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Introduction 

The Overview and Scrutiny Committee usually publishes an annual report. However, 

for reasons which will become apparent, this report covers two years for the period 

May 2019 – May 2021. 

2019-20 and 2020-21 have been a significant period of change. The electoral results 

that ushered the end of the previous year and the start of this reporting period, 

changed the political balance of the Council and brought in new leadership. The 

Council’s flagship Calverley Square project came to an end. The Council implemented 

its biggest single contract for a new waste service. If that was not enough, in March 

2020 the Council responded to a global pandemic. 

Throughout this time, the Council balanced its budget, delivered its statutory services 

and maintained many of its discretionary services. 

Good governance is key to meeting the increasing challenges of local government. 

The Overview and Scrutiny Committee provides a check on the executive branch of 

the Council, a strong voice for the ‘backbench’ members of the Council and a 

mechanism to influence future policy. 

Purpose 

The Centre for Public Scrutiny considers that the role of scrutiny is to “understand, 

investigate and, where necessary, challenge decisions which affect ordinary people’s 

lives.” It highlights four key principles for effective scrutiny: 

1. To be a constructive, critical friend 

2. To amplify the voices and concerns of the public 

3. To be independently minded 

4. To act as a driver for improvement 

In Tunbridge Wells, the Committee recognises that to be most effective, it must work 

with the Cabinet and demonstrate good evidence-based reasoning when it makes 

recommendations for change. 

The committee has various statutory functions which are detailed in Part 3 of the 

Constitution and are referred to later in this report. In summary the committee’s main 

functions are: 

1. To review or scrutinise decisions made by the Cabinet or any part of the 

Council; and 

2. To consider any matter which affects the Council’s area or its residents and to 

make reports to the Council or the Cabinet. 
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The Committee 

The committee is a politically balanced committee of the Council meaning that its 

make-up is representative of the Council as a whole. Whilst its members are from 

different parties, when sitting as a committee they should be impartial and act in the 

interests of the residents of the borough as a whole. 

The committee consists of 12 members, none of whom may be the Mayor or a 

member of the Cabinet. 

2019-20 Members 

At the start of the report period, the members of the committee were: Councillors 

Woodward (Chairman), Mrs Soyke (Vice-Chairman), Bailey, Bruneau, Chapelard, 

Hayward, Morton, Ms Palmer, Pound, Reilly, Stanyer and Thomson. 

In October 2019, following the death of Councillor Dr Basu, Councillor Bailey was 

appointed to the Cabinet creating a vacancy on the committee which will filled by 

Councillor Bland in February 2020. 

2020-21 Members 

At the delayed Annual Meeting of the Council on 8 July 2020, Councillors Reilly and 

Bruneau were replaced by Councillors Atwood and Neve. The members of the 

committee were: Councillors Woodward (Chairman), Mrs Soyke (Vice-Chairman), 

Atwood, Bland, Chapelard, Hayward, Morton, Neve, Ms Palmer, Pound, Stanyer and 

Thomson. 

On 11 September 2020, at Councillor Mrs Soyke’s request, the then Leader of the 

Council appointed Councillor Scholes to replace Vice-Chairman Councillor Mrs Soyke 

on the committee. Shortly afterwards, on 23 September 2020, Full Council appointed 

committee member Councillor Thomson as Vice-Chairman of the committee. 

Councillor Neve left the committee when he retired from the council in March 2021. 

At the end of the reporting period the members of the committee were: Councillors 

Woodward (Chairman), Thomson (Vice-Chairman, Atwood, Bland, Chapelard, 

Hayward, Morton, Ms Palmer, Pound, Scholes and Stanyer (+1 vacancy). 

Meetings 

The committee usually meets six times a year which may be supplemented by various 

meetings of its Task and Finish Groups. 

In 2019-20, meetings were held on: 
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• 10 June 2019 

• 12 August 2019 

• 07 October 2019 

• 18 November 2019 

• 20 January 2020 

As a result of the distancing restrictions imposed at the start of the Covid-19 outbreak, 

the final meeting in the calendar for 2019-20 on 06 April 2020 was cancelled. 

For 2020-21 meetings were swiftly switched to be held virtually in accordance with The 

Local Authorities and Police and Crime Panels (Coronavirus) (Flexibility of Local 

Authority Police and Crime Panel Meetings) (England and Wales) Regulations 2020 

(No.392.) 

