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Cambridge City Council 

 
Item 

 
To: The Leader 
Report by: Andrew Limb, Head of Corporate Strategy 
Relevant scrutiny 
committee:  

Strategy and Resources 10 October 
2011 

Wards affected: All Wards 
 
Interim Review of Area Working and the North Area Pilot 
 
Key Decision 

 
1. Executive summary  
 
1.1 The Council wants to extend the participation and involvement of 

residents in its decision-making and increase their influence over what 
happens locally. North Area Committee was selected as a pilot to try 
out new ways of working and to identify those that could be rolled out 
to other Area Committees.  

 
1.2 We have learnt a lot from the pilot about how to run Area Committee 

meetings in a more participatory way and to engage the community in 
identifying local priorities. In parallel officers have been working with a 
small Member Working Group to explore options to devolve more 
decisions away from the Guildhall to area committees. This report 
makes recommendations about which decisions could be devolved.  

 
1.3 One of the challenges going forward will be to ensure Area 

Committees have enough capacity and time on their agendas to 
increase public participation whilst also making more decisions locally. 
Further work will be needed to look at how we respond to this 
challenge, including potentially redistributing resources from the 
central decision-making processes.   

 
2. Recommendations  
 
2.1 The Leader is recommended to: 
 

a) Agree in principle to the delegation of the decisions set out in 
paragraph 3.11 to area committees by 1 April 2012.  

b) Encourage the other area committees to take on board the 
successful elements of the pilot that can be easily transferred, 
as set out in paragraph 4.1.  
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c) Agree to investigate what resources might be needed and how 
they might be found (potentially by reprioritising work or doing it 
differently) to transfer some or all of the elements of the pilot 
which have resource implications, set out at paragraphs 4.2 and 
4.3 (such as the community engagement activity), to other area 
committees. 

d) Agree to investigate how to increase the capacity of area 
committee meetings to incorporate both participatory elements 
and further devolved decisions, including potentially transferring 
resources from the central decision-making process. 

 
3. Overview  
 
3.1 North Area Committee was selected as a pilot, at Strategy and 

Resources on 17 January 2011, to try out new approaches within 
existing resources that will:  
• Provide positive experiences for local people at meetings  
• Provide additional support for the Chair to manage and facilitate 
 meetings 

• Agree clear actions at meetings and provide feedback 
• Engage the local community outside of meetings 
• Devolve more decision-making to area committees  
• Work closer with partners to help set agendas 

 
3.2 North Area Committee, at its meeting on 27 January 2011, decided to:  
 

• Start meetings earlier (at 6.30 pm) with formal planning items 
• Time its agenda and aim to finish at 10 pm at the latest  
• Utilise a Head of Service to help coordinate and facilitate meetings  
• Try interactive processes so that residents find it easier to    
participate, including a Community Forum session where members 
sit with an audience around tables and discuss issues 

• Set up a customer services point prior to meetings where residents 
can “drop-in” and discuss issues 

• Carry out community engagement and hold a community event 
• Set up a webpage and try out social networking 
• Take on more decision-making in the area 
• Promote meetings more actively 
  

3.3 The pilot formally started at the North Area Committee meeting on 25 
March (2011) and has developed through the 19 May (2011) and 14 
July (2011) meetings. The pilot will run until April 2012. At the time of 
writing this report the meetings on 22 September (2011), 24 
November (2011), 26 January (2012) and 22 March (2012) are still to 
be held. This is an interim report setting out progress and learning so 
far. 
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What has worked well in the pilot so far? 
 
3.4 The pilot has allowed new approaches to be tried out and learning 

about what works to take place. The following elements of the pilot 
have worked well: 

 
• Scheduling the more formal planning items at the start of the 

agenda has made them feel like separate meetings, especially 
when there is a break between the sessions, so there is less 
confusion about the type of engagement being offered. It also 
means that those who are specifically interested in planning 
matters do not need to attend the whole meeting. 

• For the non-planning items, Members have moved out from behind 
the “top table” and joined local people in discussions, which has 
allowed more of a listening / engaging approach.  

• The Chair has exercised facilitation skills in controlling the sessions 
and summarising contributions.  

• Local residents attending the meetings have 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. 

