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Committee’ The former would be wound
up upon submission of its report to
council. The “Budget Committee” would
be an ongoing but occasional committee
which would meet each year from (say)
March to early July.

Some committees could have a select and
limited membership whereas others (such
as the budget committee) could include all
elected members.

Forums Immediately Prior to an
Ordinary Meeting of Council

Some local governments hold forums
immediately prior to ordinary council
meetings. Anecdotal evidence suggests
that in discussing the agenda of the
forthcoming meeting at such forums
implied decisions may be made. This
familiarity with the issues and known
attitudes can lead to debate at the
ordinary council meeting being stifled or
non-existent much to the chagrin of the
public who are not privy to the earlier
discussions. Forums held immediately
prior to ordinary council meetings cause
more complaints of secret meetings and
predetermined decisions than any other
type of forums.

Pre-meeting forums may be beneficial
where an elected member has additional
or alternative information to that contained
in a staff report which may be controversial
or cause problems within the ordinary
meeting at the time the item is discussed.
Certainly, it is an advantage for the CEOQ,
council and particularly the presiding
member to be aware of potential problems
in the forthcoming ordinary meeting.
While a pre-meeting forum provides

the opportunity to inform others of the
potential problem it would be preferable

to raise the matter with likely concerned

parties such as the presiding member,
CEQ and reporting officer much earlier
than immediately before the meeting.
Early advice will give those concerned the
opportunity to undertake action to address
the identified problems.

It is recognised that with many local
governments, especially those that are
in rural locations, the timing of the pre-
meeting forum is understandable in

that the elected members can only get
together once a month because of travel
time and they need an opportunity to
discuss issues with the freedom of

a forum.

After consideration of these issues,

it is recommended that if a council
determines that the only time available
for a forum is prior to an ordinary council
meeting and it is to be closed to the
public, then it be established as a concept
forum and reference to the forthcoming
agenda should be prohibited unless a
special circumstance is conveyed to

the presiding member. An example of a
special circumstance would be information
additional to, or contradicting the staff
report which is likely to lead to non-
adoption or significant variation of the
recommendation and it has not been
possible to convey such information at

an earlier time. Adoption of the concept
forum approach means elected members
needing additional information or
explanations from staff on forthcoming
agenda items will have to make alternative
arrangements to meet their requirements.

The adoption of such rules on pre-meeting
forums should be conveyed to the public.
Advice of the conducting of such a forum
and its general content at the ensuing
ordinary meeting will reinforce the
openness and accountability of council.
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6. Forums that Incorporate Both
Concept and Agenda Items

Many local governments will run

only one forum and it will cover both
agenda items to be addressed at the
next council meeting and wide-ranging
concept issues. It is suggested that the
different requirements of the two types
are recognised and they be categorised
as such in the forum agenda. The most
important aspect is that the presiding
person apply appropriate procedures
regarding debate and discussion between
elected members when agenda items
are being covered.

Such forums should also be open to
the public.

7. Model Procedures for Forums

Before introducing, or continuing with
forums, councils have a responsibility to
weigh carefully the risks as well as the
benefits associated with such a process
and consider if there are better, alternative
ways of achieving the desired outcomes.

Councils that hold forums should adopt
meeting rules and processes to ensure
that proper standards of probity and public
accountability are adhered to. Particular
emphasis must be placed on ensuring that
there is no decision-making during these
forums and that this is rigidly enforced.

Procedures Applying to Both Concept
and Agenda Forums

The Department recommends that
councils adopt a set of procedures for
both types of forums which include
the following —

Dates and times for forums should be
set well in advance where practical;

+ The CEO will ensure timely written
notice and the agenda for each forum
Is provided to all members;

+ Forum papers should be distributed to
members at least three days prior to the
meeting;

+ The mayor/president or other
designated elected member is to be
the presiding member at all forums;

+ Elected members, employees,
consultants and other participants shall
disclose their financial and conflicts of
interest in matters to be discussed;
Interests are to be disclosed in
accordance with the provisions of the
Act as they apply to ordinary councll
meetings. Persons disclosing a financial
interest will not participate in that part
of a forum relating to their interest and
leave the meeting room;

+ There is to be no opportunity for a
person with an interest to request that
they continue in the forum; and

+ A record should be kept of all forums.
As no decisions will be made, the
record need only be a general record
of items covered but should record
disclosures of interest with appropriate
departures/returns.