There was also a significant increase in the number of meetings as the committee 

substituted for the functions of the Cabinet Advisory Boards, which were suspended to 

reduce the resource implications on the Council. 

In 2020-21, meetings were held on: 

• 8 June 2020 

• 22 June 2020 

• 27 July 2020 

• 24 August 2020 

• 01 September 2020 

• 21 September 2020 

• 12 October 2020 

• 23 November 2020 

• 18 January 2021 

• 12 March 2021 

• 29 March 2021 

Throughout the reporting period, the committee had a work programme to help focus 

attention on the key issues and facilitate efficient planning. It included both reoccurring 

items to facilitate the Committee’s statutory functions and items suggested by 

Councillors and the public. The work programme is set at the first meeting of the year 

but remains a standing agenda item that may be reviewed and amended throughout 

the year to reflect changing priorities or new issues that may arise. 

Statutory Functions 

Community Safety 

The committee has a duty to act as the council’s Crime and Disorder Committee. It 

meets this duty by reviewing the Community Safety Partnership Plan each year as 

wells as maintaining a watching brief on any issues related to policing, crime or 

community safety. 
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The Community Safety Partnership Plan reviews the previous year’s priorities and 

proposes priorities for the forthcoming year. The committee heard from Chief Inspector 

Pete Steenhuis, Kent Police District Commander for Tunbridge Wells at its meeting on 

20 January 2020 and Inspector John Betts, Kent Police Community Safety Unit for 

Tunbridge Wells on 29 March 2021. 

Health 

The committee maintains a watching brief on any issues related to healthcare and 

public health and receives reports from the Portfolio Holder for Communities and 

Wellbeing. 

The committee was about to embark on a major project to investigate the extent of 

poverty in the borough following a Full Council resolution on 26 February 2020. 

Poverty is inextricably linked to health inequalities. Work was halted as Council 

resources were diverted in response to the Covid-19 outbreak but resumed in October 

2020. 

Call-In 

Call-in is the procedure by which the committee can examine a decision of the 

Cabinet, a Portfolio Holder or an Officer prior to the decision’s implementation. This 

power should only be used in exceptional circumstances and may not be used in 

respect of day-to-day operational decisions or recommendations to, or decisions of 

Full Council. 

Use of the power may be requested by any three members of the council or the 

Chairman of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee. The Council has three Cabinet 

Advisory Boards which pre-scrutinise all decisions of Cabinet. Consequently, use of 

this power is rare.  

There have been no call-ins in 2019-20 and only one in 2020-21 

Call-In of Cabinet Decision: Phased Reopening of Council 

Sports Centres 

On 10 September 2020, Cabinet made a series of decisions intended to support the 

reopening of sports centres in the Borough following the lockdown. Subsequently, on 

15 September 2020, a call-in request signed by Councillors Hayward, Pound, Everitt, 

Pope, Hill, Lewis and Rands was received. The reasons given for the call-in were that 

there was insufficient consultation with stakeholders prior to a decision, there was an 

absence of adequate evidence on which to base a decision, and there was insufficient 

consideration of legal and financial advice. Detailed explanations for each reason 

were set out in the report considered by the Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 21 

September 2020. 
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Councillor Hayward presented the case for the call-in on behalf of the signatories, 

following which, the members of the committee asked questions. 

Councillors March, Dawlings and Mackonochie then presented the response on behalf 

of the Cabinet and in each case the committee asked further questions. 

The committee then heard from Visiting Members, Councillors Holden, Fairweather, 

McDermott and Bailey. 

The committee debated a number of issues and had the opportunity to satisfy itself of 

all the facts of the matter. The Committee decided by a majority to take no further 

action. 

Call-In and Urgency (Waiving Call-In) 

The Chairman of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee has the power to waive call-in 

prior to the decision being made if any delay in implementing the decision would 

seriously prejudice the Council’s or the public’s interest. 

Reasons for waiving call-in must be set out in the associated report prior to a decision 

being made. Use of the procedure is also reported to the next meeting of Full Council 

to ensure transparency and maintain oversight of the powers. 

