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Bath and North East Somerset Council

Policy Title: Access to Democratic Process
Equality Impact Assessment Report
 Date: November 2009


Co-ordinator of Policy: David Taylor, Senior Democratic Services Officer
Persons carrying out Equality Impact Assessment: Above plus Jo Morrison, Democratic Services Manager (Executive & Regulatory) and Jack Latkovic, Senior Democratic Services Officer

1. Introduction

The Council seeks to maximise involvement in the democratic process and ensure positive engagement and involvement with stakeholders. This can then influence the decision-making process.

The aim of this policy therefore is to ensure that meetings are as accessible as possible to the widest number of people.

Dates and details of meetings are publicly available via the Internet, Libraries, appropriate Council buildings and public notices. The public have the right to make statements/deputations, submit petitions and ask questions at meetings – the process and deadlines are advertised.

The Agendas for meetings operate on a set timescale and are despatched at least 5 clear working days prior to the day of the meeting. They are available for public inspection at various Council buildings and on the Council’s website. The Minutes of a meeting are produced as soon as possible afterwards and the target is to publish them on the website within 5 working days (85% target) or within 7 working days (100% target). Both documents are written in plain English and in a type size that is easily read, namely, Arial 12pt.

2. General problems and issues already identified that might affect the policy from meeting its aims

There is no doubt a lack of awareness/interest in Council business unless people are directly affected. Even when affected, there is usually a reticence by individuals to speak in public at such meetings, possibly due to the formality and a perceived bureaucracy. Occasionally, there is an exception such as at Development Control Committees when a major or controversial planning application would create large attendances and a lot of public speakers.

Other difficulties are that some venues and the timing of meetings can present difficulties. Information about meetings can be supplied in different languages if a request is made with sufficient notice but such information is in text format so is not accessible to blind people. Such format also discriminates against people with literacy difficulties. However, a Braille transcription or audio tape service could be used when required. There are obviously cost implications in using this facility. Communication can also be difficult for people with hearing impairments if they don’t have alternative forms of communication ie e-mail facilities. 

Most commonly-used venues in Council buildings have a hearing loop system installed but, where not, microphones and loudspeakers are arranged if considered useful. Occasionally, however, some members of the public have difficulty in hearing due to Committee Members/Officers not using the system correctly or because the member of the public has not recognised that they have some hearing deficiency.

Another factor to be considered is that the main building for meetings in Bath, the Guildhall, is a listed building and there are constraints on what work can be done to facilitate disabled access etc.

With regard to booking of venues generally, meetings arranged in Bath Guildhall, Riverside, Keynsham, and Keynsham Town Hall do not incur a charge to Democratic Services - external venues do. Budget pressures therefore necessitate use of Council buildings unless there is exceptional reason for going elsewhere.

3. What data was analysed as part of this Equality Impact Assessment process and what did it tell us?

Data is available regarding those persons who have participated in meetings by using the public speaking scheme. However, this has not been analysed on any of the 6 Equality Strands.

Relevant staff number 18. There are 7 white males of whom there is one who has a respiratory disability. There are 11 white females. The ages of staff range from 23 to 59. There has not been any evidence of discrimination by members of staff against people attending meetings or by enquirers/users of the speaking scheme.

Consultation will be undertaken with members of the public via an equalities survey of the public etc who have attended meetings. Appropriate local organisations, such as Age Concern (Bath), Mind (Bath), Bath Stroke Support Group, Bath and Wansdyke Society for the Blind, Royal National Society for Deaf People (South West), will also be contacted to ascertain their views on the subject.

4. Assessment of impact on equality groups

The Policy provides an opportunity for all local communities across the 6 Equality Strands (ie age, gender, disability, race, sexuality and faith) to have a voice and to engage with the democratic process and interact with one another.

The policy of access to meetings is not in itself discriminatory but obviously circumstances of individuals differ and concerns not raised cannot be considered. This could be overcome by some form of consultation.

Race – There was no evidence to indicate that the procedures could give rise to discrimination. There could be problems with certain groups where English is not the first language but interpreters can be employed and assistance given where a specific need is identified for such groups to understand the process.

Sexuality – There was no evidence to indicate that the procedures could discriminate on grounds of sexuality. In any event, the likelihood of a person’s sexuality becoming known in the process is quite remote.

Gender – There is no discernible effect on the basis of gender. There may be occasions when some women may feel reluctant to attend meetings where there is a predominantly male presence. Also some women and men with young children may be disadvantaged in attending meetings due to childcare arrangements not being in place. Crèche facilities are not provided.

Faith – There is no disproportionate or adverse impact on religious groups unless meetings were held on holy days but there is no evidence of this being the case.

However, it was considered that there was an impact in the following areas:

(1) Disability – (i) Location/venue; and (ii) Hard of hearing

(i) Location/venue

There are various venues used for Committee meetings which primarily are in Council buildings. These are the Guildhall, Bath, and the Town Hall, Keynsham. 

The Guildhall is a listed building with planning constraints but ramped access is available at the front and the rear of the building and a lift is available to reach meeting rooms on the first floor. Disabled WCs are provided off the Main Foyer and on the First Floor near meeting rooms.

The Town Hall has wheelchair-friendly main door access but has no manned reception and therefore access at the front of the building is restricted. However, a telephone is provided in the Lobby to ring the relevant room to gain entry; also special arrangements can be made beforehand for people to gain access if staff are made aware of the situation – although this impacts on team resources as this often necessitates another member of the Democratic Services staff being involved and undertaking a “Reception” role. If the Council Chamber is being used for a meeting, access can be gained from the rear of the building up an internal flight of steps directly opposite a public car park. A lift is available to reach the meeting rooms on the first floor if entering from the front of the building. A Disabled WC is provided behind the Main Reception area.

