Area Boards Evaluation
the role of democratic services
By:  Peter Dunford
1. Introduction:
This paper addresses the role of Democratic Services in support to the Area Boards, the varying level of support offered during the development phase, the operational detail of ‘who does what’, proposals for effective working between Democratic Service Officers (DSO) and Community Area Managers (CAM) in delivering successful meetings.   
2. What we did:
Support from the Democratic Services team during the development phase varied from a dedicated resource in some areas to a complete absence of resource in others. Most notably in North Wiltshire, the DSO provided administrative support both before, at and after meetings and developed a good working relationship with the CAM. ‘Belt and braces’ support included arranging briefings, agreeing agendas, booking venues, compiling and issuing agenda papers, setting up rooms, organising refreshments, setting up display boards and sound systems, liaising with the Chair and other members, issuing and chasing feedback forms, preparing minutes, organising de-brief sessions, tracking actions etc. Buddy and other staffing support to meetings were also valuable in sharing the workload e.g for the meet and greet session when everyone wants to talk to the CAM!  n some other areas there was little or no support available from Democratic Services. The CAMs were forced to take on the administration and all the tasks listed above or to engage the services of a willing parish clerk to help. This proved to be very onerous, time-consuming and, ultimately, inefficient.  At the instigation of the Development Team, 2 meetings have now been held between Area Boards and Democratic Services teams to discuss effective joint working for the future.     
3. Areas of Consensus
· DSOs and CAMs have distinct but complimentary roles. DSOs have a key role in legal, administrative and member support - booking rooms, venues, providing guidance on constitutional and code of conduct issues, writing minutes, tracking decisions, liaising with members etc. –  while CAMs have a key role in managing the professional input to meetings - providing strategy guidance, consultation evidence, research and data etc. to enable decisions to be made. 

· DSO support enables the CAM to concentrate on the community development and community engagement roles, to focus on problem solving, brokering deals, resolving disputes, building relationships across sectors and agencies and to focus on the essential community communications role. 

· Finding suitable venues for large events with adequate car parking and other facilities is critical. Appropriate venues get booked up quickly so we need to know dates and book up as far in advance of meetings as possible.

· Briefings with Task Group members and officers, well in advance, are important to give all an opportunity to contribute to the agenda, to discuss any potential pitfalls that can be anticipated, and so everyone is aware of their role at the meeting.  The Chairman can then go into the meeting well prepared and more confident to deal with any issues that arise

· Guest speakers need to be adequately briefed by DSO or CAM to ensure a productive use of time at the meeting.

· Reports from Service Managers need to be in on time, be in an appropriate format and be specific enough - e.g. contain dates for action - in order to aid good decision-making. 

· Good time-management is important: Chairman and Members should arrive in plenty of time – if possible 30 minutes before the start of the meeting to meet and greet attendees – and single item issues or overly-long discussions should not de-rail the rest of the agenda. 

· DSOs need to be firm with Members to prevent them hijacking the meeting for political ends which don’t interest the public. Some Councillors are determined to undermine the Area Board and Chair

· There is a huge amount of preparation required at the start of a meeting: set up meeting room – put out chairs and tables, erect display boards, set up technical equipment – laptop, projector, screen etc, prepare catering – deal with urns, cups & saucers, make refreshments, purchase tea , coffee, sugar, milk & biscuits, meet & greet Councillors as they arrive – deal with any last minute discussion/enquiries, liaise with Chair regarding any last minute matters/apologies etc, meet & greet guest speakers, meet & greet funding applicants & members of the public, introduce relevant parties to each other/promote networking

· Assistance from administrative officers with “meet and greet” sessions at Area Board meetings has helped to free up the CAMs and DSOs to network at the start of the meeting. This provides more of a welcome to those people attending  (particularly for the first time) and gives more of a professional feel to the meeting

· The close of the meeting is also very labour intensive: thank departing attendees for coming, encourage completion of any evaluation forms, deal with any post meeting enquiries/comments from Councillors, deal with any enquiries/comments from members of the public, pack up meeting room – stack tables and chairs, break down displays, pack up technical equipment, wash up

· Minutes need to be produced in an accessible format (by DSO) and in newsletter style (by CAM)

· DSOs should concentrate efforts upon Area Board meetings and briefings. They should not be expected to support Task Groups or any other meetings which arise from the Area Board.
· The increasingly close working relationship between CAM and DSOs with regular meetings to discuss roles and relationships has been helpful in developing more effective operational management arrangements for future Area Board meetings.   
4. Conclusions

It is clear that Area Boards do not operate properly without dedicated professional Democratic Support Officers and CAMs cannot undertake their role effectively without DSO support.  The roles of DSO and CAM are very different but complimentary and mutually supportive. Where DSOs were involved meetings ran more smoothly, agendas and minutes were circulated more efficiently and administration was good.  DSO’s will need to adapt to the new way of working required by the challenge of more open and inclusive styles of public engagement meetings and events.  Additional support to run effective meetings will be required in the future to cover technical support and meet and greet duties.   

