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LOCAL AUTHORITY REMOTE MEETINGS – COUNCIL’S RESPONSE 
TO CALL FOR EVIDENCE AND ANCILLARY MATTERS 

 

Ward: Borough wide  
 
1. Summary 

 
1.1 To agree the Council’s response to the Government’s call for evidence on the 

pros and cons of making permanent, arrangements for local authorities to meet 
remotely, including in hybrid format and to consider matters ancillary thereto. 
 

2. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
2.1  That, for the reasons outlined in para. 3.7 of the report, the Council confirms 

an on-going appetite for making permanent, the continuation of remote 
meetings and hybrid meetings, where some individuals attend in person and 
others remotely. 

 
2.2  That, subject to Member input, the response to the Government’s call for 

evidence as set out in Appendix A to the report, be endorsed as the Council’s 
formal response.   
 

2.3  That, for the reasons outlined in para. 3.10 of the report, the use of webcasting 
facilities to raise the Council’s e-democracy and activities’ profile be considered 
and if agreed, that the Chief Officer and Director of Corporate Services, be 
authorised: 
 
(a) in consultation with the Leader of the Council, to agree the specification; 
(b) to seek quotations in accordance with Contract Standing Orders and 

award the contract. 
 

 
3. Background and Discussion 

 
3.1. Schedule 12 of the Local Government Act 1972 sets out the rules for 

holding local authority meetings. The legislation is clear that all those 
taking part in a meeting should be physically present in the place where 
the meeting is taking place. 

 
3.2. In response to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Coronavirus Act 2020 and 

the Local Authorities and Police and Crime Panels (Coronavirus) 
(Flexibility of Local Authority and Police and Crime Panel Meetings) 
(England and Wales) Regulations 2020 were implemented. 

 
3.3. The 2020 Regulations provided ‘ for persons to attend, speak at, vote in, 

or otherwise participate in, local authority meetings without all of the 
persons, or without any of the persons, being together in the same 
place’. This provision was limited in application to local authority 
meetings required to be held, or held, before 7 May 2021. 
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3.4. In October 2020, the Local Government Association, the Centre for 
Governance and Scrutiny and the National Association of Local Councils  
wrote to the Secretary of State asking for the powers to be extended to 
meetings held on or after 7 May 2021. The Secretary of State declined 
to promote primary legislation for this purpose, due to pressure on the 
Government's legislative programme. 
 

3.5. Legal proceedings were issued by Hertfordshire County Council, 
Lawyers in Local Government and the Association of Democratic 
Services Officers seeking declarations that local authorities have power 
other than under the 2020 Regulations to hold Member meetings 
remotely, either wholly or partly.  

 
In a judgement1 delivered on 28 April 2021, the High Court held that 
following the lapse of the 2020 Regulations powers on 6 May 2021, 
primary legislation will be required to allow local authority meetings 
under the 1972 Act to take place remotely. The High Court further held 
that meetings must take place at a single, specified geographical 
location; attending a meeting at such a location means physically going 
to it; and being ‘present’ at such a meeting involves physical presence 
at that location. 
 
There will be no appeal against the judgement. 
 
On 4 May 2021, the High Court determined a subsidiary issue - whether 
a meeting that is required by the 1972 Act to take place in person is 
‘open to the public’ or ‘held in public’, if the only means by which the 
public are permitted to access it are remote. 
 
Given the High Court’s earlier decision that a meeting involves 
participants gathering to meet face-to-face at a designated physical 
location and ‘attending’ a meeting involves physically going to that 
location, the High Court on the subsidiary issue, has held that a 
requirement that the meeting is to be ‘open to the public’ or ‘held in 
public’ means that members of the public must be admitted in person to 
the place where the meeting is being held, subject to any continuing 
Government/public health guidance restricting the numbers of members 
of the public who should be admitted to local authority meetings (see 
para. 3.9 below). 
 
The decision does not prevent a local authority from broadcasting or live 
streaming some or all of its meetings, so as to allow wider public access 
(see para.3.10 below). However, doing so on its own does not satisfy the 
requirement for the meeting to be ‘open to the public’ or ‘held in public’.  
 