Due to the location of these buildings in the northern part of this rural district, there can be a problem with any interested public making the journey from the western and southern parts of the area, a considerable number of miles round-trip. There are no other towns large enough to provide suitable meeting facilities. There is no immediate solution to this problem other than to arrange for issues of local concern being held in local village halls etc.

In addition, occasionally a meeting engenders more public interest and attendance than expected. This can cause difficulties if the public cannot gain entry to a meeting due to health and safety requirements on numbers allowed into a meeting room. It is not always possible to predict what items at a meeting are going to engender a lot of interest and the consequent high attendance at a meeting. When it is clear before the meeting that public attendance will be high, it is sometimes possible to provide a video link of the meeting to another meeting room; however, the cost of this is considerable.

Some people with restricted mobility - and occasionally wheelchair users - attend meetings. Measures are taken to ensure that meetings are as accessible as possible to people with physical impairments. The procedure itself has no adverse impact.

(ii) Hard of hearing

Comments have been received from members of the public at meetings in the past that they could not always hear the debate. When this is raised at a meeting, the Chairman will request Members etc to raise their voices or use their microphone - this usually suffices.

By way of an example of the problem, concerns were expressed by individuals recently stating that they could not hear the voices of Members at a particular Committee meeting. However, the sound system was in operation and appeared to be working properly. A hearing loop had also been provided. No one during the meeting stated that there was a problem with hearing. The problem could have been that Councillors did not use the microphones in the correct manner ie were not close enough to the microphones when speaking. The equipment was subsequently tested and found to be working satisfactorily.

(2) Age

There is no inherent disproportionate or adverse effect of the policy. However, younger age groups represent a hard to reach group in terms of their access to meetings and attendance at, or involvement in, the decision-making process. Efforts would need to be made to promote their involvement. Older people - which include the frail and elderly - are represented by a number of organisations who care for their needs but with whom there should be some consultation to ensure that their needs are being met.





It was also noted that there was a potential impact on the following:

All Equality Groups – Awareness/Interest

There appears to be a certain lack of awareness or interest by the public in the business transacted at Committee meetings. This is indicated by the number of enquiries by members of the public regarding meetings. There could be a number of reasons for this such as finding out about an issue being considered from a third party, not being aware of local government process, no desire to know what is going on locally etc.

This can only be addressed by educating people on where to find the appropriate information. It could start at school to enable children to be informed and encourage their involvement in local government. Young people can be involved in decision-making and “government” with youth elections etc via the DAFBY organisation (Democratic Action for B&NES Youth) and there is scope to increase links with them. The Community Empowerment Review, undertaken by the Safer and Stronger Communities Overview and Scrutiny Panel last year, looked at ways in which the Council can further empower local people to have a greater role in achieving local community outcomes and a greater choice and influence over localised decision-making. The Council’s Overview and Scrutiny website provides details of the relevant reviews undertaken. The Partnership and Communities Together meetings provide a platform for key statutory partners and residents to prioritise local issues and pool existing partner resources. The Parishes Liaison Committee provides a mechanism within the Council’s formal governance structure for communication to take place with Parishes, and the recently established Bath City Liaison Forum aims to fulfil this function on behalf of residents associations within the City of Bath.

In addition, information could be disseminated to all houses/Council Tax payers via distribution with Council Newsletters and Council Tax Bills and Circulars.

5. Monitoring arrangements

Regular monitoring of customer/equality groups will be undertaken to ensure that the current service delivery is maintained or enhanced. This greater public involvement will result in better designed and targeted services enabling the public to be better informed and better served.

Regarding the issue of location/venue not always being appropriate, attention will be given to ensuring as far as possible that venues are of a suitable size for meetings that are considering matters of greater interest than normal to the wider public. Local venues will be assessed when there are matters of local concern.

As to the possibility of people attending meetings finding it difficult to hear, monitoring will be on-going as the sound system will be tested prior to each meeting to ensure that it is fully operational and effective. In addition, the Chairman of the meeting could be asked to enquire at the beginning of each meeting that everyone can hear and that anyone not hearing during the meeting indicate accordingly so that this can be addressed.

The above matters are covered in the attached Action Plan. Practices and procedures will be reviewed on an on-going basis and the results used to inform and develop our policy/procedures in the future.

6. Conclusions and action plan

This initial Assessment concluded that there was limited impact in terms of equality issues in this particular work area. Where there is some impact, this can be addressed fairly easily and expeditiously. However, an in-depth Assessment is required to identify any further issues of concern and to this end an Action Plan is appended which provides recommendations and timescales.



Approved by ……Vernon Hitchman 

Vernon Hitchman, Council Solicitor and Monitoring Officer

Date…………5th November 2009

































ACTION PLAN

Issues Identified:

(1) Disability (Hard of hearing, Visually impaired, Wheelchairs users, Mental/Learning disability)


Action required

Progress

Responsible
Officer
Target Date
Request sound system to be tested before each meeting
Implemented
JM
Ongoing
Invite the Chairman of each meeting to check that everyone can hear
Implemented
JM
Ongoing
Consider alternative venues
Implemented -  as and when appropriate
JM in consultation with relevant Administrator
On-going





