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SHREWSBURY TOWN COUNCIL 
 FINANCE & GENERAL PURPOSE COMMITTEE 

12 APRIL 2021 
 

Officer:  Helen Ball – Town Clerk 
 

FUTURE COUNCIL MEETINGS 
 
 
 

Purpose of Report 
 
To provide an update to the Committee since the last report on Future Council Meetings at the March 
meeting of Full Council and the Council’s subsequent delegation of decision making to this Committee 
 
To consider a way of proceeding with Council Meetings 
 

Full Council Report 
 
The Town Clerk’s report to Full Council is appended to this report. 
 
At the meeting Council resolved to delegate the decision making to this Committee once the outcome of 
the High Court Decision and the Parliamentary Debate on extending the Coronavirus Act was known. 
 

High Court Proceedings 
 
The Association of Democratic Service Officers, Lawyers in Local Government and Hertfordshire County 
Council (supported by the Local Government Association and the National Association of Local Councils) 
have sought permission to seek a declaration as to the currency of Schedule 12 Local Government Act 1972 
with regards to holding virtual meetings. 
 
All parties have been granted permission to proceed with the claim and the High Court has agreed to 
decide the case by the end of April.  See statement below: 
 

ADSO and LLG (along with Hertfordshire County Council) have received permission to expedite our claim for 

a declaration in the High Court which will provide certainty for local authorities on whether they can continue 

to hold meetings remotely past the 6th May 2021 deadline, due to the expiry of the Local Authorities and 

Police and Crime Panels (Coronavirus) (Flexibility of Local Authority Police and Crime Panel Meetings) 

(England and Wales) Regulations (No.392). 

On 23rd March 2021, a hearing was held at which the court issued directions for the matter to proceed within 

a timeline which will ensure the case will be decided before the end of April. 

LLG and ADSO have built a strong case and remain optimistic that the outcome of the proceedings will result 

in a favourable outcome for local authorities to have local choice and flexibility, as to when they want to use 

remote meetings. We are however, encouraging authorities to make contingency arrangements to ensure 

they are well placed to continue decision making from 7th May onwards in the event the outcome does not 

support our objectives. 

When the hearing date has been confirmed, we will issue a further press release to confirm this. 

  

At the time of writing this report no date had been set for the hearing. 
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Coronavirus Act 2020 
 
On 25th March Parliament debated and agreed to extend the provisions of the Coronavirus act for a further 
6 months beyond 7 May 2021.  However, in a letter from the Local Government Minister (see attached) 
sent to all Council Leaders, Government has made it clear that Virtual Council Meetings Regulations would 
not be extended.  Reference was also made to the revised guidance for the safe use of Council Buildings 
 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-
buildings/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings 
 
This decisions has beet met with huge disappointment by all national bodies supporting local government 
 
Local Government Association 
 
“Holding face to face council meetings, with supporting staff, could easily involve up to 200 people 
in one room even before adding in members of the public and reporters. This is likely to be a 
significant challenge with councils, for example, having to source larger venues in order to be able 
to host meetings with social distancing measures in place, such as full council meetings which will 
need to be held following the May local elections." 

Responding to the announcement that emergency legislation allowing virtual council meetings will 
not be extended, Cllr James Jamieson, Chairman of the Local Government Association, said: 

“This decision is extremely disappointing. The Government’s own roadmap out of lockdown states 
that indoor gatherings or events - organised by a business, charity, public body or similar 
organisation - cannot be organised until May 17 at the earliest. Yet councils will be unable to hold 
remote meetings from May 7. MPs will retain the right to participate remotely until at least June 21 
but the powers-that-be in the House of Commons will not make time available to legislate for 
councillors to do the same. 

“The case is clear for the ability for councils to continue to be able to hold meetings flexibly. We 
urge the Government to reverse this decision and not force councils to have to hold COVID-19 
secure face-to-face council meetings until all restrictions are lifted. 

“Holding face to face council meetings, with supporting staff, could easily involve up to 200 people 
in one room even before adding in members of the public and reporters. This is likely to be a 
significant challenge with councils, for example, having to source larger venues in order to be able 
to host meetings with social distancing measures in place, such as full council meetings which will 
need to be held following the May local elections. 

“This also risks damaging the gains seen in public participation in remote council meetings during 
the pandemic and our vital local democratic process. 