Call-in has been waived on the following occasions: 

Spending of Woodham Hall, Hawkhurst Affordable Housing 

Commuted Sum 

On 26 February 2020, the commuted sum of £104,000, held by the Council in lieu of 

on-site affordable housing at Woodham Hall development in Hawkhurst (planning 

reference 16/500797/FULL), was used to subsidise Town and Country Housing (TCH) 

in the provision of social rented homes at Land East of Heart-n-Oak Road, Hawkhurst 

(planning reference 18/02165/FULL). 

The reason the matter was urgent was that TCH and the developer, Millwood Homes, 

were ready to exchange and complete contracts to provide seven social rented units. 

However, TCH could only continue where there was approval for the commuted sum, 

which was the subsidy for providing the units at the lower social housing rent as 

opposed to affordable rent. With approximately 950 households waiting for social 

housing, any delay in implementing the decision could result in the contract not being 

secured between the two parties. 

Council Tax Reduction Scheme (Covid-19) 

In response to the Covid19 pandemic the Government made several changes to the 

welfare system and made further funding available to the Council to assist low-income 

working-age households in receipt of Council Tax Support. On 14 April 2020, the 
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Director of Finance, Policy and Development sought to: a) exercise discretionary 

powers to provide all recipients of working age Council Tax Support during the 

financial year 2020-21 with a further reduction in their annual Council Tax bill of up to 

£150; b) to recalculate the Council Tax Support for 2020-21 to reflect the increase to 

the Universal Credit standard allowance and Working Tax Credit basic element; and c) 

to amend the Council Tax Hardship Policy to provide additional support for self-

employed people. 

Given the immediate impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and desire to implement 

additional support at the earliest opportunity, any delay would have seriously 

prejudiced the Council’s and/or the public’s interest. 

Affordable Housing Commuted Sums – Former Council 

Offices in Cranbrook 

On 25 June 2020, the Council transferred £263,000 of Section 106 contributions from 

the former Council Offices in Cranbrook to the former Kent and Sussex hospital 

contribution earmarked for the provision of affordable housing in the Parish of 

Cranbrook. 

The transfer of money ensured that the timescales for the Section 106 contributions 

for the former Council Offices in Cranbrook were fulfilled and the money was retained 

to provide affordable housing in the Borough. Delay in making the transfer would have 

resulted in loss of the funds. 

Renovation of Three Properties on Crescent Road for 

Affordable Housing 

On 3 December 2020, the Cabinet authorised the spending of £205,000 from Homes 

England and a further £310,000 of Section 106 funding to renovate three council 

owned properties on Crescent Road, Royal Tunbridge Wells. The renovated 

properties would subsequently provide six temporary self-contained flats for people 

recovering from rough sleeping where comprehensive support could be provided. 

Delay in progressing the renovation would seriously prejudice the Council’s ability to 

retain the grant funding which could jeopardise the scheme. 

Amelia Scott Construction Delay 

On 11 March 2021 Cabinet considered a largely confidential report concerning 

recently reported delays to the Amelia Scott project. The recommendations of that 

report are still exempt from public disclosure as they relate to live contractual matters 

but were deemed sufficiently urgent that delay would seriously prejudice the Council’s 

and the public interest.  
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However, the Chairman of Overview and Scrutiny requested an additional meeting of 

the Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 12 March 2020 to discuss the Amelia Scott 

project more broadly, and to call the lead Officer, the Director of Change and 

Communities, to give evidence to the meeting. 

Other Urgency Procedures 

The Chairman of Overview and Scrutiny also has responsibility for authorising the use 

of urgency procedures, such as waiving the notice periods or bypassing usual 

decision-making processes, where there is a clear and justifiable need and where 

delay would be prejudicial to the public interest. 

The use of any such urgency procedures is reported to the next available meeting of 

Full Council to ensure transparency and maintain oversight of the use of the powers. 

Other Urgency Procedures were used on the following occasions: 

Discretionary Test and Trace Support Scheme 

On Monday 05 October 2020, the Council published a decision by the Portfolio Holder 

for Finance and Governance to agree a policy for spending the Government’s Test 

and Trace Support Payment Discretionary Scheme. 

Although the policy involved the spending of grant monies and was therefore budget 

neutral the new funding was technically outside the Council’s existing budget and 

policy framework. Such a decision can usually only be taken by Full Council unless the 

urgency procedure is applied. 