3.6. The Government’s call for evidence seeks to gather evidence (pros and 
cons) from local authorities about their experience on the use of the 

                                            
1
Hertfordshire County Council and others v Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government [2021] 

EWHC 1093 (Admin) (28 April 2021) 
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arrangements for local authorities to meet remotely or in hybrid format. 
The closing date for the submission of responses is 17 June 2021. 

 
3.7. The Government made clear during the High Court hearing that it wished 

to give local authorities the option to hold meetings remotely.  The LGA’s 
and local authorities’ focus is now on legislative solutions and the call for 
evidence to inform an evidence base to support new legislation on 
remote and hybrid meetings. 
 

3.8. The [Council’s] draft response (yellow highlighted for ease of reference) 
to the call for evidence is as set out in Appendix A to the report.  In 
summary, it is recommended that, for the reasons outlined below, the 
Council confirms an on-going appetite for making permanent, the 
continuation of remote meetings and hybrid meetings, where some 
individuals attend in person and others remotely: 

 

 the protection of vulnerable participants; 

 increased democratic participation i.e. increased Councillor 
attendance at meetings and interest by the public in watching 
meetings via YouTube, resulting in a positive impact on the 
transparency of the decision making process; 

 reduction in carbon emissions associated with travelling to/from 
meetings; 

 positive impact on those with the protected characteristics e.g. age 
or disability which may prevent individuals from attending in person 
meetings and for individuals with work/domestic and/or caring 
responsibilities and on maternity leave. 

 
Having spent a year on remote Zoom meetings, Members will be aware 
of the change in dynamics of holding such meetings. Some Members 
have found the change in dynamics ‘challenging: 

 

 there is no direct interaction with the public at remote meetings, 
unless they are direct participants; 

 remote meetings provide less opportunity for interactions between 
Members; 

 bandwidth limitations; 

 difficulties with adapting to new technology. 
 

Moving forward, such ‘challenges could be mitigated by hybrid meetings 
and training to develop new skills to reap the perceived benefits from 
holding hybrid meetings and remote meetings and investment in 
technology (see para. 3.10. below). 
 
Whether or not the Government will follow the lead of the Welsh 
Government and bring forward the necessary legislation to permit local 
authorities to hold some meetings remotely and some in-person, will no 
doubt be influenced by the submissions that are received to its call for 
evidence on remote meeting arrangements and the merits of making 
these permanent in whole or in part. 
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3.9. Duty of care - Under the Government’s ‘Roadmap Step 3‘ (from 17 May 
2021), organised indoor meetings are now permitted. The Council must 
have regard to the Government’s ‘COVID-19: Guidance for the safe use 
of council buildings’ and the completion of an additional risk assessment.  

 
The risk assessment has been completed. The following precautionary 
measures have been identified:  

 

 desks in the Council Chamber to be separated to enable social 
distancing; 

 hand sanitiser to be provided at the entrance to the Chamber; 

 face masks to be worn by all attending the meeting unless exempt; 

 Members and Officers to be encouraged to undertake a test before 
attending the meeting;  

 windows to be opened to allow ventilation; 

 the number of public allowed to attend to be restricted to ensure 
adequate social distancing can be maintained; 

 an officer to be on the door to the Chamber to ensure social 
distancing whilst Members are queuing to get in; 

 all desks and touch points to be cleaned after the meeting. 
 
With appropriate mitigations in place, by Step 4 (21 June 2021), the 
Government aims to remove all legal limits on social contact and enable 
all events above the Step 3 capacity restrictions to go ahead. 

  
3.10. Technological development 
 

The Government’s call for evidence raises the possibility that there may 
be a change in legislation to allow for remote and hybrid meetings in the 
future.   
 
The Council’s use of Zoom and YouTube for virtual meetings 
represented a significant step forward in ensuring that the process of 
local government is both transparent and accessible to the public and 
helping people to engage with the decisions that affect their lives and 
community. 
 