5. Recommendations:
a) That a standard template be developed for agendas, minutes and reports.  Minutes should be a clear record of discussions and decisions, posted on a website and available  within 7 days. DSOs should be responsible for chasing reports and for tracking actions with service managers before and after meetings.

b) That minutes be redrafted into newsletter format by CAM and made available as widely as possible e.g. copies in Doctors and Dentists waiting rooms and in a variety of formats such as large print, audio and possibly in summary format for other audiences. Newsletter should include CAP information, project and partner updates, etc. and be designed with help from the Communications team. 
c) That a ‘person with a van’or similar technical support staff be recruited to set up meeting rooms and technical equipment, including room layout, audio systems, projectors, exhibition boards, loop system, handheld voting sets, etc. This person will be responsible for all health, safety and insurance matters relating to public meetings. This person should also be available during the meeting in case of any technical hitches. It is suggested that 1.5 FTE will be needed to cover requirements with adequate equipment to service two meetings on the same evening. This resource should be part of the Democratic Services team and made available for corporate use provided Area Boards are always priority.    

d) That high quality audio visual and loop systems be procured. A reliable rugged A/V system (to include wireless, roving and  lapel microphones) will be important as at some meetings the sound system has not been adequate and people have found the discussions hard to follow. Even in rooms with good acoustics it is sometimes difficult to hear questions from the floor if the speaker has their back to the audience, so it is recommended that using microphones should be standard practice for all future meetings. 

e) Administrative Support Officers should also be available to assist with the preparation and facilitation of Area Board meetings. This will include managing the door, sign in, refreshments and meet and greet at the start of the meeting and the collection of evaluation forms at the end. Technical support staff may be able to assist with this role. 
f) Requirements for meetings: CAMs should identify agenda items in conjunction with the Area Board Coordination  (ABC) Group and be responsible for identifying: appropriate venues; appropriate room layouts; displays; guest speakers; presentations; equipment; refreshments; handouts.  A number of  suggested room layout designs will be be available for different styles of meeting. 
g) The role of the DSO should be set out in the Handbook alongside the role of the CAM. DSOs should be responsible for all aspects of meeting administration and member support – in detail: venue sourcing; room bookings; catering requirements; agendas; meeting notifications; advertisements; speaker briefings; forward work plan for Area Board meetings; report chasing; action tracking; meet and greet; sign-in sheets; evaluation forms; member training needs; agenda setting and pre-meeting briefings; rules and regs re. constitution/ handbook; advising members on code of conduct and ethical governance issues; providing legal advice (e.g. is the meeting quorate); assist with the management and maintenance of  a community area network. 
h) The Community Area Network: The CAM should own and monitor the database but it should be the DSO who should be responsible for keeping the database up to date and legally compliant with Freedom of Information and Data Protection laws. The database could be held on a website and subscribers could sign up to it. CAPs may chose to keep their own contact list for their own purposes.        
i) DSOs should organise briefing meetings: CAM, Chair and Vice Chair of Area Board should also attend plus any other officer, partner, agency or organisation representative who is going to present a report or presentation to the Board. The Chair of the Board must have the right to veto presentations that are not in keeping with the aims of the Area Board either in content or in quality. 
j) DSO to support the Chairman as this role will be vital to the success of Area Boards. The political groups must be made aware of the need to appoint a Chairman who is confident to deal with large meetings; training should be provided to help with this.
k) The annual schedule of meetings needs to be drafted by December each year to enable Town & Parish Councils and other partners to consider scheduling their meetings to link most effectively with their Area Board meetings.
l) CAM and DSO officers should endeavour to hold joint meetings perhaps once every couple of months in order to address any operational issues, share best practice and to support each others areas to overcome problems that may arise from time to time. Relationships should also be developed on a 1-2-1 basis. A co-location of CAM and DSO teams in hub offices would support this, as would a common team structure – currently 3 CAM teams and 4 DSO teams !  

m) Member Training Programme: HR should lead on this with professional input from the DSO and CAM. 

n) The recommendations arising from the joint AB and DS meetings for ‘How Area Board Project Managers and Democratic Services Officers can work effectively together’ are appended. 
Quotes:

