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Report No. 
CSD21009 

London Borough of Bromley 
 

PART ONE - PUBLIC 
 
 

 

   

Decision Maker: EXECUTIVE, RESOURCES AND CONTRACTS  
PDS COMMITTEE 

Date:  6th January 2021 

Decision Type: Non-Urgent 
 

Non-Executive 
 

Non-Key 
 

Title: REVIEW OF VIRTUAL MEETING PROCEDURES 
 

Contact Officer: Graham Walton, Democratic Services Manager 
Tel. 020 8461 7743    E-mail:  graham.walton@bromley.gov.uk 

Chief Officer: Mark Bowen, Director of Corporate Services 

Ward: All Wards 

 
1. Reason for report 

1.1   The Executive, Resources and Contracts Policy Development and Scrutiny Committee 
requested a report reviewing the operation of virtual meeting arrangements for its January 
meeting. 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. RECOMMENDATION 

That the Committee notes the report and makes any recommendations it considers 
necessary to Council and/or the Leader. 
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Impact on Vulnerable Adults and Children 
 
1. Summary of Impact: Not Applicable  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Corporate Policy 
 

1. Policy Status: Existing Policy  
 

2. BBB Priority: Excellent Council  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Financial 
 

1. Cost of proposal: No Cost:  
 

2. Ongoing costs: Not Applicable:  
 

3. Budget head/performance centre: Democratic Services 
 

4. Total current budget for this head: £359,420 
 

5. Source of funding: Revenue Budget 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Personnel 
 

1. Number of staff (current and additional):   6 (5.67 fte) 
 

2. If from existing staff resources, number of staff hours:  Not Applicable  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Legal 
 

1. Legal Requirement: Statutory Requirement  
 

2. Call-in: Not Applicable:   
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Procurement 
 

1. Summary of Procurement Implications:  Not Applicable 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Customer Impact 
 

1. Estimated number of users/beneficiaries (current and projected):  It is a statutory requirement 
that members of the press and public should be able to attend Council and committee meetings 
– under the current regulations this can be achieved through Webex.  

________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Ward Councillor Views 
 

1. Have Ward Councillors been asked for comments? Not Applicable  
 

2. Summary of Ward Councillors comments:  Not Applicable 
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3. COMMENTARY 

3.1    Historically, local authorities have been unable to hold meetings other than face to face 
meetings. Given the impact of the regulations restricting movement and limiting the ability for 
people to leave their homes, the government passed primary and secondary legislation to 
enable virtual meetings to be held.   The Coronavirus Act 2020 set out the enabling powers 
which were taken forward through The Local Authorities and Police and Crime Panels 
(Coronavirus) (Flexibility of Local Authority and Police and Crime Panel Meetings) (England and 
Wales) Regulations 2020  The regulations are time limited and only apply to meetings taking 
place before 7th May 2021.  

 3.2  Government advised that the regulations were intended to help local authorities redeploy their 
resources to deal with the pandemic and ensure essential business continues whilst upholding 
democratic principles and protecting the health and safety of members, officers and the public in 
line with official public health guidance  In summary, the regulations:-  

 •  permitted remote access to meetings of local authorities by members of a local authority 
and by the press and public;  

 • enabled local authorities to hold and alter the frequency and occurrence of meetings 
without requirement for further notice;  

 • provided for members of local authorities to attend meetings remotely;  

 • modified existing legislative requirements for local authority meetings;  

 • dis-applied provisions requiring local authorities to hold annual meetings;  

 • modified legislation relating to public and press access to information relating to 
decisions made by local authorities to enable such access to be available through remote 
means.  

3.3   Special meetings of the Urgency Committee and the Executive were held on 19 March 2020, 
prior to the regulations coming into force, which set up emergency decision making 
arrangements. A special meeting of the Urgency Committee was held on 6th May 2020 (the first 
virtual meeting) to agree the arrangements for virtual meetings. Full details are set out in the 
reports and minutes of the various meetings. However, the key rules and protocols agreed are 
appended to the report for ease of reference – Appendix A. 

3.4    At the time, it was uncertain how long the emergency measures to control the pandemic would 
last. The technology being used to support virtual meetings had also limited testing in a live 
environment. The Urgency Committee requested a review of the arrangements by the end of 
June. By then, relatively few meetings had been held at Bromley. 

3.5    The Leader of the Council did make a statement to the July Council meeting which stated - 

 “I will go back to my answer, which is that the current operating arrangements are as set out 
within the Urgency Committee papers for the meetings held on 19th March and 6th May. The 
Council’s chief legal officer remains on a standing brief to advise me immediately were the 
government legislation to change permitting a return to the previous physical committee 
meeting system which I, for one, would prefer to see happen at the earliest possible safe 
opportunity. The chief legal officer’s latest advice has just been circulated for appending to this 
evening’s minutes.” (see Appendix D.)  
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 Responding to questions and comments from Councillors Dunn, Fawthrop, Wilkins, Jeal, 
Bennett, Kim Botting and Graham Arthur, the Leader repeated that he wanted to see a return to 
real meetings, and if necessary the numbers of Members attending the larger meetings could 
be reduced on a proportionate basis by agreement. He had pressed the borough’s three 
Conservative MPs to urge the Government to allow physical Council meetings.” 