Although the Council had a relatively successful year using Zoom and 
YouTube, the continued use of these platforms in their current form will 
not support hybrid meetings, as the technology to allow individual 
attendance is not suited to multiple attendees in the same location - 
additionally each remote meeting requires considerable support to set 
up and run. 
 
Technological development such as webcasting (a live or recorded 
transmission of a video on the internet), offering the potential for remote 
and hybrid meetings and improving how local authorities engage with 
their communities has existed for some time. This is clearly of 
significance to Members, as there are benefits for the Council and a 
potential for improved public engagement in the democratic process as 
outlined below: 
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Benefits for the Council: 
 

o legislation permitting, a step towards hybrid attendance at meetings, 
which will allow Members to attend meetings from a location which is 
convenient to them; 

o access to agendas and presentations on screen; 
o provides an incentive for higher Member attendance, engagement and 

conduct at meetings; 
o an effective means of communicating to Officers and other Members 

key information and decisions; 
o a useful part of Member induction and training; 
o opportunities for Members to learn good practice from peer 

observation and inform potential candidates about their role to 
encourage democratic renewal; 

o fewer press enquiries as journalists can now watch broadcasts rather 
than ask for quotes; 

o a reduced need for space for the public at popular or controversial 
meetings; 

o provides a record of the meeting which can supplement minutes and 
protect against any misleading use of ‘edited highlights’ by anyone 
filming the meeting; 

o equipment and meeting rooms can be used for purposes other than 
committees, such as staff training and inter authority meetings; 

o implementing leading edge technology enhances the Council’s 
reputation as a forward thinking and innovative authority. 
 
Engagement and transparency: 
 

o more open and transparent governance and accountability; 
o improved public engagement in and understanding of decision making; 
o easier public access to meetings minimising travel and allowing more 

flexible viewing times; 
o will facilitate the understanding of the overview and scrutiny function by 

the public; 
o the public can access the agenda and presentations made at the 

meeting as well as see the meeting footage; 
o provides good ‘PR’ for the Council. 
 

The webcasting of meetings and decisions would represent a significant 
step forward in ensuring that the process of local government is both 
transparent and accessible to the public. As local authorities enter one 
of the most challenging periods for local government, the active 
broadcasting of how decisions are made will play a vitally important role 
in helping to ensure public trust in the Council’s democratic process. 
 
In summary - webcasting is a tool for e-democracy but not limited to 
formal meetings and as such can deliver excellent value for money in 
other areas of Council activity including: 
 

 events 



CABINET  
27 MAY 2021 

 

PMKS/Cabinet Reports/Remote Meetings and Call for Evidence 

 internal and external briefings 
 promotional content  
 training content 

 
Should Members agree to the use of webcasting facilities to improve and 
broaden its e-democracy and activities’ profile, the Council will need to 
completely re-evaluate its current technical situation, in particular in the 
Chamber and meeting room B12, where there are no facilities to allow 
Members to join hybrid meetings as a group. The audio conference 
element in both rooms will need to be replaced, by a multi-camera and 
audio solution that will allow Members to be seen individually for the 
benefit of remote attendees during a hybrid meeting, with suitable audio 
for support, as the Phillips solution currently in place is no longer 
supported and will not interface with webcast camera controllers. 
 
The use of webcasting facilities will be supported by local 
procedures/guidance to cover for example the potential impact of 
technology failure on decision-making, lack of quorum etc. 
 
It is important for the Council to ensure that the needs of any disabled 
individuals are taken into account when considering the practicality of a 
remotely attended meeting e.g. the use of live captioning such as 
Communication Access Real-Time Translation, to ensure accessibility 
and inclusion for/to people who are deaf or hard of hearing. 
 
There will clearly be a need to provide appropriate training for Members 
and Officers, both to familiarise them with the requirements of the 
technology and to cover the practical issues involved. 
 
