18 Overall, looking at what we set out to achieve, it does seem that the 

Pilot has been broadly successful in finding ways to engage and 
involve more residents, particularly in the January and March 
meetings.  The crucial importance of agenda management and 
chairing skills has been re-emphasised. 
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Transferability 
 
3.19 Individual Area Committee Chairs have the discretion to choose the 

successful aspects of the Pilot, that could be “rolled out”, recognising 
that what might be appropriate for one area committee may not be 
appropriate for another – this has been one of the learning points 
during the pilot year.  

 
3.20 These themes have been discussed both at the October Strategy & 

Resources committee meeting and at subsequent member working 
group meetings.  Area Committee chairs may wish to discuss with 
officers whether they would like to trial any of the approaches piloted 
at North Area, although the resource constraints need to be borne in 
mind (as noted above the more engaging approaches in the North 
have required significant additional input of officer time). 

 
 
Looking Forward 
 
Devolved decision-making 
 
3.21 As part of the pilot project, officers agreed a set of principles for 

devolving decision making with Executive Councillors and Area 
Committee Chairs.  These principles were applied to the decisions 
that had been taken by the council in preceding years, and a group of 
decisions that could be devolved was agreed with the relevant 
Executive Councillors.   

 
3.22 As a result, the Council has agreed a process for devolving decision-

making for projects to be funded by particular types of developer 
contributions from Section 106 agreements. The aim is for area 
committees, in consultation with residents, to identify local needs 
through Area Needs Assessments and then produce a list of priority 
projects to address those needs within funding available. 

 
3.23 Through the Local Government Association and its “Keeping it Real” 

initiative, the Council is hoping to receive additional support to 
strengthen the inclusiveness and impact of the Area Needs 
Assessment and devolved decision-making process.  
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3.24 Following a report to Community Services Scrutiny Committee on 12 

January on the broad approach to devolved decision-making, the 
same committee on 28 June 2012 has considered more detailed 
proposals over the funding from developer contributions to be 
devolved, the transitional arrangements for developing needs 
assessments and priority projects, and the process for this devolved 
decision-making. 

 
Community engagement 
 
3.25 A new community engagement officer post has been created and 

filled. One of the aims for the post is to make connections between 
local voluntary sector and community groups, in the areas where less 
engagement activity currently takes place, and the area committees.  

 
3.26 This could include raising awareness about the area committee’s work 

and suggesting issues that the area committee could look at (subject 
to agenda management considerations) and will help promote 
community interest in meetings. The post will also have a role in 
ensuring that council services engage with area committees and local 
residents, and respond to local priority issues, subject to capacity and 
any other constraints on variance of service. 

 
Community Mapping 
 
3.27 One key piece of work over the next few months will be in 

understanding the community engagement opportunities in each area 
(e.g. community centres, community forums, ChYPPS activity etc.).  
The product of this work will be an “engagement map” that gives a 
snap-shot picture of engagement activity in each of the four areas.  

 
3.28 This will help area committees and stakeholders set their formal 

decision-making role, and community involvement in the context of a 
wider set of community engagement and participation activities.  It will 
also identify any gaps in engagement which the Council may seek to 
address, subject to resources and capacity. 
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Community Rights 
 
3.29  In connection with Community Rights under the Localism Act, Area 

committees may also wish to take a view about what community 
assets they have in their areas, who delivers services to the 
community and who is best equipped to ensure benefits are provided 
to the local community.  We will need to ensure this process dovetails 
with the Area Needs Assessment process as far as appropriate, as we 
come to understand more about the Community Rights approach. 

 
Conclusions 
 
3.30 

• The North Area Pilot has helped the Council to learn some useful 
lessons about making meetings more engaging and participative, and 
ended the pilot year with two very successful meetings in January and 
March.  The role of the committee chair was key.  They May meeting 
continued in a similar vein, but also reinforced the importance of 
effective agenda management. 

• The issues which matter most to residents are not exclusively those 
within the gift of the City Council, but area committees can provide a 
useful forum for community debate, if the relevant partners are willing 
to participate and engage, as the County Council have done on 
libraries, Fen Road and the Science Park Station.  We should 
continue to engage partners in area committee discussions (and/or 
other community engagement opportunities) as appropriate. 

• The Council should map community engagement opportunities in 
each area, to identify any gaps. 

