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Things Manchester City Council could do to reallystrengthen scrutiny, democracy and 'resilience'



1. Background
Manchester City Council has 96 councillors. 95 of them are members of the Labour Party. The remaining
councillor was elected as a Labour councillor in 2011 but is currently “Independent Labour.”
There are six scrutiny committees currently (and hopeful a seventh soon). They are – in order that they meet
– Young People and Children’s, Neighbourhoods, Economy, Communities, Finance and Health.
Because of the makeup of the Council, all these committees are chaired by Labour Party councillors, and all
but one of the committees (Health) is entirely made up of Labour Party councillors.
This makes “scrutiny” an especially challenging – and important – topic.
Shortly after the May 2014 elections, the leader of the Council, Richard Leese, was quoted as saying
“We have to ensure we hold ourselves to account within this chamber and we also need to ensure that
citizens  and people that have voted for us  are able to hold us to account on an ongoing basis, not just
once every 12 months. So it is a challenge. I think it is a challenge for every member of this council but I
believe we will demonstrate that as a Labour administration, the people of Manchester were right to put their
trust in us.” (4th June 2014 “Town hall leader vows 'Manchester is NOT a oneparty state', Jennifer Williams.)
On April 28th an email was sent out to “anyone who had come into contact with scrutiny in the last two years”
[Except it didn't. There were a large number of people who attended the July 2013 Neighbourhoods Scrutiny
Committee, whose names do not appear as having attended in the minutes, and who were not contacted.]
The survey only ran for 2 weeks, and was not wellpublicised. The response rate was, unsurprisingly, very
low (18%) with precisely ONE member of the public responding.
A “selfassessment” survey was sent to 21 people – the members of the very committee that instigated the
survey, the “Strategic directors who support the six scrutiny committees and other key officers involved in the
survey.” Only 6 of the 21 people on that list bothered to reply.
“we will demonstrate that as a Labour administration, the people of Manchester were right to
put their trust in us.” Indeed.
Even so, the responses make hairraising reading. Some key statistics –
asked whether “scrutiny engages well with the public” 16 respondents said yes and 21 said no
asked whether "scrutiny communicates to the public" 9 said yes, 24 said no.
On May 12th 2014, the day the survey closed, Manchester Climate Monthly published an article entitled "7
things Manchester City Council will not to do improve scrutiny of its executive and officers". It
brought this to the attention of various councillors via email and twitter, including members of the
Neighbourhoods Scrutiny Committee.
According to the Council's "Outcomes of the Review of Scrutiny in Manchester" report;
5.6 In addition, an email from a councillor was received after the closing date of the survey, [e.g. after May
12th] containing comments that the councillor wished to be reported as part of the results. The comments
are as follows:
1. Live stream scrutiny meetings online. I don't know what the viewing figures are for full council but I think
it's a positive move and we should do the same for scrutiny. They do this in Edinburgh and Andrew says it
has gone down well.
2. Use social media more to engage people in scrutiny. Perhaps in the same way
3. Allow people to sign up for emails to receive scrutiny papers, either for a whole committee or issue based.
Residents can sign up to be notified about planning and licensing but not other issues. This could be easily
done in the excellent new online system.
4. Create simple videos to explain what each committee does and make it easier to search for reports and
find out what reports contain on the committee pages.
5. Welcome more public participation in the meetings by allowing individuals and interest groups to speak on
relevant items. We do this on Neighbourhoods anyway but it's reactive and not proactive.



Those are all excellent suggestions. Four of which were made in the MCFly post. No matter how much you
peel your eyes, you won't find three other suggestions, ones that Labour councillors might not find quite so
comfortable 
c) create an easily searchable database of upcoming reports etc. (the “forward plan”) , with a traffic light
system to indicate when they are constantly being kicked into the long grass (e.g. the Finance Scrutiny
Committee’s promised report on how other councils with a preponderance of one party cope with that).
f) Make it a disciplinary offence for any executive summary of a document to be as inaccurate as last year’s
Annual Carbon Reduction Plan summary was. That document hid the fact that emissions had actually gone
UP, and that the council was – despite all previous promises – going to miss its “20% by 2014” reduction
target. The executive summary was all bland positives. This is simply unacceptable.
g) Create an online attendance indicator so that members of the public can see which members turned up
for (how much of) each committee meeting. This should also put a stop to members lying about having been
present at meetings. Just sayin’.

2. What other people said about the meetings.
People's Environmental Scrutiny Team approached members of the public who had attended scrutiny at one
time or another (or subgroups). Here's a flavour of what they said.

a) what was your perception of the scrutiny
meeting(s) you went to. Did you find it useful? Did
you feel prepared?
"I and many other people from the affected communities
were invited to speak, which was good. I had had a chance
to see the paper to be discussed beforehand, but I know that
it's not always so accessible/available. The big problem was
that although the committee agreed that the report should be
amended (to some extent) as we had hoped, it was not clear
exactly how it was to be amended. Clear minutes were not
taken as to what exactly the report should be amended to,
which left space open for watering down of the changes that
had been suggested. This was not the fault of the minute
taker but the chair who didn't do enough to ensure clarity in
the meeting about what changes should be made."