Although the adaptation of the webcasting technology will be relatively 
straightforward to allow for remote attendees, observers and hybrid 
meetings, the main costs are that of equipment, whether purchased or 
hired. The cost of purchasing the equipment is £57K plus the annual 
licence and support costs of £14500.  The financial implications are 
discussed in para. 5 of the report.  
 

4. Relationship to the Corporate Plan 
 

A Council performing strongly -Transparency in Decision Making: The 
decisions taken by the Council will be made in an open and transparent 
manner through the Council’s governance framework. The Council will 
be accountable for the decisions it makes and how taxpayers’ money is 
spent. 

 
5. Financial, legal, staffing and other implications and risk assessments* 
 

Financial Implications The capital cost of £57k can be met from 
reserves. The ongoing support cost of £14.5k 
can also be met from reserves in the first year but 
moving forward, a corresponding saving will 
need to be found 
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Legal Implications 

 

As discussed in the body of the report 

Staffing Implications Increased IT support for the setup, initialisation 
and duration of the meetings and increased level 
of support to individual Members, by Democratic 
Services 

Administrative 
Implications 

See staffing implications above  

Risk Assessment Covid-19- as discussed in the body of the report 

Webcasting - the expenditure is justifiable if the 
benefits of the technology can be realised. The 
biggest risk the project faces is not leveraging the 
technology to its full extent and therefore not 
getting value for money from the expenditure  

 
6. Details of Exempt Information Category 
 

 Not applicable. 
 
7. Appendices 
 

Appendix A – Draft [Council] Response to the Local Authority Remote 
Meetings - Call For Evidence 
 

BACKGROUND PAPERS 
 

Documents consulted Date / 
File Ref 

Report Author Section and 
Directorate 

Exempt 
Information 
Category 
 

  Marie Kelly-Stone Legal 
Services 
Corporate 
Services 
Directorate 

N/A 
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APPENDIX A 

 
Questions 

The government would like to gather evidence about the use of the 
arrangements that make express provision for local authorities to meet 
remotely or in hybrid format during the coronavirus pandemic, including the 
arrangements that existed for Scottish Authorities prior to the pandemic. 

 
Q1. Generally speaking, how well do you feel the current remote meetings 
arrangements work? 

 
 Very Well
 Well
 Neither well nor poorly
 Poorly
 Very Poorly
 Unsure

 
While the powers in section 78 of the Coronavirus Act were brought in 
specifically to help local authorities in England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
deal with the challenges of holding meetings during the coronavirus 
pandemic, the government would also like to hear from interested parties 
about the pros and cons of making permanent express provision, in whole 
or in part, for local authorities in England. 

 

The Borough Council has seen an increased attendance at meetings by 
Councillors. There has also been an increased level of interest/attendance 
by local residents during 2020/21 compared to previous years. Prior to the 
pandemic, attendance by local residents was largely at regulatory 
committees e.g. planning, licensing and at other meetings where a 
particularly high profile or controversial issue was being considered. Since 
the introduction of remote meetings in 2020, the Council has seen an interest 
in watching meetings via YouTube), which has resulted in a positive impact 
on the transparency of its decision making processes. 

 
Q2. Generally speaking, do you think local authorities in England should 
have the express ability to hold at least some meetings remotely on a 
permanent basis? 

 
 Yes
 No

 Unsure

 
Beyond having express provision to avoid face-to-face meetings during the 
coronavirus pandemic, we are aware of feedback from local authorities about 
additional benefits of being able to hold remote meetings including, but not 
limited to, the environmental and cost benefits of reduced travel, increased 
participation from local residents, and the potential to attract more diverse 
local authority members. We are keen to obtain representative views on the 
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benefits of remote meetings and would particularly welcome any quantitative 
evidence to support these views. 

 
Local Authorities should be given the flexibility (supported by statutory 
guidance) to hold remote meetings, including any hybrid meeting 
arrangement, appropriate to their local needs. It should be a matter for each 
local authority to decide which meetings (if any) it wishes to hold remotely. 
Allowing the flexibility to hold remote meetings does not compel any 
individual local authority to do so if they consider it inappropriate in their local 
area, but it will allow those that do, to make local choices for their area. 