The Chairman of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee was consulted, in accordance 

with Budget and Policy Framework Procedure Rule 5.1 and agreed that the matter 

was urgent and that it was not practical to convene a quorate meeting of Full Council. 

This decision was also subject to the Call-in and Urgency procedure. Call-In was 

waived as delay in implementing the scheme would have delayed payment to 

claimants. 

National Restrictions Business Grants Scheme 

On Tuesday 17 November 2020, the Council published a decision by the Portfolio 

Holder for Culture, Leisure and Economic Development and the Portfolio Holder for 

Finance and Governance to agree a policy for the spending of the Government’s 

Additional Restrictions Grant. 

As above, the policy involved the spending of grant monies and was therefore budget 

neutral, however, the new funding was technically outside the Council’s existing 

budget and policy framework. 
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Again, the Chairman of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee was consulted, in 

accordance with Budget and Policy Framework Procedure Rule 5.1 and agreed that 

the matter was urgent and that it was not practical to convene a quorate meeting of 

Full Council. 

This decision was also subject to the Call-in and Urgency procedure. Call-In was 

waived as delay in implementing the scheme would have delayed payment to 

claimants. 

Covid-19 

When the Covid-19 pandemic started in the UK around March 2020 the Council as a 

Category 1 responder switched into emergency mode. All public meetings, including 

the Overview and Scrutiny Committee scheduled for 6 April 2020, were cancelled. 

Following an initial period of adjustment, meetings resumed and from June 2020 the 

Committee assumed the role of the Cabinet Advisory Boards to maintain scrutiny 

under reduced resources. Additional meetings were arranged and some existing 

meetings were rescheduled to more closely align with the Cabinet decision-making 

cycle. Between June 2020 and October 2020 all Cabinet reports were pre-scrutinised 

by the Committee and recommendations provided to the Cabinet. 

Additionally, the Committee received regular updates from, and provided oversight of, 

the recently formed Covid-19 Panel, a cross-party group established to provide 

member involvement in the fast-changing emergency response. Updates were 

provided either by the Chief Executive or the Chairman of the Committee who also 

attended the Covid-19 Panel meetings. 

Work on the Committee’s Task and Finish Groups and the regular cycle of Portfolio 

Holder updates were suspended during this time. 

Relative normality was restored around October 2020. 

Overview (pre and post Covid-19) 

The Overview and Scrutiny Committee may investigate any functions of the Council 

and make recommendations for change. Throughout the reporting period, outside the 

emergency response period, the Committee received presentations from officers and 

examined the following topics. 

Further details of the committee’s considerations are set out in the minutes of the 

relevant meeting. 
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Budget 

This reporting period has covered two annual budget setting processes, coming to 

committee on 18 November 2019 and 18 January 2021 ahead of the respective 

Cabinet and Full Council meeting dates. 

On each occasion the committee received a thorough presentation from the senior 

finance officers and debated a wide variety of issues, a process which ultimately 

contributed to the Council setting a balanced budget for 2020-21 and mitigating the 

worse effects of the Covid-19 pandemic in the budget for 2021-22. 

Calverley Square 

Throughout the reporting period until the cancellation of the project in November 2019, 

the committee received regular update reports from senior officers. 

The committee was instrumental in ensuring the decision on whether to progress the 

project was deferred to Full Council. 

It also referred concerns with the reporting of the project’s risk reports to the Audit and 

Governance Committee to which the Chairman of the Audit and Governance 

Committee subsequently confirmed that the External Auditor was happy with the 

information it had available. 

Council Working Parties 

Monson Road / Public Realm Cross-Party Working Group 

The committee received an update on 18 November 2019 from the Working Group 

which was set up to consider the impact of the Mount Pleasant public realm works 

following a petition from concerned business owners. Letters had been delivered to 

businesses affected by the works but the offer of assistance to apply for a Rates 

reduction had not been widely taken up.  

Climate Emergency Cross-Party Working Group 

The committee received an update, also on 18 November 2019, from the Working 

Group set up following the declaration by Full Council of a climate emergency. The 

working party would be conducting a carbon audit of the Council’s operations to find 

possible reductions and options for a Citizens’ Assembly were being considered. 
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Civic Complex Cross-Party Working Group 

The Working Group was set up to consider options for the four sites that made up the 

current civic complex following the cancellation of the Calverley Square project and 

the immediate next steps. The committee received a briefing on 18 November 2019 

ahead of a report to be considered by Full Council in December 2019. 

