Been asked to come to a Scrutiny Meeting?
Want to know more before you come?
This guide, in FAQ format, aims to help give you an idea of what to expect.
· This part of the website is for individuals and organisations contributing to scrutiny at Newham and particularly for those who have been asked, or who might wish to give evidence to a Scrutiny Commission.  The Commission’s are supported by a Council Officer known as a Scrutiny Manager who will also help.  
· Contact details:

The Overview and Scrutiny Unit

London Borough of Newham 

Newham Dockside, East Wing, Third Floor

1000 Dockside Road 

London, E16 2QU
Email: scrutinyteam@newham.gov.uk
The following topics are covered below:
· What does Overview and Scrutiny do?
· If I am invited to give evidence to the Commission, must I attend?
· What if I am already busy on the date of the Commission meeting?
· Will I have to give a presentation?
· What will I be asked?
· Can I stay for the rest of the meeting?
· Where are Scrutiny Commission meetings held and are they
· accessible?
· Who will be present at a Scrutiny Commission meeting?
· I’ve been asked to provide written evidence – what should I include?
· Providing evidence in writing would be difficult for me – can you help?
· Where and when should I send written evidence?
· What happens next to my written evidence?
· Can my written evidence be submitted anonymously to a
· Scrutiny Commission?
· Can I submit written evidence to a Scrutiny Commission without it being made available to the public?
· Can I speak if I just turn up at a Scrutiny Commission meeting?
· What happens after the meeting?


What does Overview and Scrutiny do?

In brief, Councillors who are not in the Cabinet carry out the overview and scrutiny function. These councillors sit on Scrutiny Commissions. They provide a check and balance to the Mayor and the Executive by scrutinising:
· the decisions and actions of the Mayor

· the performance of council services.

Scrutiny Commissions examine specific issues and make proposals to develop policies and improve services. This is where you can play your part.

If I am invited to give evidence to the Commission, must I attend?

Scrutiny Commissions can require the Mayor, Cabinet members and senior council officers to attend and give evidence. They can also require NHS professionals and some other public service representatives to attend, under health and other statutory scrutiny powers given to councils. However, there is no such statutory obligation on individuals or other organisations outside the Council.

Clearly if we invite you we would very much like you to attend and talk to the Commission. If you have been invited but are uncertain about attending, please do contact a Scrutiny Manager to discuss your concerns. If you are unavailable or reluctant to attend, you can nominate another person to come on your behalf, provided they are fully briefed on the issue. If you or a substitute cannot attend, please let us know.

Scrutiny Commissions often invite an organisation, rather than an individual, to give evidence. In this case, it is the organisation’s choice as to who would be the most appropriate person to attend.

What if I am already busy on the date of the Commission meeting?

It may be possible to find a mutually suitable date – the Scrutiny Manager will work with you to see if this can be done. However, if other meetings have no space or if your contribution belongs best with others on the same theme, then this may not be possible. In these circumstances, you can nominate another person to come on your behalf. Alternatively, the Commission might look at a written contribution from you and then return to you later if there is time or there are still matters to deal with. This is something you can discuss with the Scrutiny Manager.

Will I have to give a presentation?

Some Scrutiny Commissions welcome a short presentation by witnesses, whereas others prefer to get straight into questions and discussion, especially if they have read written evidence beforehand. If a presentation is required, we will tell you in advance. The Commission may simply want you to sit at the table with them and talk informally about your views and experiences. However, if you want to give a more formal presentation and there is time for you to do so, then, provided the chair of the Commission agrees in advance, that is also fine. We will need to know in advance what facilities you require so that they can be booked.

What will I be asked?

If you have already provided written evidence, the Commission will probably want you to go a little deeper into some of the points you have raised. But if the Commission is hearing from you for the first time, its members will probably want to ask you questions directly related to their terms of reference and drawing on the particular experiences they know you can provide. The Scrutiny Manager supporting the Commission will be able to advise you in either circumstance.

If you are giving a presentation, some time will be allocated for Commission members to ask you questions. These will usually focus on the information you have provided or draw on evidence submitted by other witnesses to the Commission. You should aim to respond to these if you feel comfortable doing so. If you cannot answer a question, or would prefer to check the answer and get back to the Commission, just explain this.

Can I stay for the rest of the meeting?

Commission meetings are held in public, so unless confidential matters are being discussed you are welcome to stay. Commissions will often hear from more than one set of witnesses at a single meeting, so it might be interesting to hear what others have to say.

Where are Scrutiny Commission meetings held and are they accessible?

Scrutiny Commission meetings normally take place in one of the Commission rooms in the Newham Town Hall, East Ham, E6 2RP.  Sometimes meetings can be held away from the Town Hall, for example in a community venue. We will provide location details in your invitation letter and they will also be at the top of any agenda papers you receive.

If you require special facilities or assistance, help is available on request. If you are disabled and require dedicated car parking spaces or assistance travelling to and from the meeting venue, please contact a Scrutiny Manager to discuss your needs. We will provide assistance wherever possible.

Who will be present at a Scrutiny Commission meeting?

As well as the Commission members (up to 11 councillors), there will be a Scrutiny Manager and sometimes other Council Officers present. Scrutiny Commission meetings are open to the public and members of the press may also be attending. All reasonable steps will be taken to make you feel comfortable when giving your evidence and assist you in any way we can to get your points across effectively.

