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Introduction 

The Centre for Public Scrutiny considers that the role of Overview and Scrutiny Committees in councils 

across the country is to ‘understand, investigate and where necessary challenge decisions which affect 

ordinary people’s lives. The Council continues to deal with the reduction in its revenue support grant, 

which by 2019 will have reduced to zero and it must plan for the impact this will have on the delivery of 

services to the borough’s residents. The Council is tasked with finding new ways to fund and improve 

services, and to provide facilities that enhance the environment and provide a long-tem economic benefit 

to the borough. In 2016 the Council embarked on a number of significant projects which were intended to 

meet these goals: public realm works; the provision of a new theatre and council offices; and community 

hubs for town and parish councils; and development of a new Local Plan. These projects are defined as 

the Council’s Corporate Priorities and are refreshed each year. The projects and challenges, along with 

the broader picture, that includes Brexit and the Devolution agenda are the same themes that two-tier 

authorities face regionally and nationally. The importance of maintaining good governance continues to 

be necessary in order to meet these challenges. The role of Scrutiny in two tier authorities itself has 

been has been looked at by the Government, with a select committee looking at whether Scrutiny is 

effectively delivered locally. The Paper, published in December 2017, concluded that “the Government 

must encourage a culture change at local authorities to ensure overview and scrutiny is truly 

independent of the executive and can properly contribute to improving services for taxpayers”. It is 

important that Members involved in Scrutiny are able to continue influencing policy and challenging 

decision making within the Council and elsewhere in the borough, where the lives of residents and the 

services they receive are affected. 

Throughout the last year the Overview and Scrutiny Committee has sought to add value to the Council’s 

work and provide a democratic route through which members of the public can influence the Council’s 

decision and policy making processes. In the last 12 months, the Committee has looked at a number of 

borough-wide issues including continuing to look at the tackling of excessive speeds on rural roads; the 

Council’s planning application process; and the progress of the Council’s civic complex development. 

The Committee continued in 2017/18 to engage with local communities and an example is the work of 

the Planning Application Process Task and Finish Group who met with representatives from several 

town and parish councils, as well as the Tunbridge Wells Civic Society.  

This report seeks to highlight the work undertaken by the Overview and Scrutiny Committee in 2017-18 

and identify some of the opportunities that may be available to it in 2018-19 in order to exercise its 

functions. 

 

Our Committee 
 

The Overview and Scrutiny Committee exercises a specific function required by law to support local 

democracy. The Committee can review decisions made by the Cabinet or any other part of the Council 

and its committees, as well as consider any matter which affects the Council’s area and its inhabitants. 

The Centre for Public Scrutiny notes four key principles for effective scrutiny: providing a ‘constructive 

critical friend challenge’; ‘amplifying the voices and concerns of the public.’ work is undertaken by 

independent minded councillors; and the scrutiny acts as a driver for improvement.   

 

As highlighted in previous Overview and Scrutiny annual reports, the Council’s cabinet advisory boards 

provide pre-scrutiny for key-decisions included in the Forward Plan and considered by the Cabinet. This 

has reduced the number of call-ins considered by the Overview and Scrutiny Committee in that time (a 

function of the Committee). In 2017, however, the call-in of a key decision was referred to the Committee 

and following a specially convened meeting, the decision was returned to the Cabinet for further 

consideration. Following discussion by the Cabinet, it was decided that further consultation was needed 
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and the decision was reconsidered. This demonstrates the continued role of Overview and Scrutiny in 

providing a critical friend challenge to the executive. 

 

The Committee met seven times over the last municipal year (including a special meeting convened for a 

call-in) and at each meeting a member of the Cabinet was invited to attend so they could personally 

update the committee on their portfolio area and their achievements against the Council’s priorities. The 

Committee continued to receive updates on the Council’s Civic Complex Development at each of the 

meetings and the intention is for those updates to continue in 2018-19 as the development progresses 

through the next stages. 

 

Guest speakers from partner agencies and external organisations addressed task and finish groups 

initiated by the Committee and staff from across the Council and colleagues from other councils were 

invited to provide updates on borough-wide services. The Committee was able to discuss the work 

undertaken in other organisations and how best to respond to issues affecting residents locally. 

 

A draft work programme was developed and agreed in August 2017 and the Committee was also given 

an opportunity at the end of each meeting to highlight any additional topics Members felt were important 

and that they wished to add to the work programme. A copy of the work programme was published as 

part of agenda papers and made available on the Council’s website. 

Where possible the topics identified in the work programme were aligned with the attendance of Cabinet 

members to enable a well informed discussion to take place with the right people around the table. 

These question and answer sessions were particularly valuable and enabled Cabinet member to focus 

their updates on issues which were topical at the time of the meeting. 