• The Council needs to ensure the process for decisions on developer 
contributions (and other devolved decision processes) are clear, 
consistent and not unnecessarily bureaucratic. This is being 
addressed, not least via the report to Community Services Scrutiny 
Committee on 28 June 2012. 

• We need to continue to monitor emerging policies such as community 
rights and neighbourhood plans to spot and exploit any synergies with 
the work of area committees, both to ensure efficiency and 
transparency of process, and to extend community engagement 
wherever appropriate. 
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4. Implications  
 
(a) Financial Implications 
 
The Community Engagement post was supported in the budget process, 
and creates capacity to support an extension of some of the engagement 
approaches trialled in the North Area participation pilot.   
 
The proposed community engagement mapping work can be undertaken 
within existing resources, but consideration of resources would be required 
if this work identified any major gaps in engagement activity in the city.   
 
Any new meetings or engagement activity (such as additional committee 
meetings, area committee sub-groups or working groups) that require 
venues, minute-takers and other support also need to be monitored to 
ensure they can be resourced adequately.   
 
(b) Staffing Implications 
 
The primary implications are for committee managers, senior lead officers, 
the community development service and those working with area 
committees on providing local services and facilities, particularly those 
funded by developer contributions. 
 
(c) Equal Opportunities Implications 
 
The intention of the pilot has been to increase engagement with (and 
access to) decision-making processes at the local level.  This report 
recommends a continuation of that direction of travel, and is not expected to 
have adverse impacts on any section of the community. 
 
(d) Environmental Implications 
 
The issues raised in this report are not expected to have significant 
environmental implications. 
 

(e) Consultation 
 
Residents of the North area were consulted during the participation pilot 
primarily through the “CB4” community priorities process, which asked 
people to say what they liked most about the area and what they wanted to 
see changed.  Around seven thousand postcards were distributed at a 
range of venues and events, and nearly seven hundred replies were 
received.   
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These replies were analysed and informed the development of an “action 
plan” – progress on key actions, for instance on street scene, have been 
reported to the committee meetings subsequently. 

 
The open forum section of the meetings also provided a consultation route, 
ensuring there was space in the meetings for residents to raise issues and 
ask questions of officers and members. 

 
During the pilot, evaluation forms were distributed at each meeting.  At the 
March meeting, Committee members were asked to provide their views.  
Feedback was also sought through a North Area Facebook page and web 
page.  Replies received have helped shape the development of the pilot 
through the year, and informed the assessments in this report. 
 
Lead Executive Councillors and area committee chairs were consulted as 
the pilot developed through an informal member working group.  Their input 
helped shape the development of the pilot and prompted some discussions 
about different approaches in other area committees. 

 
(f) Community Safety 

During the pilot, the regular discussions of community safety priorities 
continued, and various ways of making these discussions more 
businesslike, engaging or inclusive were trialled.  It was through this 
process that the strength of community feeling around Fen Road issues was 
highlighted, leading to the most participative meeting of the pilot year. 
 
 
6. Appendices  
 
Appendix 1  Summary of North Area Committee pilot lessons learned 
 
 
7. Inspection of papers  
 
If you have a query on the report please contact: 
 
Author’s Name: Andrew Limb 
Author’s Phone Number:  01223 - 457004 
Author’s Email:  andrew.limb@cambridge.gov.uk 
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North Area Committee Participation Pilot: Final Review 
 
North Area Committee has been trying out new approaches over the past 
year as a “participation pilot” for the Council. This has been about running 
the meetings in a different way but also looking to engage people outside of 
the meetings, to increase engagement and participation.  
 
What did we set out to achieve with the Pilot? 

• Provide positive experiences for local people by making the 
 meetings more informal, welcoming and interesting  

• Provide more opportunities for local people to have their say by 
 introducing a community forum 

• Improve the management of agenda, so people know what to 
 expect and the meetings don’t go on too long 

• Engage the local community outside of meetings, so that they can 
 help shape the work of the committee  

• Devolve more decision-making to area committees 
• Work closer with partners to help set agendas. 

 
What have we done in the Pilot? 