“Left with no choice, Lawyers in Local Government, the Association of Democratic Services and 
Hertfordshire County Council have made an application to the Courts to declare that councils 
already have the powers needed to hold online meetings. The LGA will be providing support in 
these proceedings as the representative body for councils.” 

 
 
 
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings
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National Association of Local Councils 
 
The secretary of state for Housing, Communities and Local Government, Robert Jenrick MP, has 
written to council leaders about remote meetings to confirm the government has considered the 
case for extending legislation very carefully and has concluded that it is not possible to bring 
forward emergency legislation on this issue at this time. 

The chairman of the National Association of Local Councils, Cllr Sue Baxter, has responded to 
express her disappointment, as has the Local Government Association (LGA) in their statement. 

Following this confirmation, the government has also updated the guidance on the safe use of 
council buildings which aims to help councils operate safely and securely, including using 
existing powers to reduce the number of face-to-face meetings deemed necessary. NALC has not 
been involved or consulted on the update to this guidance and will be working with county officers 
to assess the new advice and provide feedback to the government. 

The government has also published a 12-week call for evidence about how remote meetings 
have been used, this is to inform any potential future legislation regarding their use beyond the 
coronavirus pandemic. Local councils are strongly urged to respond to the call for evidence. NALC 
will also be responding as part of ongoing engagement with the government and other key 
stakeholders such as the LGA. 

As part of its lobbying on remote meetings, NALC is also supporting the application by 
Hertfordshire County Council, Lawyers in Local Government and Association of Democratic 
Services Officers to the court for a declaration. This will continue despite the government’s 
decision and is expected to be determined before the end of April. 

 
County Councils Network 
 
Last night, the government announced that emergency legislation allowing for council 
meetings to be held remotely will not be renewed. 

This means that local authority meetings will have to be face-to-face from May 7. 

Below, the County Councils Network responds. 

Cllr David Williams, chairman of the County Councils Network, said: 
“The government’s decision to not extend emergency legislation allowing for virtual meetings to 
take place after May 7 is deeply disappointing considering the success of remote meetings, and it 
poses a number of challenges for county authorities. 
“We have concerns over whether face-to-face council meetings can be done safely at this present 
time. Some council chambers will not have enough room to sufficiently distance officers, 
councillors, members of the public, and journalists and in order to do so, councils will need to look 
at other venues.  It also risks democratic participation at a time when interest in local matters is 
particularly high. 
“The decision is illogical when you bear in mind the government’s own guidance stipulates that 
indoor events cannot be organised until May 17 at the earliest. 
“My authority, Hertfordshire County Council, working with Lawyers in Local Government, and the 
Association of Democratic Services has made a legal application to the courts to declare that 
councils already have powers needed to hold remote meetings on the basis of contemporary 
interpretations of terms in the Local Government Act 1972. The County Councils Network and the 
Local Government Association will be supporting in these matters.” 

 
 
 
 

https://twitter.com/suejbaxter/status/1375195713345306624?s=20
https://twitter.com/suejbaxter/status/1375195713345306624?s=20
https://twitter.com/LGANews/status/1375178685079302148?s=20
https://twitter.com/LGANews/status/1375178685079302148?s=20
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence
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ADSO & LLG 
 

The letter to Council Leaders from Luke Hall MP received yesterday (25 th March 2021)  does not 

change the need for our court hearing, in fact if anything, it makes the need for it more pressing. 

Councils are already actively considering the options the minister has suggested, including looking 

at alternative larger meeting venues at significant extra cost. 

The proposal to delegate significant decisions to officers is likely to be viewed as undermining 

democratic accountability due to the fact that such decisions are not subject to direct member 

involvement. Given the circumstances authorities find themselves in due to the imminent loss of 

virtual meeting provision, they now face unpalatable decisions, which include restricting member 

attendance and a reduction in members roles in decision making, whilst attempting to keep the 

machinery of local government moving. 

We remain fully committed to presenting our case at the High Court Hearing timetabled to be heard 

before the end of April 2021. 

 

Local Authority Remote Meetings: Call for Evidence 
 
On the same day as announcing it was not intending to extend the Virtual Meetings regulations, 
Government issued a Call for Evidence on the use of remote meetings: 
 
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence/local-
authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence 
 
Members may wish to consider the following draft answers 
 
Shrewsbury Town Council sets out its experiences in holding virtual Meetings 
 

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 

Shrewsbury Town Council held its first Virtual Full Council Meeting on 18th May 2020 and have held bi-
monthly meetings of Council ensuring business was continued through extended Officer Delegation.  
From October the Standing Committees were re-introduced virtually and members took back delegation 
of business.  The Standing Committees have worked exceptionally well and in some case have worked 
better than physical meetings. 