Meeting our statutory responsibilities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Community Safety 
The Overview & Scrutiny Committee is required to act as the relevant Crime and Disorder Committee 
for the purposes of the Police and Justice Act 2006 and Crime and Disorder (Overview and Scrutiny) 
Regulations 2009, and reviews the work of the Community Safety Partnership once a year.  
 
In April 2017 the Committee heard from the Partnership and learnt that, although crime in Tunbridge 
Wells had increased by 24.7 percent over the previous municipal year (1 April 2016-31 March 2017), it 
was still the lowest recorded rise in Kent, continuing to make Tunbridge Wells the safest borough in 
the county to live.  
 
The Committee was advised of the Partnerships priorities for 2017/18 which were: domestic abuse, 
road safety, alcohol and substance misuse, and vulnerable victims 
 
The Partnership’s priorities for 2018/19 continue with the same themes which are: domestic abuse, 
road safety, alcohol and substance misuse, and safeguarding (Gangs, Organised Crime Groups, 
Modern Slavery, child sexual exploitation). The Overview and Scrutiny Committee will continue to play 
an active role in channelling the concerns of resident over crime and safety in the community. 
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Health 
The delivery of healthcare locally in the community and helping people (particularly the elderly) stay 
out of hospital continues to be a priority for National Health Service Trusts and Clinical Commissioning 
Groups (CCGs). The Council has a role to play in delivering programmes that maintain healthy 
lifestyles such as smoking cessation and healthy eating. One of the Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee’s functions is to look at how health services are delivered in the borough. Through the Kent 
Leaders Group, representatives are appointed to Kent County Council’s Health Overview & Scrutiny 
Committee and the West Kent Health and Wellbeing Board. The Committee has a watching brief on 
both groups and receives updates from the Council’s representative. 
 

The Committee received an update from the Portfolio Holder for Communities and Wellbeing in April 
2017 and noted the production of a new Health Inequalities Action Plan for the borough and a new, 
devolved approach to healthcare across West Kent. Members noted that the Council’s Healthy 
Lifestyles Team provides support for a number of initiatives including family and adult weight loss and 
free health checks for adults between 40-74. 
 
 

Civic Complex Development 
The Overview and Scrutiny Committee continued to receive updates as the civic development 
progressed through to RIBA stage 3. Members were interested in how the annual debt for the 
development would be funded and what the impact on other services would be. Members also wanted 
to know what the economic benefit from the development would be for the rural parts of the borough. 
 
The Committee is keen to retain a focus on the project and looks forward to receiving further updates as 
the development progresses throughout 2018/19. 

Budget and policy framework 
The Committee plays a role in assisting with the development of the Council’s budget and policy 
framework. In December 2017, Members had an opportunity to look at the Council’s Draft Budget for 
2018/19 and the medium term financial strategy (MTFS). The Overview and Scrutiny Committee also 
received an update on the Council’s role in the Kent wide business rates retention pilot scheme which 
was identified as an important area of revenue for the Council. It was explained that the Pilot was due to 
run for one year. 

Overview and Scrutiny Committee Work Programme 
The Council’s constitution requires that the Overview and Scrutiny Committee set its own work 
programme each year. This involves an initial period of consultation with Committee members, local 
councils, local community groups and societies, and residents. The Committee will then discuss the 
items suggested and decide which topics it would like to include and those areas it can influence 
effectively.  
 
An online facility was introduced prior to production of the 2017/18 work programme that allowed 
residents to suggest topics for inclusion and this will be used again for the 2018/19 work programme.  
Once the Committee has agreed on a shortlist of topics, these will form the work programme for the 
year ahead. 
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Member-led reviews 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
And what else have we learnt… 
 
In addition to the more detailed reviews that have taken place, the Overview and Scrutiny Committee 
have heard about a range of topics involving the Council and its partner agencies.  
 
The Council’s Five Year Plan 

In June 2017, the Committee received an update on the public consultation response to the Council’s 

refresh of its Five Year Plan. Members noted that traffic and congestion were raised as prominent 

responses and that, although the Council was not directly responsible for these areas, it would work with 

Kent County Council to resolve issues. Members were also advised that opportunities under the 

‘devolution agenda’ may allow the Council to make positive changes to services. The Committee 

members were advised that they were able to email further comments before the end of the consultation 

period.  

How the Council sets its Budget 

In October 2017 the Council’s Chief Finance Officer explained the process for the Council setting its 

budget including the Budget timetable, the responsibility on all managers (as ‘budget holders’) to 

responsibly balance the budgets in their areas and refine the budget overall. It was explained to the 

Committee that the setting of council tax would be a separate work-stream. 