• The North Area Committee has established more community 
contacts through the pilot and they have been made aware of more 
Community Forums.  

• The webpage for the Committee has been developed and allows 
people to contribute, by using forms to ask questions, and follow 
actions from the meeting remotely.  

  
3.5 An extensive community engagement exercise was undertaken which 

involved a mix of: 
 
• Face-to-face conversations 
• 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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3.6 The findings from the consultation have been discussed in the North 
Area Committee’s Community Forum and clear local priorities for 
residents in the area, including improvements to their streets and open 
spaces, were identified. An action plan for the area committee 
showing how the City Council and other partners will respond to the 
priorities has been prepared.  This was then discussed at the area 
committee, to check that the actions were appropriate, and circulated 
to the area committee’s contact list (local groups and organisations 
who were involved in the consultation). It has also been promoted 
through the committee’s webpage and other media to show that the 
committee has listened and doing something about the issues raised.  

 
3.7 The priorities taken from the consultation will also inform the topics for 

future discussion in the ‘community forum’ discussions, and the type 
of decisions that the Council seeks to devolve to area committees. 

  
Community Participation - What have we learnt? 
 
3.8 Officers have actively promoted and publicised the meetings but this 

has had a limited impact on the number of attendees.  It seems to take 
a lot of effort to attract a limited number of additional people to 
evening meetings.  

 
3.9 However, wider community engagement outside of the meetings has 

allowed more people to exert influence, either through their ward 
councillors, resident association representatives or others who attend 
the meetings, or via other means such as those activities highlighted 
at 3.5.  This has helped reach a more diverse range of people than 
currently attend Area Committee meetings, including young people.   

 
3.10 This out-of-committee engagement seems likely to be the most fruitful 

route to pursue and develop further to increase public participation in 
the council’s (area committee) decision making.  The soon-to-be 
piloted North Area Facebook page will provide another channel for this 
type of participation.  However, the community engagement work in 
the North Area pilot has consumed a significant additional amount of 
officer time, so there would be resource implications of extending this 
approach. 

 
3.11 The open forum and community forum need to be well-managed. The 

role of the senior lead officer for the Committee has proved very 
valuable, particularly in supporting the Chair in facilitating and 
preparing for the meeting. The Chair and Members also need to use a 
different skill set in these forums compared to the traditional approach, 
to ensure residents feel they have had a chance to contribute to the 
debate and be heard. 



Report Page No: 5 

 
3.12 Despite allocating times to the agenda items, two of the three pilot 

meetings so far have finished later than scheduled and very late in the 
evening (at 11 pm).  This is likely to have an impact on community 
engagement, as it is unreasonable to expect residents to attend and 
actively engage in long evening meetings.  

 
3.13 There is also the potential for the late finishing times to have an 

impact on the quality and robustness of decisions taken by the 
Committee on statutory items, as members and officers may be less 
able to concentrate fully late in the evening.  

 
3.14 There is therefore a need to consider starting and finishing meetings 

earlier, and a strong case for scheduling those regulatory items for the 
first part of area committee meetings in all areas (as well as potentially 
increasing the frequency of area committee meetings in those areas 
that tend to have most planning applications). 

 
3.15 The length of current meetings also raises issues of how additional 

business (such as further devolved decisions) could be 
accommodated within the meetings. We will need to consider a range 
of options such as chairs enforcing agenda timing more strictly (and 
possibly guillotining speakers on individual items more rigorously), or 
even looking at the frequency of area committee meetings (or the 
days on which they are held). However, the resource implications of 
this would need to be investigated further.  Officers plan to bring 
forward recommendations in a further report to this committee in 
March. 

