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         22nd April 2020 

 

Dear Councillors 

 

FULL COUNCIL MEETING, THURSDAY 23RD APRIL:  REMOTE MEETINGS PROCEDURE RULES 

As you know the South Hams Society works on behalf of its members to support and 

promote care for the beauty, history and character of the South Hams.  As part of our 

mandate, we regularly review planning applications and challenge those we believe will 

harm the South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  We also raise breaches of 

planning law and the illegal felling of trees with the relevant Council Officers and lobby for 

appropriate action to be taken.  Our work involves us in regular interactions with the 

Development Management Committee amongst others.   

We see that at tomorrow’s Council meeting there are proposed changes to the current 

meeting rules. Whilst we understand that some changes to process may be necessary due to 

the impact of the lockdown, I am writing to you to emphasise our belief that the principles 

of transparency and accountability must be rigorously upheld by you, as our Councillors, at 

this time.    

In particular, we are concerned about the following paragraphs: 

Para. 3.1 ‘Meetings only to be held when required’ and the proposal to allow ‘the Head of 

Paid Service (or Deputy) in consultation with the Leader’ to decide which meetings are 

required to take place.  

We wonder what criteria will be followed in reaching these decisions.  How can there be 

transparency in this type of decision making? How will those involved be accountable for 

their decisions?  This question is especially pertinent in the light of the next paragraph. 

 

Para. 3.1(b) ‘Meetings of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee/Panel shall only be held 

where they are required by law or in the opinion of the Head of Paid Service in consultation 

with the Chairman of that Committee decides are required due to the nature and a meeting 

of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee/Panel would not overstretch the Council’s 

resources.’ 

As a Society which is keen to see real improvements in the oversight and scrutiny of District 

Council decisions and actions, we strongly oppose any curtailment in the role of this 

Committee. If anything, it should be more active than ever. If executive decision making is  
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set to increase during the lockdown period, we would expect to see a corresponding 

strengthening of internal Oversight and Scrutiny.  

 

Para. 3.3 Business 

‘3.3.(a) In keeping with the rationale for holding meetings only where they are required, 

agendas for any such meetings required to be held shall not include any items for questions 

or motions on notice from Councillors. 

3.4 (b) Where the Council Procedure Rules provide for questions from members of the public, 

deputations and petitions to be asked, heard or received at a meeting of the Council, the 

Head of Paid Service may, having regard to the nature of the question, deputation or 

petition, deal with any such questions, deputations and petitions without referring them to a 

meeting of the Council.’ 

These are perhaps the most worrying proposals as we can see no legitimate rationale for 

the proposed curtailment of rights. Why would the District Council wish to limit public and 

Councillor participation in decision making in this way?  

We understand that there may need to be some limits on face to face representation due to 

the need for social distancinig but it is the duty of the District Council to adapt its ways of 

working to ensure that the voices of those it serves and its elected members can still be 

heard.  This is critical if the Council is to continue fulfilling its democratic role.  

We hope that you will take these comments into account during the discussion tomorrow.   

Yours sincerely, for and on behalf of the South Hams Society,  

 

Didi Alayli, Chair 

 