 
Local authority standing orders can determine which types of meetings can be 
attended remotely. In the first instance, practical issues might dictate that the 
number of meetings which could enjoy this facility would be quite limited, 
though over time, it would be hoped that the number of meetings where remote 
attendance were possible would increase. 

 
Q3. What do you think are some of the benefits of the remote meetings 
arrangements? Please select all that apply. 

 
 More accessible for local authority members
 Reduction in travel time for councillors
 Meetings more easily accessed by local residents
 Greater transparency for local authority meetings
 Documents (e.g. minutes, agendas, supporting papers) are more 

accessible to local residents and others online

 Easier to chair meetings in an orderly fashion

 A virtual format promotes greater equality in speaking time during 
meetings

 I do not think there are any benefits to remote meetings

 Other (please specify) - reduction in carbon emissions associated with 
travelling to/from meetings and a positive impact on those with the 
protected characteristics e.g. age or disability which may prevent 
individuals from attending physical meetings and for individuals with 
caring responsibilities and on maternity leave. 

 
In their representations to us, many local authorities have referenced the 
cost savings they have achieved through implementing remote meetings, 
particularly regarding a reduction in travel expenses and accommodation 
costs. 

 
For example, one upper tier authority has reported that running meetings 
remotely has enabled them to save in the order of £6,000 per month through 
reduced travel expenses. We would be interested to receive more 
quantitative data about the cost savings that have been achieved, including 
any estimates of the comparative cost of running a remote meeting versus a 
face-to-face meeting. 

 
Q4. (For local authorities only) Have you seen a reduction in costs since 
implementing remote meetings in your authority? 
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 Yes
 No

 Unsure

 
Some local authorities have also made reference to the difficulty that some 
members have had with the remote meeting format, particularly in relation to 
the difficulties in managing misconduct, the challenges of working with 
unfamiliar software, and technological issues caused by a poor internet 
connection. We are keen to obtain representative views on the 
disadvantages of remote meetings and would particularly welcome any 
quantitative evidence to support these views. 

 
Q5. What do you think are some of the disadvantages of the remote meetings 
arrangements, and do you have any suggestions for how they could be 
mitigated/overcome? Please select all that apply. 

 
 It is harder for members to talk to one another informally
 Meetings are less accessible for local authority members or local 

residents who have a poor-quality internet connection

 Meetings are less accessible for local authority members or local 
residents who are unfamiliar with video conferencing/technology

 There is less opportunity for local residents to speak or ask questions
 Some find it more difficult to read documents online than in a physical 

format
 Debate is restricted by the remote format
 It is more difficult to provide effective opposition or scrutiny in a remote 

format
 It is more difficult to chair meetings in an orderly fashion

 Virtual meetings can be more easily dominated by individual speakers
 It might enable democratically elected members to live and 

perform their duties outside their local area on a permanent 
basis, therefore detaching them from the communities they 
serve

 It may create too substantial a division between the way national 
democracy (e.g. in the House of Commons) and local democracy is 
conducted

 I do not think there are any disadvantages to remote meetings
 Other (please specify) 

 
The government considers that there are also many advantages of holding 
meetings face-to- face. For example, physical meetings provide numerous 
opportunities for local authority members to speak with one another 
informally and build alliances, as well as to encounter local residents in the 
flesh and listen to their concerns in person. 

 
Additionally, some members have referenced the vast improvement in the 
quality of debate when there is a lively atmosphere and they are able to make 
full use of their oratory skills to persuade and influence others. Some may 
consider remote meetings stifling and that physical meetings are essential to 
effective democracy and scrutiny. 
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Allowing local authorities the flexibility to hold remote meetings would also 
allow hybrid meetings to be facilitated, so all of the above potential 
disadvantages could be overcome. 
 
See the response to Q2. 
 
Q6. What do you think are some of the main advantages of holding face-to-
face meetings, as opposed to remote meetings? 