"I found replies to questions dismissive or evasive. There
seems to be little culture of really embracing the principle of
scrutiny in Manchester council. This is now all the more
important that we have a single party rule which
paradoxically only represents a minority of the varied points
of view of Manchester residents."
"It was dull, dry, boring, too many Councillors just wanted to
hog the airtime to waffle on about their little part of the world
rather than get to any exciting, new ways of getting stuff
done. Really important stuff like engaging the electorate and
moving on the big issues we face. I felt pretty miserable after
the meeting, pretty darned depressed to be honest."

b) what could be done – by the
Council or by “civil society” to make
to a better/more useful experience next
time round .
"Papers made more accessible, and a little bit
longer before meetings. If actions are
recommended, it should be clear exactly what the
recommendation is, and this should be presented
to all in attendance."

"There needs to be much better clear guidance of
what the role of scrutiny and how the general
public can get involved so they can be prepared
for meetings."

"Do any of it differently. Maybe break into smaller
groups and get some ideas flowing, stop the
Council from being too corporate shaped and
divorced from "us". Maybe time for some far
horizon casting instead of promising the small stuff
then failing to even deliver that. *moan! *groan! It
feels all so bloody futile.Thanks for this
opportunity, don't think it will make one jot of
difference to MCC, so I am off to live my life and
forget about politics for now.
Anonymous"



3. Recommendations (besides the EXCELLENT ones in that email)
a) Take down the signs that say “Members of the public not permitted” (twice)
between the street and the scrutiny room. You probably don't even notice them.
And while you are at it, inform the desk staff that there are scrutiny meetings going
on. (We will send “mystery shoppers” to find out if this is being done)
b) Do the survey again
Instead of allowing 14 days for it (April 28th to May 12th!), have it open for a month,
at least. Publicise its existence on your website, with a notice in the Manchester Evening News etc. Ask
community groups to circulate it. Ask people to publicise it to anyone else who has attended
Actually take down their replies. And while it is understandable that the survey needs to be conducted by an
external organisation, but explain WHO IS doing it. How much are they getting paid?
Insist that ALL scrutiny chairs, support officers and members of the Coordinating Group fill in the survey.
c) The “Overview and Scrutiny Coordinating Group”
Meetings of the OSCG should be open to the public, and advertised. If the Council decides not to do this, a
written explanation of why these meetings are NOT open to the public and the minutes NOT circulated should
be included in the agenda of every section of every scrutiny committee meeting.
d) Reports
“A two weekend rule” for reports. Reports that are to be brought to scrutiny committees should be
available to members – and members of the public – no later than two Fridays before the scrutiny committee.
This will allow members more time to digest reports. The two minutes that Young People and Children’s
Committee members had on Tuesday 15th September makes a mockery of the whole process. Bad show.
Reports to Committees must be concise, written in plain English, with agreed metrics/baselines that
remain stable from year to year, allowing comparisons.
Summaries must accurately reflect the actual content of the report (I know, radical concept, eh?)
All reports are to contain sections entitled
“What is behind schedule?”, “Specific lessons learnt”, “Things comparable cities are doing that we could learn
from”, “Help that should be requested from other bodies in the city”
5) All scrutiny chairs and all members of the Neighbourhoods Scrutiny Committee to be “carbon literate” by
December 1st 2014
It should be noted that this is a goal that would have been easy to achieve, and the fact that it has not been
accomplished months (well, years) ago speaks to either a lack of capacity or a lack of will on the part of the
Council. Or both.
[Congratulations to Councillor Eddy Newman of Health – the first chair to be carbon literate!]
If the council were to adopt all of these recommendations, the bells of the Town Hall would peal with joy.

This report is just one example of the work of the "People's Environmental Scrutiny Team." The team is open to anyone who
wants to make Manchester ready for the enormous environmental and social challenges ahead. It meets monthly, but there
are plenty of things you can do without ever coming to meetings. See the "help/jobs list" at the website
environmentalscrutiny.info
The team has two goals.
1) Create a network of informed and inspired individuals and groups who know each other’s strengths, weaknesses, hopes.
a) Offer opportunities for skills and knowledge development, collaborativeworking to the people in that network.
b) Seed into that network accurate information about the Council and its performance.
2) Lobby for the creation of a transformative (rather than ‘minimal’) Environmental Scrutiny Committee as part of the official
scrutiny infrastructure of Manchester City Council. We will do this by setting the right example.




