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Abingdon Town Council 

Governance review - initial findings and options summary report 

This report sets out a brief summary of the main findings of the governance review at 
Abingdon Town Council, and aims to highlight the key issues identified, at a high 
level only at this stage. It sets out 2 alternative ‘directions of travel’ for consideration by 
members who are asked to decide on their preferred option which will then enable 
detailed recommendations to be formulated for the final report. 

1. Introduction 
1.1. A review of the systems of governance at Abingdon Town Council confirms that all 

the basic elements of the governance process are in place, although some further 
action and updating may be needed in places to ensure completeness. A full 
governance ‘Health check’ document covering all areas will be included as an 
appendix in the final report. We have also developed a proposed updated set of 
standing orders and are developing a revised scheme of delegations. 

1.2. In terms of the governance structure, several issues and potential areas for 
improvement have been highlighted from individual responses to the member and 
officer survey, the workshop and separate discussions with Councillors and Officers. 
The survey responses showed members were divided between those who generally 
liked the status quo and those who wanted radical surgery, but with a consensus 
indicating a willingness in principle to delegate more to Officers. 

1.3. Several issues and barriers have been identified that are contributing to the length 
and number of meetings, delays in the the decision-making process and 
implementation of decisions and generally reducing the efficiency and effectiveness 
of the process. 

2. Issues identified 
2.1. The total number of Council and committee meetings scheduled for 2020-21 is over 

60, which at the rate of more than one every week represents a high time 
commitment for both members and officers. 

2.2. The current democratic overhead is too high as a disproportionate amount of time 
is spent on process and not enough on output and implementation. The amount of 
officer time in writing reports and preparing for committee meetings as opposed to 
progressing Council decisions seems somewhat unbalanced.  

2.3. The decision-making process appears at times convoluted and prone to duplication 
as matters can sometimes be discussed and decided upon at a specific committee, 
only to then be referred to another committee such as Finance and General 
Purposes, and then in some cases passed up to full Council. This can often re-open 
debate and discussion around decisions and implications, with a single issue 
discussed in different settings before a final decision is made. It is important that 
councillors understand the committee process and where decisions are taken and 
by whom.  

2.4. The pathway for reports, decisions, implementation and actions through all the 
various committees is rather overcomplicated and ponderous which means that the 
outcomes don’t match the amount of time input and decisions can be delayed. The 
process itself can seem as being more important than outcomes and results, rather 
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than being focussed on clear decision-making, strategy and policy issues that lead to 
action and implementation by Officers.  

2.5. The Finance and General Purposes Committee (F&GP) can be viewed as a 
‘committee of committees’ made up of various committee chairman and is 
regarded as a gatekeeper before decisions reach full Council. 

2.6. Processes and policies in some areas appear more aligned to a Principal Authority 
structure where committees and operations are predicated on different 
Directorates and departments with very distinct budgets and areas of specialist 
operations (such as social services, planning, highways); whereas a Town Council is 
by nature more of a generalist organisation responsible for dealing with cross-
cutting and interlinked issues specific to the locality and therefore requires more 
flexibility and simpler, less rigid governance structures. 

2.7. Members made several comments in the recent survey about the length of 
meetings, length of discussion and chairmanship skills. Chairmanship of some 
committee meetings is not always strong and focussed, which can lead to over-
lengthy discussions and a lack of focus on clear policy decisions and outcomes. 

2.8. The financial regulations of the Council include low financial limits after which 
referral to members and committees is required, often set as low as £2,500 
whereas in a Council of this size it would be more usual for delegated limits to the 
Clerk/RFO to be set at £10,000 or even £20,000 before member referral and 
authorisations are required. 

2.9. The existing report templates and minuting of decisions could be clearer which 
would assist in focussing discussions, highlighting the key points and ensuring clarity 
on how issues contribute to the overall strategy of the Council.  

2.10. The most significant issue identified is a lack of clear distinction between the role of 
the elected members and the role of officers. This manifests itself in a tendency for 
members to want to micro-manage operational issues and an unwillingness to 
delegate decisions and management to officers and let them get on with the 
effective day to day running of the Council and its services. 

2.11. This causes both unnecessary issues to be brought to council committees for 
discussion which lengthen meetings, and officer time being consumed in gathering 
information and preparing reports for committees where a simple position 
statement is all that is needed. For example, the personnel sub-committee became 
involved in the details of the staff handbook; whilst staffing policy should be 
formulated by members, the implementation of the policy including the production 
of a staff handbook should be undertaken by officers, rather than being an item for 
detailed committee reports, discussion, decisions, and minuting. 