 
Devolving Decisions 
 
3.16 An Informal Member Working Group (comprised of all area committee 

chairs, executive councillors and spokespersons) has been giving 
guidance to officers on how to approach delegating further decisions 
to Area Committees. A set of principles has been used to assess 
different kinds of decisions and to identify a number that could be 
devolved. The principles are attached at Appendix 1. Officers are 
recommending that the following decisions are devolved to area 
committees: 

  
• Local projects and schemes funded through developer 
 contributions relating to: 

o  informal open spaces,  
o provision for children and teenagers,  
o community facilities,  
o public realm and public art; 
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• Neighbourhood Development Briefs (e.g. Mill Road - we will need 
 to maintain a robust approval process. We will also need to take 
 account of the Localism Bill’s proposals for Local Neighbourhood 
 Plans); 

• Safer City Grants; and 
• Non statutory tree planting  

 
3.17 Work is underway to explore how it would be possible to devolve 

these decisions from 1 April 2012, and any constraints or criteria that 
would need to be adopted to ensure consistent and constitutionally-
sound decision making, and to balance the strategic needs of the 
wider city with local area priorities. Relevant Heads of Service and 
Executive Councillors have been consulted and detailed reports on 
changes to process will be taken through relevant scrutiny committees 
in January. 

 
3.13 Discussions are on-going with the County Council to try to reach 

agreement about decisions that they will be prepared to devolve to 
area committees and / or other ways in which we can work together 
with the County Council and other partners to jointly address issues of 
high priority to local residents in our areas.  

 
4. What next?  
 
4.1 Some aspects of the pilot could be transferred to other area 

committees relatively easily and without requiring too much additional 
resource, such as: 

 
• Tighter agenda planning and control so that meetings finish earlier 

and are focussed on issues of high importance to the local 
community 

• The designation of a Head of Service as a lead officer to assist the 
Chair, and fewer officers attending area committee meetings 

• The use of a Community Forum session, involving round table 
discussions, provided there is time in the agenda and space in the 
venue.  

• The Chair acting in a facilitating role and members actively listening 
more to residents as a part of round table discussions 

• Starting meetings earlier with the consideration of planning 
applications to ensure robust, high quality decision-making on 
statutory items 

 
4.2 Some aspects of the pilot would require resources to support the new 

way of working, such as additional member and officer time to: 
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• Facilitate meaningful input from presenters in the Community 
Forum 

• Provide the Customer Services “Help Desk” at the front of each 
Area Committee meeting. 

• Carry out wider community engagement outside of the meetings, 
including:  
o face to face conversations with local groups of people to 

find out about local priorities;  
o organising a “CB4”-type survey and promoting responses 

at local community events;  
o using the Dec Bus to reach out to young people; and  
o organising a community consultation event.  

 
4.3 Other aspects of the pilot are still being developed and, if successful, 

would also require additional member and officer time, including: 
  
• Utilising social media, such as developing a Facebook page and 

maintaining engaging content 
• Preparing an action plan for the committee to respond to issues 

raised in its community engagement work and working with lead 
officers and partner organisations to deliver and report progress 
against this action plan. 

 
4.4 If the approaches set out in sections 4.2 and 4.3 are to be offered to 

other area committees, we need to assess what resources can be 
reprioritised, doing what we are presently doing differently or what 
additional resource might be needed.  The ‘community infrastructure’ 
in the north area (in terms of community buildings, community 
development staff etc.) is generally more developed than in the other 
three areas which means that effective community engagement may 
be more of a challenge.  
 

4.5 If the other Area Committee meetings are to become more 
participative and consider more devolved decisions, this requires a 
willingness on the part of the Committees to do things differently and 
sufficient space within agenda. Other area committees currently 
consider a greater number of planning applications than the North 
Area Committee, which could make it difficult to accommodate 
additional content.  

 
4.6 As outlined above, one option would be to hold more frequent 

meetings (e.g. moving to a six-weekly cycle) for the area(s) receiving 
the most planning applications. This would create more space for area 
committees to do more participatory work and take more decisions, 
but it would have additional resource implications.  
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4.7 Any new model will also need to be accountable and transparent. The 
Member Working Group has suggested that officer delegations be 
reviewed alongside the work to devolve decisions to area committees 
to see where processes might be streamlined.  

 
4.8 We should take this opportunity to review officer delegations across 

the board to help free up resources (e.g. by reducing the total number 
of items that need to go to scrutiny committees for approval).  This 
review of central decision making processes and structures could 
potentially take place during 2012-13. 

 
 
5. Equality Impact Assessment 
 
5.1 Officers have carried out a Stage 1 Equality Impact Assessment 

(EqIA) on the pilot and it has been used to inform this report and the 
suggestions for moving forward with a more devolved and 
participatory approach. 