3.6   This Committee also requested at its September meeting report be brought to this meeting to 
enable it to review the operation of the virtual meeting arrangements. 

 Government Regulation and Guidance 

3.7   At the time of writing, Bromley together with the rest of London, has moved into Tier 4 under The 
Health Protection (Coronavirus, Restrictions) (All Tiers and Obligations of Undertakings) 
(England) (Amendment) Regulations 2020. A key part of the regulations is designed to restrict 
gatherings of unconnected households or support bubbles and to ensure people, only leave 
home for permitted reasons.. There are exceptions for gatherings at work premises where risk 
and Covid prevention assessments have been undertaken. However the gathering should still  
be reasonably necessary for work purposes or for the provision of voluntary or charitable 
services.  
 

3.8   Our approach needs to be considered against the background of the Council being a public 
health authority with obligations to reduce the spread of the virus. 
 

3.9    Government guidance covering council meetings is contained in 2 documents – that dealing 
with Council buildings and that dealing with work generally. The substance hasn’t materially 
changed. The key extract reads - 

 
Steps that will usually be needed: 

1. Using remote working tools to avoid in-person meetings. 
2. Only necessary participants should physically attend meetings and should maintain 

social distancing (2m, or 1m with risk mitigation where 2m is not viable). 
3. Avoiding transmission during meetings, for example avoiding sharing pens, documents 

and other objects. 
4. Providing hand sanitiser in meeting rooms. 
5. Holding meetings outdoors or in well-ventilated rooms whenever possible. 

6. For areas where regular meetings take place, using floor signage to help people 

maintain social distancing. 
 

3.10  The guidance specifically on local authority operations reminds us that there are powers to still 
hold virtual meetings and taking all factors together, the expectation remains that we hold virtual 
meetings, until the regulations and guidance change. 
 
Conduct of Meetings since May 2020 

 
3.11  The Council moved to virtual meetings as soon as the arrangements were agreed and was one 

of the first Councils in the Country to hold a virtual Annual Meeting using the Webex platform 
(which we have continued to use for subsequent Council meetings).  Extended testing had been 
undertaken in the time available and officers would like to express appreciation for the 
contribution made by Cllr Gary Stevens in supporting testing arrangements. 

 
3.12  A focus was on ensuring that planning meetings, where public speaking is permitted, took 

place. Initially, officers operated under a broader delegation with member consultation over 
Webex. However, the first virtual Plans Sub-Committee meeting was held on 28th May 2020. 

 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/1611/made?utm_source=hootsuite&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=post
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/1611/made?utm_source=hootsuite&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=post
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/1611/made?utm_source=hootsuite&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=post
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3.13  Initially, only meetings of Executive, Resources and Contracts Policy Development and Scrutiny 
Committee were held. However, since the summer recess a full programme of scheduled 
scrutiny meetings has been held which have been supplemented by special meetings where 
necessary. 

 
3.14  Licensing Sub-Committee meetings, which involve participation by multiple parties, proved 

challenging. However, the first virtual Licensing Sub-Committee hearing was held on 24th June 
2020. 

 
3.15    When regulations started to relax before the Tier arrangements and second lockdown then a 

pilot hybrid meeting of the Pensions Investment  Sub-Committee was held in the Council 
Chamber. 

 
3.16  Appendix B covers details of all virtual meetings held to date and projected meetings for the 

remainder of the Council year. Members of the public have been able to log in to watch 
meetings in accordance with the regulations. Viewing figures are included where available (they 
were not kept from the outset as the priority was ensuring the meeting arrangements worked). 
However, the figures show a level of public engagement at least comparable to traditional 
meetings. Planning and Licensing meetings have had a consistently high virtual attendance. 
Other meetings have had good engagement where there are matters of interest. Unfortunately, 
meetings of this Committee haven`t attracted public interest yet – but that is not materially 
different from the position at traditional meetings. 
 

3.17  Oral replies to public questions were originally suspended. However, these can be restored for 
meetings held using Webex. 
 
Operation of Executive Decision Making 

 
3.18  Bromley has adopted the Leader and Cabinet model of Executive Governance specified in 

Section 9C (3) of the Local Government Act 2000 (as amended) (the Act). It falls to the Leader 
and not Council or any other body to determine how Executive functions are exercised under 
the Act. 