Procedures Specific to Concept Forums

The Department recommends that
councils adopt specific procedures for
concept forums which include

the following —

Concept forums may be open to the
public when an issue is being discussed
that council believes would benefit from
public awareness and debate;



Page 10 of 12

Council Forums

+ Discussion between members is to be
limited to those issues which are in the
preliminary development stages. ltems
already listed on a council meeting
agenda are not to be discussed; and

+ As discussion items are not completely
predictable there is to be some flexibility
as to disclosures of interest. A person
may disclose an interest at the time
discussion commences on an issue not
specifically included on the agenda.

Procedures Specific to Agenda Forums

The Department recommends that
councils adopt specific procedures
for agenda forums which include
the following —

+ Agenda forums should be open to the
public unless the forum is being briefed
on a matter for which a formal council
meeting may be closed,

+ Items to be addressed will be limited
to matters listed on the forthcoming
agenda or completed and scheduled to
be listed within the next two meetings
(or period deemed appropriate);

+ Briefings will only be given by staff or
consultants for the purpose of ensuring
that elected members and the public
are more fully informed; and

+ All questions and discussions will be
directed through the chair. There will
be no debate style discussion as this
needs to take place in the ordinary
meeting of council when the issue is
set for decision.

8. General Discussions in Councils
Without Forums

Travel and time constraints mean that
many councils can convene for a limited
time; for many, only one day per month.
As a result, some local governments have
continued with the traditional ordinary
meeting format where the decision-making
Is combined with wide-ranging discussion
on other matters. A major problem with
this approach is that the wide-ranging
discussions result in meetings continuing
for long periods of time.

There are benefits to elected members,
the public and the staff if the issues
requiring decision are dealt with during
one continuous stage early in the meeting.

Elected members can have more effective
broad ranging discussion during the same
time frame as the traditional council
meeting with a revised structure. It is
suggested a better format would be for
the ordinary meeting to be closed as
soon as the required decisions have

been made. The general discussions
would then be pursued in a concept
format environment. The advantages

of this approach are the opportunity for
councillors to discuss issues of concern
in an informal environment.
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9. Summary

With most local governments, elected
members need opportunities to discuss
issues outside of the formal ordinary
meeting process. The Department
acknowledges this approach because
those elected members that have the
maximum opportunities for input will
obtain the greatest satisfaction emanating
from their time in local government.

The opportunity for input can be best
gained through forums or committees of
the full council.

Councils that wish to hold forums of
either the concept or agenda type are
encouraged to adopt rules and processes
that are in line with these guidelines.
This will assist with openness and
accountability, minimise public criticism
and lead to a more effective and efficient
local government.
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These guidelines are also available on the
Department’s website at www.dlgc.wa.gov.au

Government of Western Australia
Department of Local Government and Communities

Local Government Advisory Hotline
1300 762 511

Email: Ighotline@dlgc.wa.gov.au
8.30am-5.00pm, Monday to Friday

About the Guideline series

This document and others in the series are intended as a guide to good practice and should not be taken

as a compliance requirement. The content is based on Department officer knowledge, understanding,
observation of, and appropriate consultation on contemporary good practice in local government. Guidelines
may also involve the Department’s views on the intent and interpretation of relevant legislation.

All guidelines are subject to review, amendment and re-publishing as required. Therefore, comments on any
aspect of the guideline are welcome. Advice of methods of improvement in the area of the guideline topic
that can be reported to other local governments will be especially beneficial.
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For more information about this and other guidelines,
contact the Local Government Regulation and Support Branch at:

Department of Local Government and Communities
Gordon Stephenson House, 140 William Street, Perth WA 6000
GPO Box R1250, Perth WA 6844

Telephone: (08) 6551 8700 Fax: (08) 6552 1555

Freecall (Country only): 1800 620 511

Email: info@dlgc.wa.gov.au Website: www.dlgc.wa.gov.au

Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) —=Tel: 13 14 50