• Partitioned agenda into distinct, timed, sections so that people can 
attend the part that interests them  

• Moved members out from behind the “top table” to join local people 
around tables in discussions in a “community forum”, encouraging 
emphasis on listening 

• Tried to manage meetings more efficiently, sometimes restricting 
feedback from table discussions to one person per table, reducing 
repetition and giving more space for local people to have a say   

• Assigned a lead officer to give more support to the chair 
• Carried out a “CB4” survey so that the committee’s future work 

(forward plan) can be shaped by local people – trying to get issues 
that interest people onto agenda 

• The “CB4” work involved: 
 

♦ Face-to-face conversations with local people 
♦ Discussions with groups in community centres 
♦ Stalls at Arbury Carnival and Chesterton Festival  
♦ A ‘CB4’ postcard survey, which attracted over 600 
 responses.  
♦ Use of ‘The Dec’ bus to involve and consult young people  
♦ A community event at The Meadows Community Centre 
 where attendees were asked to prioritise the issues 
 arising from the CB4 survey. 
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• Encouraged local partners to contribute to the meetings, in the 
spirit of the pilot  

• Given local people opportunities to follow the area committee’s 
work without having to attend meetings by improving the 
committee’s web-page, setting up a Facebook page and a contact 
list  

• Trialled a Customer Services desk in the foyer of the committee 
• Ensured refreshments are available to promote informality and a 

more welcoming atmosphere. 
 
What has worked well in the Pilot? 

• The portioning of the agenda does seem to have lead to less 
confusion overall about the type of engagement being offered. The 
pilot considers planning at the start of the meetings, so it feels like 
a separate meeting.   

• Members in the committee have supported the approach - moving 
out from behind the “top table” and joining local people in 
discussions during the community forum, which has allowed more 
of a listening / engaging approach.  Some members would 
welcome greater differentiation between these discussion sessions 
and the decision-taking items on the agenda. 

• The Chair has exercised facilitation skills in controlling the sessions 
and summarising contributions and the lead officer has been able 
to improve the management of meetings, albeit with some specific 
challenges in the May 2012 meeting. 

• Local residents attending the meetings have generally found the 
meetings more welcoming, have had a greater opportunity to 
contribute and found the content of the meetings interesting.  

• Partners from the county council, police and health services have 
actively contributed to community forum sessions and found the 
views expressed by residents useful in assessing local need 
(although the May 2012 meeting highlighted the need to ensure 
sufficient time is allowed for proper discussion of partner items). 

• The CB4” consultation led to a forward plan based on what local 
people are interested in. This helped shape the agenda of future 
committee meetings and led to some service improvements. 

• The webpage and Facebook page for the Committee has been 
developed and allows people to contribute outside of meetings, 
although not greatly used by residents to date 

• Some meetings have been well-attended, in particular those which 
discussed the future of the library service, issues at Fen Road, the 
proposed Science Park station, street scene & trees, youth 
engagement, primary school capacity and proposed transport 
projects.  These issues involved and engaged local people.  
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What have we learnt from the Pilot? 
• It can take a lot of effort to attract a limited number of additional 

people to evening meetings – people will come to meetings if the 
items are of particular interest to them. 

• Community engagement outside of the meetings has allowed a 
more diverse range of people than currently attend Area 
Committee meetings, including young people, to inform debate at 
meetings. This has consumed a significant additional amount of 
officer time for the pilot, so there would be resource implications of 
extending this approach.  The new Community Engagement Officer 
will have a key role. 

• The open forum and community forum need to be well-managed to 
ensure each contribution adds new / relevant input to the debate. 

• The role of the senior lead officer for the Committee has proved 
valuable, particularly in supporting the Chair in facilitating and 
preparing for the meeting. 

• The open forum elements of the meeting worked best when 
members adopted a listening and facilitating approach, to create a 
setting where residents felt able to bring ideas and issues forward. 

• To ensure business can be conducted promptly and efficiently may 
require robust agenda management to ensure that only essential 
items come forward onto area committee agendas, and may 
require chairs enforcing agenda timing strictly (potentially 
guillotining speakers on individual items where there is a risk of 
over-run).  

 
How have we said the Pilot could be “Rolled Out”? 
Whilst recognising that area committees rightly have autonomy in how they 
operate, officers recommended that: 
 

• Each Area Committee be offered a senior lead officer;  
• The lead officer support the chair in ensuring agendas are kept to 

relevant and essential items, providing more effective forward 
planning of area committee agendas, and following-up actions;  

• Committee chairs chair the meetings in a manner which balances the 
aspiration for greater public participation with the need to conclude 
business at a reasonable hour;  

• Area committees consider how / whether to develop more inclusive 
modes of operating for the non-regulatory discussions (bearing in 
mind space constraints in some venues and time constraints on busy 
agendas). 
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