I’ve been asked to provide written evidence – what should I include?
There are no fixed rules about what written evidence should look like or what it should include. But good practice has shown that written evidence works best if it:

· briefly introduces you or your organisation, perhaps stating your area of experience or expertise

· deals with matters within the scrutiny review’s terms of reference and answers any questions the review is asking

· is concise, accurate and avoids any jargon

· sets out factual information which the Commission might use to question other witnesses or draw conclusions from

· puts forward possible courses of action, if that is appropriate.

There is a limit to how much evidence can reasonably be included in agenda papers, and how much a Scrutiny Commission can absorb at any one time. So if you want to refer to additional material, such as published reports, leaflets, press articles, etc., please summarise in your evidence the points you want to make rather than leave other documents to stand on their own.

Providing evidence in writing would be difficult for me – can you help?

If you would find it difficult to provide evidence, whether through disability or otherwise, please contact us to discuss what assistance you require. We may be able to provide you with the help you need.

Where and when should I send written evidence?

The Scrutiny Manager making the necessary arrangements will usually advise on this.  You may have received a letter inviting you to submit evidence or have seen an article in a newspaper or on the Council’s website asking for contributions. If so, you should send your evidence to the address given and by the deadline stated. If you are uncertain, contact a member of the Scrutiny Team to find out when you need to send evidence in by. 
Written evidence can be:

· posted or delivered to;

The Overview and Scrutiny Unit

London Borough of Newham 
Newham Dockside, East Wing, Third Floor

1000 Dockside Road 
London, E16 2QU

· e-mailed to scrutinyteam@newham.gov.uk or to the relevant Scrutiny Manager  supporting the Scrutiny Commission– see the last page of this guide or the website for contact details.

Usually, written evidence needs to arrive well in advance of the date of the Commission meeting that will be looking at it (unless you have agreed a different timetable with the officers supporting the Commission).

What happens next to my written evidence?

Provided you tell us your name and address when you send in your evidence, we will record your submission and send you an acknowledgement letter.  The Scrutiny Manager will read your evidence to see how it relates to the Commission’s investigation. Usually it is then included in the agenda papers for consideration at a Scrutiny Commission meeting. 
You should note that being published as part of the agenda papers means your contribution will be made publicly available, and circulated to Commission members other interested parties and will be accessible to the public and press.

Sometimes your evidence may need to be handled differently. For example, if all or some of your evidence is outside the Commission’s terms of reference, we will contact you either:

· to explain why it does not fall within the Commission’s remit (and therefore cannot be put forward) or

· to discuss which are the relevant parts that can be put forward in an edited version.

Can my written evidence be submitted anonymously to a Scrutiny Commission?

Not generally, but if there are compelling reasons this may be possible – for example, a Scrutiny Manager may be able to work with you to produce an anonymised version of your evidence that can be submitted to the Commission.

Can I submit written evidence to a Scrutiny Commission without it being made available to the public?

Generally, all evidence considered by a Scrutiny Commission is made available to the public. However, if there are particular reasons why you want to give some or all of your evidence in private, contact a Scrutiny Manager at an early stage to discuss this.  
Certain types of evidence can be made ‘exempt’. This means that only the Commission members and some council officers would be able to see it. ‘Closed’ meetings considering exempt information can be held if necessary.  It is though always best to seek guidance from a Scrutiny Manager.
Can I speak if I just turn up at a Scrutiny Commission meeting?

Scrutiny meetings are held in public, so everyone is welcome to attend. However, not everyone who turns up will be able to speak, simply because of the limited time and number of meetings that are held.
Therefore, if anyone is present who wishes to speak but is not on the agenda, it will be up to the discretion of the Chair of the meeting if that person or group are given a chance to speak.  If you haven’t had a chance to speak, the Commission would still like to hear from you.  You can do this in a number of ways (see ‘How to get involved’) but if you talk to the Scrutiny Manager at the meeting they will help.
Scrutiny Commissions sometimes hold consultation activities as part of their evidence gathering for their investigations.  When the Commission scopes its investigation this consultation is programmed into the Commission’s work. You are welcome to contact the Scrutiny Team for details of the programmes of any scrutiny reviews currently being run on the above contact information.
What happens after the meeting?

About a week after the meeting, the Scrutiny Manager will send you a

copy of the minutes summarising the main arguments people made. The minutes may also quote some of the things that you said. The Commission agrees the minutes (with any necessary corrections) at the next meeting.

From the minutes you will also be able to identify any supplementary information asked for by members of the Commission so that you can send this to us, but we will in any event be in touch with you to discuss this. After the Commission has finished collecting all its evidence, it produces a report summarising its findings. The report makes recommendations for future action and acknowledges the source of all the written and oral evidence provided to the Commission.  The Mayor notes the report and asks the appropriate Executive Director to provide comments on the recommendations or proposals and a proposed response to the Scrutiny Commission, usually within six weeks. Once the response has been agreed, it is referred back to the next available meeting of the appropriate scrutiny body.

If any of the report’s recommendations are addressed to an external organisation, it will need to consider the report separately and reply accordingly.

We will send you, as a valued contributor to the Commission’s work, a copy of the final report with its recommendations, and let you know what has been agreed.