The Planning Application Process  
 
In February 2017, the Overview and Scrutiny Committee was asked by the Tunbridge Wells Civic 
Society to look at the Council’s planning application process. The Society had concerns over elements 
of the process. Following consideration of a report which included the views of Committee members, a 
task and finish group was appointed to look at the topic further and after a number of meetings with 
stakeholders was held, the Group reported back to the Committee.  
 
Overall the Group found that those who engaged with the process were satisfied with it. However, there 
were areas such as communication with local councils and community groups that could be 
strengthened. Additionally, it was recommended that the existing training programme be broadened to 
include all Council members and local council representatives and that IT opportunities for SMS 
notifications be explored. 

Tackling Excessive Speeds on Rural Roads 
This piece of work was started in 2016/17, having been instigated by Hawkhurst Speedwatch Group 

and its efforts to get the policies and regulations on the siting of fixed speed cameras changed. 

However, due to the changing landscape in terms of policy direction and technology, it was necessary 

for the task and finish group leading on this item to continue looking at the issues. In September 2017 

the task and finish group produced a final report with a suite of recommendations. These were agreed 

by the Overview and Scrutiny Committee and a copy of the report with a covering letter was sent to 

Greg Clark as the MP for Tunbridge Wells and a supporter of the work of the Hawkhurst Speedwatch 

Group 
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Dog Fouling/Public Space Protection Orders (PSPOs) 

The Committee received an update on the Council’s work towards using PSPOs to provide parity 

between the fixed penalty notices (FPNs) for littering and those for dog fouling. The Committee was told 

that the eventual fine amount would be a decision for the Cabinet. Members were interested in the use of 

the PSPOs borough-wide and looked for assurance there would be sufficient enforcement resources to 

issue the FPNs in the hotspots where dog fouling was most prevalent. The Committee agreed that the 

PSPOs should be included within a number of initiatives to tackle dog fouling. 

Looking ahead to Opportunities in 2018-19 
Each year the Committee produces a work programme that lists those topics Members have chosen to 

look at, as well as those items which the Committee has a constitutional or statutory requirement to 

consider. Looking ahead to 2018/2019 – the impact of Brexit on two-tier authorities is still unknown. 

There have been indications that local authorities will be listened to when it comes to consultation 

responses, but how the collective response will be managed and the weight given to it is also not yet 

known. There is an opportunity for overview and scrutiny committees to individually, or collectively, 

locally or regionally, provide a response to this key question. The Council will also be part of a Kent wide 

pilot for the retention of business rates. Again, there may be an opportunity for Overview and Scrutiny to 

input in to the process.  

Following the work of a task and finish group in 2016, which looked at the opportunities available to the 

Council in the lead up to securing a new Recycling/Household Waste Contract, the Chairman and the 

Committee are keen to continue providing support and overview as the Contract progresses through the 

next stages. The Committee would also like to ensure that the recommendations from the Task and 

Finish Group are given the appropriate weight as the contract develops. 

Once again, the Committee would like to hear from councillors at all levels, from residents and 

community groups in order to produce an effective, coherent and meaningful work programme - to 

understand what matters most to people in their local areas, to find out what is working well and what 

concerns exist. Although the committee will be meeting in June to plan for the municipal year ahead, it 

reviews the work programme at every meeting. There is always an opportunity to raise concerns, either 

through borough, parish or county councillors, or through a member of the Overview and Scrutiny 

Committee, or directly with the Council. The Council’s website has an online form on the Overview and 

Scrutiny Committee page allowing anyone concerned about a local issue to suggest that it be added to 

the Committee’s work programme. Alternatively anyone can email scrutiny@tunbridgewells.gov.uk. 

Views submitted may well be discussed at the next Overview and Scrutiny committee meeting and if 

taken forward could bring about a beneficial change to communities.  

 

Copies of agenda papers and minutes can be found on the Council website at: 

http://democracy.tunbridgewells.gov.uk/ieListMeetings.aspx?CommitteeId=359  

 
Final Words from the Chair 
I would like to thank the Committee members, supporting officers, colleagues from partner organisations 

and members of the public who have attended Overview and Scrutiny Committee meetings over the last 

year. Along with the challenges faced by local authorities nationally, Tunbridge Wells Borough Council 

has some significant projects ahead. I would like the Overview and Scrutiny Committee to continue its 

work in providing oversight on how these areas are managed as well as maintaining its ‘critical friend’ 

role when looking at policy and decision making. 

 

 

 

 

Overview and Scrutiny Committee members 2017-18: 

Councillors Tom Dawlings (Chair), Bill Hills (Vice Chair), Ben Chapelard, , 

Nathan Gray, James Hannam, Dianne Hill, Thelma Huggett, Carol Mackonochie, 

Bev Palmer, Claire Stewart, Zulhash Uddin and Chris Woodward. 

Supporting officer: Nick Peeters 
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