 
5.2 The key issues highlighted by the EqIA were: 
 
• The people that attend pilot meetings value the new approaches tried 

out in the meetings, saying they are more welcoming and enjoyable. 
This makes it easier for new people to join in. 

• People should be encouraged to complete monitoring forms at 
meetings, as well as giving their feedback on what they thought about 
the meetings. 

• Attracting a wider range of people to pilot meetings is difficult - few 
people want or are able to attend long evening meetings where they 
haven't got a specific interest in an agenda item. 

• It is recognised that more work needs to be done in engaging people 
outside meetings, in settings where they feel comfortable - the pilot 
has contacted inequalities groups as part of its priority setting exercise 
and these groups will need to be kept informed about progress on an 
ongoing basis 

• The pilot provided opportunities for members to meet inequalities 
groups. It is hoped that the same opportunities will be available if the 
pilot is extended to other area committees.  

• The next Citizen's Survey should include questions (as the previous 
“place surveys” did) that ask people if they feel they have the 
opportunity of getting involved in or influencing local decision-making 
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6. Implications  
 
6.1 Environmental and community safety. 
 
 This proposal will increase local public participation and involvement 

around these issues.  Officers anticipate a minimal climate change 
impact. 

 
6.2 Equal opportunities 
 
 See Section 5 above. The proposals are flexible and inclusive and will 

enable Members to use different participatory events, depending upon 
the issues and the local people who are concerned about them. The 
EqIA will help identify ways of involving all communities, including 
those who are more disadvantaged. 

 
6.3 Financial, procurement and staffing 
6.3.1 A small budget of £8,000 would be required to carry out similar 

community engagement in the other three areas, but the main 
resource needed would be staff time. The Pilot has been run and 
managed within existing resources, re-prioritised through the 2011/12 
service planning process. The same process could not be effectively 
replicated across all 4 area committees without additional staff or a 
significant re-allocation of existing staff time.  

 
6.3.2 Depending on how the project is taken forward, spending may need to 

be reallocated within the 2012/13 service planning and budget 
process. 

 
6.3.2 No additional resources in terms of basic service delivery or capital 

expenditure have been directed from other areas to the pilot area, 
other than the reprioritisation of staff time in Corporate Strategy and 
Community Development, plus the time of the Lead Officer for the 
North Area. 

 
6.4 Consultation and communication 

Extensive consultation through community engagement at a range of 
events and through postcard feedback has taken place on the North 
Area priorities.  The outcome of the priorities exercise, and the 
continuation of the pilot scheme will be communicated through Open 
Door, Cambridge Matters, on the website, the North Area Facebook 
page and the City Council’s twitter account.  If the changes proposed 
are made to other area committees, officers would undertake similar 
communications through those media or through other community 
events in those areas. 
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7. Inspection of papers  
 
Appended to this report: 
 
Appendix 1. PRINCIPLES FOR DEVOLVING DECISIONS TO AREA 
COMMITTEES, agreed by the Member Working Group on 29th March 2011 
 
To inspect the background papers or 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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Appendix 1  
 
These principles were agreed by the Member Working Group on Area 
Working on 29th March 2011 and are being used by officers to develop 
recommendations on further devolution.  
 
PRINCIPLES FOR DEVOLVING DECISIONS TO AREA COMMITTEES  
1.  Decisions should only go to one committee.  
2.  Decisions about policy will be taken by the relevant Executive Member 

and scrutinised centrally, to avoid the need for multiple reporting to 
each area committee.  

3.  The default position for non-policy decisions is that they will be 
delegated to area committees unless there is a good reason not to do 
so (e.g. they relate to a city-wide decision or fall into a category of 
decision that is evidenced to be of little interest to local people).  

4.  Devolved decisions will be taken by the relevant area committee 
within the centrally agreed policy framework.  

5.  The process of devolving decisions must not require any net additional 
resource and preferably require less net resource.  

6.  If all members of an area committee are inclined to support a decision 
then a vote should be taken as soon as possible to leave more time 
for debate about less consensual issues. However, residents must be 
given the option to raise questions to ensure a proper democratic 
process is maintained. 

 