 

3. Options and Recommendations 
3.1. We feel there are 2 ‘directions of travel’ for consideration depending on how the 

Council wishes to proceed and its appetite for change.  One option is to consider 
various minor improvements to policies and procedures to sharpen focus and 
eliminate unnecessary discussions, and also consider whether all the committees 
remain strictly necessary and whether some could be combined. This would 
improve the governance processes whilst leaving the structure largely intact. 

3.2. Alternatively, a more significant change would be to consider whether a more 
radical change is necessary where the Council resets to establish a new starting 
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point by fundamentally questioning the role of all the various committees, cycle and 
number of meetings, by adopting a new way of working which ensures that more 
operational work and decisions are delegated to the Clerk and officers whilst the 
Council only focusses on key policy and strategy decisions. 

3.3. The likely recommendations arising from each option are set out below, however it 
would be useful to for members to provide their views at this point to ensure that 
the direction of travel is aligned with the thinking of the Council.   

3.4. Elements of each option might, as a compromise, be combined with some parts of 
each option and taken forward. In both approaches it is important to modernise 
procedure and improve delegation to the Clerk and the officer team.  

4. Option 1 – minor rationalisation 
4.1. Governance processes could be streamlined with recommendations which would 

include rationalising some of the committees, reducing the number of meetings, 
improving reports by using standard templates, improving communication and 
information flows to members, increasing delegation to officers, rethinking policies 
such as for grants awards and representation on outside bodies. These are briefly 
highlighted below and would lead to some improvements and time savings but may 
not address the more fundamental issues. 

4.2. A clear pathway for reports and decisions through the committee structure is 
required, with a review of the committee structure in terms of the number of 
committees, frequency, content and length of meetings.  

 
4.3. For instance, the Planning, Highways and Consultations committee spends around 

80-90% of its time on planning, currently reviewing all local planning applications. 
This may not be necessary or effective as the Town Council is only a statutory 
consultee able to submit comments and has no power over planning decisions. It 
may not be good use of committee time to review and comment on every relatively 
small-scale planning application. 

4.4. The Council would benefit from a ‘house’ style for agendas and reports to ensure a 
focus on key points and link to strategic aims, set out clear officer recommendations 
with shorter minutes as a record of decisions with an action log for implementation. 
This would focus debate on decisions required and ensure clear direction to officers. 
Agenda, report, and minute templates can be provided by LGRC.   

4.5. To reduce the amount of debate and shorten meetings it would assist if pre-agenda 
meetings were held in advance between the meeting Chairman and the 
Clerk/relevant officers. This should enable the Chairman to understand the issues in 
greater depth and the decision required which would enable them to focus debate 
and discussion on key issues and decisions required.  

4.6. Representation of the Council on outside bodies should only be where it meets 
Council objectives and has a clear purpose. Therefore, members should only 
represent the Council on an outside organisation where there is a clear agreed remit 
and benefit to the Council in doing so. Serving as a trustee should generally be 
beyond the scope of Councillor involvement. A process for how this would work in 
practice can be developed. 

4.7. A clear Grant Awards Policy with more tightly defined criteria would enable officers 
to make most of the grant decisions in accordance with the agreed Council policy, 
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rather than having individual grant applications debated and decided at the 
Community Services Committee (23 grants were made last year).  
 

5. Option 2- Refocus and delineate the respective roles of elected members and officers 
 
5.1. To make a significant improvement across the entire governance structure, 

governance processes and decision-making, a more radical cultural change is a 
potential option to significantly reduce the amount of time and number of 
meetings. The culture of the Council and ‘who does what’ could be rethought and 
realigned, especially around member involvement and operational issues. 

5.2. This would mean elected members focussing primarily on setting strategy, overall 
direction and defining policies - making key decisions and then allowing the officer 
team to take forward these decisions and implement outcomes. 

5.3. The senior management of the organisation should focus on implementing policy 
and managing the officer team; currently officers spend too much time researching 
information, preparing and writing committee reports, and taking minutes rather 
than implementing decisions.  

5.4. Elected members should not, we feel, be micro-managing officers and operational 
issues; only significant matters where clear decisions are required should be 
brought to a committee for discussion. Information on progress could be 
summarised and made available in summary reports. 

5.5. Committees may have a role in monitoring progress on key projects and 
programmes but the direct involvement in implementation would be reduced. This 
could significantly reduce the need for so many committees and/or meetings and 
the whole meeting cycle could be changed, but it would require a cultural/mindset 
change to establish a different way of working. 

5.6. LGRC would like to discuss these issues with the Committee and to agree the 
preferred way forward so that our final report includes recommendations that 
achieves the desires outcomes and the council consider able to be implement. 