“I don't see how the CAM could undertake their role effectively without this DSO support”.
“DS support enables the CAM to concentrate on the community development and community engagement roles, to focus on problem solving, brokering deals, resolving disputes, building relationships across sectors and agencies and to focus on the essential community communications role”.
“The North Wilts DS team were great, with excellent technical back-up – a dream!”
AREA BOARDS – HOW AREA BOARD MANAGERS AND DEMOCRATIC SERVICES OFFICERS CAN WORK EFFECTIVELY TOGETHER

1.  Preparing for the Meeting
	                       DSO
	                         ABM
	JOINT RESPONSIBILITIES

	A.  Publicity
	
	

	- Distribution of Posters.

- Distribution of Newsletter/Link to

  Online Bulletin.

- Media Promotion (Support, i.e.

   circulation, distribution and

   maintaining media contacts).

- Press Enquiries (take in enquiries 

   and send out responses).


	  - Content of Posters.

  - Content of Newsletter/ 

    Online Bulletin.

  - Media Promotion (Lead).

  - Press Enquiries (work on response

     with DSO).
	- Posters.

- Newsletter/Online

   Bulletin.

- Media Promotion.

- Press Enquiries (Comms

  team also involved here).

	B.  Forward Planning
	
	

	- Diary co-ordination for meeting

  dates.

- Venue booking (including 

   identifying back-up venues?).

- Compiling distribution lists (for info

   on diary dates/venues etc.).


	 - ‘Risk assessments’ in identifying   

     suitable venues.
	- Annually.  Informed by 

   State of Area Debate.

	C.  Pre-Meeting Briefings
	
	

	- Book briefings’ date/venue etc.

- Production of Draft Agenda.

- Book venue for Pre-Agenda meeting.

- Schedule meeting with all 

   participating members.

- Circulate pre-agenda draft.

- Produce a (timed?) Agenda.

- Chase reports (gather presentations

   in advance).

- Manage mechanisms for public 

   participation (via email/post/

   feedback sheet).  Issues should 

   either be reassigned as appropriate

   (if personal issues/issues out of 

   AB’s jurisdiction) or added to 

   agenda.

- Agenda distribution.

- Setting up rooms (layout, organising

   refreshments, audio/visual 

   equipment etc.).
	- Identify key stakeholders and

   invite new stakeholders to AB

   meetings.

  - Relationship building/negotiations

    with partners and other 

    groups/organisations.

 - Vet content of presentations.

 - Sort issues sheets collected from 

   members of public.

 - Identify potential outcomes and 

   alert partners/draw their attention

   to possible issues that may arise.  
	- Brief Chairman to start 

   planning process

   (Brainstorming Agenda).

- Content of Draft Agenda

- Pre-Agenda meeting with

   all Board Members (or 

   just Chair & Vice-Ch?)

   To agree agenda and 

   allocation of tasks.

   2-4 wks in advance?

- Finalise content of Agenda.

- Additional resources and 

   support needed for this.

   Audio/visual equipment

   needs to be bought and 

   DSO’s need to be trained

   how to use it (by IT?).

- Production of display 

  boards/exhibitions

  identifying the board

  members/participants?

- Last minute briefing of 

   Chairman.




2.   At the Meeting

	                        DSO
	                         ABM
	  JOINT/COMMENTS

	- Ensure copies of Agenda & any 

  other relevant documents are 

  available.

- Ensure public know about/have 

  copy of Agenda/feel comfortable/

  know when they will have the 

  opportunity to speak.

- Take minutes (act as board 

  secretary).

- Provide general procedural advice

  to members and Chairperson 

  (e.g. on declaring interests, code of

  conduct, voting etc.).
	- Provide policy/issue advice to 

  members and Chairperson.

- Meeting evaluation.


	- Meet and Greet.

- Provide advice to 

  Chairperson.




3.  After the Meeting

	DSO
	ABM
	JOINT/COMMENTS

	- Produce draft minutes (with formal

  actions table?).  Send to ABM & 

  Chair for approval.

- Distribute formal minutes to board

  members (voting and non-voting).

- Publish minutes on website.

- Distribute newsletter.

- Follow up/track/chase actions.

- Take any necessary actions.
	- Check draft minutes.

- Content informal minutes/newsletter.

- Follow up issues sheets.

- Take any necessary actions.  Liaise

  with partners.


	- Formal minutes.

- Newsletter.

- Following up.

- Taking action.


Follow-up meeting to be arranged for one month’s time (to include discussion on what support will be provided to board members).
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