 
Section 9 D (2) of the Act provides that - 

 
“Subject to any provision made by this Act or by any enactment which is passed or made after 
the day on which this Act is passed, any function of the local authority which is not specified in 
regulations under subsection (3) is to be the responsibility of an executive of the authority 
under executive arrangements.” 

 
3.19  Section 9 E (2) provides that Executive decision may either be made at a meeting or by an 

individual.  Individual decisions may be made by the Leader, another member of the Executive - 
a Portfolio Holder, or by an officer of the Council. 3.20  Regulation 2 of the Local Authorities 
(Executive Arrangements) (Meetings and Access to Information) (England) Regulations 2012 
(the regulations) defines a “decision maker” in the following terms - 

 
“decision maker” means the decision-making body by which, or the individual by whom, an 
executive decision is made” 

 
Where a decision is made by an individual, there is no need to follow the procedure for a public 
meeting set out in Part 2 of those regulations, or the provisions in the 2020 regulations. 
Bromley`s Constitutional arrangements allow for individual decisions to be made by the Leader 
or Portfolio Holders.   
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3.20  The Council’s executive arrangements were revised to deal with issues arising from the 
pandemic and to facilitate decision making under The Local Authorities and Police and Crime 
Panels (Coronavirus) (Flexibility of Local Authority and Police and Crime Panel Meetings) 
(England and Wales) Regulations 2020. Under the Council’s Executive Procedure Coronavirus 
Period Rules - 

 
“The Leader may undertake all executive decisions personally, arrange for them to be 
undertaken by the Executive, a committee of the Executive or delegate decisions to a Portfolio 
Holder or an Officer.”  
 

Although not a statutory requirement, the presumption remains that save for exceptional cases 
or where a special virtual Executive or Portfolio Holder meeting is held, there will be pre--
decision scrutiny either at a virtual meeting or through other means. 

 
3.21  Since the summer recess when a full programme of virtual scrutiny meeting was reinstated all 

save a very small number of routine Portfolio Holder and Executive decisions have been taken 
following virtual pre-decision scrutiny at the relevant Policy development and Scrutiny 
Committee. 

 
3.22  The main difference to previous arrangements is that the Leader has taken decisions under the 

regulations after a Policy Development and Scrutiny Committee has endorsed the prospective 
decision. Virtual Executive meetings will be re-starting from 13 January 2021. 

 
3.23  Call-in remains under the temporary arrangements and one call-in was received which was 

dealt with at a virtual meeting. 
 

Webex v Teams v Zoom 
 
3.24  When the need for virtual meetings became apparent a platform was needed to be provided 

urgently to deliver meetings. Teams was still being rolled out with Windows 10, and 
unfortunately we could not secure support from Microsoft for Teams in a hybrid 
Windows7/Windows10 environment. At the time there were well-publicised security issues with 
Zoom. Webex was deemed to be more secure and gave the necessary functionality to allow 
broadcasting and the level of public participation needed for planning and licencing meetings 
without there being a risk of disruption or the meeting being “hijacked.” 

 
3.25  The Council has now migrated to Windows 10 so Teams is an option for virtual meetings. Work 

on Teams has shown that it will work well for closed meetings – i.e. those where only Members 
and Officers are participants. Third party software gives the same functionality as Webex to 
allow members of the public to view the meeting through live streaming. Unfortunally, public 
participation or live oral questions from members of the public would not be deliverable without 
risk of disruption to the meeting. 

 
3.26  Whilst it is difficult to give timescales for virtual meetings continuing, the present exemption will 

expire in May. Government has advised that if local authorities are able to return to face to face 
meetings, then legislating to allow hybrid or virtual meetings will not be a priority. We have the 
benefit of Webex licences for another 6 months. Therefore, Members may wish to give a view 
on a move to an alternative platform at this stage.  
  

Non-Applicable Sections: Impact on Vulnerable Adults and Children/Policy/ 
Financial/Legal/Procurement 

Background Documents: 
(Access via Contact Officer) 

Minutes of virtual meetings – 2020. 

 

https://local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/The%20Local%20Authorities%20and%20Police%20and%20Crime%20Panels%20%28Coronavirus%29%20%28Flexibility%20of%20Local%20Authority%20and%20Police%20and%20Crime%20Panel%20Meetings%29%20%28England%20and%20Wales%29%20Regulations%202020.pdf
https://local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/The%20Local%20Authorities%20and%20Police%20and%20Crime%20Panels%20%28Coronavirus%29%20%28Flexibility%20of%20Local%20Authority%20and%20Police%20and%20Crime%20Panel%20Meetings%29%20%28England%20and%20Wales%29%20Regulations%202020.pdf
https://local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/The%20Local%20Authorities%20and%20Police%20and%20Crime%20Panels%20%28Coronavirus%29%20%28Flexibility%20of%20Local%20Authority%20and%20Police%20and%20Crime%20Panel%20Meetings%29%20%28England%20and%20Wales%29%20Regulations%202020.pdf