 
If express provision for remote meetings were made permanent, it might be 
preferable for the government to constrain the meetings or circumstances in 
which remote meetings can be held to ensure that effective democracy and 
scrutiny can still take place. 

 
There are some occasions, for example, where a remote meeting format may 
be seen as more appropriate, such as for smaller sub-committees, meetings 
convened at short notice, or for meetings where attendees are drawn from a 
large geographical area i.e. for some joint committees, combined authorities 
and large rural authorities. On the other hand, there are occasions where a 
remote meeting format may be viewed as less appropriate, for example larger 
meetings involving Full Council or an authority’s Annual Meeting. 

 
The advantages of in person meetings: 
 
• Building strong relationships; 
• Building emotional relationships; 
• Being more focused and productive; 
• Clearly communicating decisions; 
• Making focusing easier. 
 
Q7. If permanent arrangements were to be made for local authorities in 
England, for which meetings do you think they should have the option to hold 
remote meetings? 

 
 For all meetings
 For most meetings with a few exceptions (please specify)
 Only for some meetings (please specify)
 I think local authorities should be able to decide for themselves 

which meetings they should have the option to meet remotely
 I do not think local authorities should have the option to hold remote 

meetings for any meetings
 Unsure

 
See the response to Q2. 
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Q8. If permanent arrangements were to be made for local authorities in 
England, in which circumstances do you think local authorities should have 
the option to hold remote meetings? 

 
 In any circumstances

 Only in extenuating circumstances where a meeting cannot be 
held face-to-face or some members would be unable to attend 
(e.g. severe weather events, coronavirus restrictions)

 I think local authorities should be able to decide for themselves 
which circumstances they should have the option to meet remotely

 I do not think local authorities should have the option to hold remote 
meetings under any circumstances

 Other (please specify)
 Unsure

 
See the response to Q2 
 
While local authorities have risen magnificently to the challenge of ensuring 
vital council business continues by conducting meetings remotely during 
these unprecedented times, there may be concerns that, if the arrangements 
were to made permanent, a situation could arise where remote meetings 
arrangements were used by a ruling party to avoid effective scrutiny or abuse 
the power in some other way. 

 
Q9. Would you have any concerns if local authorities in England were 
given the power to decide for themselves which meetings, and in what 
circumstances, they have the option to hold remote meetings? 

 
 Yes
 No – should be a matter of local discretion – see the response to Q2. 
 Unsure

 
Q10. If yes, do you have any suggestions for how your concerns could be 
mitigated/overcome? 

 
In deciding whether and how remote meetings arrangements may be made 
permanent for local authorities in England, the government needs to ensure 
that it has due regard to the Public Sector Equality Duty. In particular, the 
government would need to avoid unlawfully discriminating (either directly or 
indirectly) against individuals with a protected characteristic, and also 
consider whether the arrangements advance equality of opportunity or help 
to foster good relations between those who share a protected characteristic 
and those who do not. 

 
Many local authorities have spoken of the potential benefits that remote 
meetings could have for members or potential members with disabilities or 
young families. However, there are also those for whom remote meetings 
could pose additional difficulties, for example those with hearing or visual 
impairments or those more likely to struggle with the technology. 

 
We are keen to consider views on these aspects of remote meetings and 
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would particularly welcome any quantitative evidence to support views 
provided. 

 
Not applicable 

 
Q11. In your view, would making express provision for English local authorities 
to meet remotely particularly benefit or disadvantage any individuals with 
protected characteristics e.g. those with disabilities or caring responsibilities? 
 

 Yes 
 No 
 Unsure 

 
Allowing local authorities the flexibility to meet remotely is more likely to 
benefit individuals with protected characteristics e.g. disabilities and those 
with young families, work/domestic/caring responsibilities and on maternity 
leave.  

 

It is important for local authorities to ensure that the needs of any disabled 
individuals are taken into account when considering the practicality of a 
remotely attended meeting e.g. the use of live captioning such as 
Communication Access Real-Time Translation provides accessibility and 
inclusion for/to people who are deaf or hard of hearing. 

 