Portfolio Holder Updates 

The Committee meets with the Cabinet members throughout the year to discuss plans 

and progress made towards the Council’s priorities. The Committee is keen to 

understand from the Portfolio Holder their ambitions and how those ambitions will be 

achieved. The meetings are as much an opportunity for the Portfolio Holder to engage 

with the Committee as for the Committee to scrutinise the Portfolio Holder. 

Details of the full Portfolio Holder statements are set out in the agendas for the 

respective meetings as set out below. Considerations of the committee and any 

recommendations are included in the minutes of said meetings. 

10 June 2019 – Planning and Transportation (Councillor McDermott) 

7 October 2019 – Property, Major Projects and Strategic Engagement (Councillor 

Scott) 

18 November 2019 – Finance and Governance (Councillor Dawlings) 

20 January 2020 – Culture, Leisure and Economic Development (Councillor March) 

23 November 2020 – Finance and Governance (Councillor Dawlings) 

18 January 2021 – Sustainability (Councillor Bailey) 

29 March 2021 – Communities and Wellbeing (Councillor Mackonochie) 

Project RAG Statuses 

The committee received a briefing from officers in August 2019 on the project 

management processes employed by the Council. The committee learnt about the 

permanent Project Management Office, which coordinated all ongoing projects with a 

flexible structure depending on the nature of the project, and the common Red-Amber-

Green (RAG) project status reporting system which was distinct from the RAG rating 

used in risk management. The committee recommended that status reports be more 

widely available and Programme Board meetings should include member 

representatives. 
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Tunbridge Wells Property Holdings Ltd 

The committee received a briefing from officers in October 2019 on the company 

established by the Council in 2015 to manage and maintain Council owned property. 

The company was run on commercial terms to obtain a rental return of 3% which 

would be paid to the Council. The Council would retain the freehold of any properties 

for which a lease was granted to the company. 

Five-Year Plan Update 

The Committee debated a report received in November 2020 outlining the proposed 

process for updating the Five-Year Plan. The Borough had changed significantly, and 

more time was needed to adjust to the still emerging situation. 

Task and Finish Groups (TFGs) 

The reporting period started with two Task and Finish Groups being carried over from 

previous years. A further Group was established in November 2020 in response to a 

Full Council motion to examine the extent of poverty in the Borough. 

Parks and Gardens Maintenance Contract 

The Parks and Gardens Maintenance Contract TFG was established to feed into the 

emerging tender process for a new Grounds Maintenance contract. The Group 

reviewed the sites to be included in the contract and sought views on aspects to be 

considered when the contract went to tender. 

The Group was closed in January 2020 with responsibility for tendering the contract 

passing to the Cabinet. It was recommended that consultation with stakeholders and a 

focus on a quality services be a key priority for the tender process. 

Consultation and Engagement 

The Consultation and Engagement TFG was established to consider ways of 

improving engagement between the Council and residents. The Group initially focused 

on examining best practice in other authorities and early indications on the potential 

for digital solutions. Continued limitations in the Council’s budget had led to erosion of 

previous engagement opportunities, dedicated consultation platforms and in-person 

‘Ward Walks’ had been phased out for more cost-effective options. Work was 

suspended in March 2020 in response to Covid-19. A review of the Group was 

undertaken in October 2020, when business resumed, and the Committee 

subsequently noted the Group’s recommendation in November 2020 to suspend work 

for the time being. 
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Poverty 

At its meeting on 26 February 2020 the Full Council resolved to refer a motion on 

poverty to the Overview and Scrutiny Committee. The motion sought to undertake an 

analysis of the extent of poverty in the top ten most deprived areas of the Borough. It 

was intended that this work would inform the Council how it could help lift more people 

out of poverty. The work of the Committee was immediately halted in March 2020 in 

response to the Covid-19 pandemic. Work was restarted in October 2020, Terms of 

Reference were drafted and approved in November 2020. 

Updates were provided to the committee in January and March 2021 where it was 

agreed to pause during the election period and resume in the new municipal year. 