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. 

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? 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence/local-authority-remote-meetings-call-for-evidence
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• Yes 
• No 
• Unsure 

Shrewsbury Town Council see the benefits of giving the power to local authorities to be able to hold at 
least some meetings remotely on a permanent basis.  The Council would keep to holding the 6 meetings 
a year of Full Council physically and the Standing Committees remotely. 

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 benefits of remote meetings and would particularly welcome any 
quantitative evidence to support these views. 

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 – Chairman would probably say that chairing virtual 

meetings is intense, keeping an eye of 16 other Councillors and the Chat Box – but the Town 
Council has developed a really good regime that all Councillors engage well with 

• 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) 

o Reduction in travel time for Officers 
o Reduction in unnecessary printing of papers 
o Increased Councillor attendance 
o Increased Public attendance 
o Increase in Public Questions asked 
o Increase in Press attendance – one of the reporters recently was tweeting that she was 

able to log onto Shrewsbury TC meeting at 6.00pm and Oswestry TC meeting at 7.30pm 
(thereby covering the two largest Town Council’s in Shropshire which are 20 miles apart 
on the same night) 

o Increase in visitors either requesting or accepting requests to speak – This has included 
Police attendance; Specialist speakers on big subjects like criminal exploitation, 
combined sewer outflows; greater engagement with planning applicants and attendance 
of greater calibre representatives (as an example one of the Directors of Aldi logged onto 
a Planning Committee meeting where it would be unlikely the case him attending a 
physical meeting) 

o Engendered greater team work between elected members and officers 

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. 
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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? 

• Yes 
• No 
• Unsure 

Shrewsbury Town Council has not witnessed huge reductions in costs as it only has 17 Councillors.  Since  
Lockdown none have issued a mileage claim and officer mileage claims have reduced by upwards of 50%.  
This has made a significant reduction in grey mileage from a carbon neutrality point of view. 

All of our agenda papers are now on line and links are sent to Councillors.  Had we still been required to 
print off hard copies, that would have amounted to 18,784 sheets to be copied.  Whilst a huge 
environmental cost, any financial costs has probably been outweighed by the level of officer support 
needed to service virtual meetings. 

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 – members have used the chat function 
well 

• Meetings are less accessible for local authority members or local residents who have a poor-quality 
internet connection – we have experienced very few occasions when members have not been 
able to access due to poor quality internet connection 

• Meetings are less accessible for local authority members or local residents who are unfamiliar with 
video conferencing/technology – members have become quite proficient at Microsoft Teams & 
Zoom.  We have a significant number who are twin hatters and as such have a unitary Teams 
account and a Town Council Teams account.  They proficiently flit between the two. 

• There is less opportunity for local residents to speak or ask questions – we have had more 
questions asked during virtual meetings than the year previously with physical meetings 

• Some find it more difficult to read documents online than in a physical format – members access 
all paper reports from the website and a few days before the meeting they are sent an 
amalgamated version of the agenda with reports for ease of following 

• Debate is restricted by the remote format – those who wish to speak do and notify the Chairman 
using the chat function 

• It is more difficult to provide effective opposition or scrutiny in a remote format – scrutiny and 
challenge continues in virtual meetings 

• It is more difficult to chair meetings in an orderly fashion – they are very draining and require 
significant concentration, but that is overcome by having good rules in place 
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• Virtual meetings can be more easily dominated by individual speakers – members use the chat 
function to inform the chairman.  We have not witnessed any domination. 

• 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 – as far as 
we are aware all members have continued to reside in their homes and have all continued to 
engage with 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 – does any difference between local and national 
democracy affect decision making?  It could be argued that given MPs are allowed to log into 
parliamentary debate virtually and local councillors from 7th May can’t, there is already a division 

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

o Loss of post meeting downtime – travelling home after council meetings was a period for 
reflection, now we just switch off the computer and move on, which often results in brain 
processing later 

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. 

Q6. What do you think are some of the main advantages of holding face-to-face meetings, as opposed to 
remote meetings? 

• Opportunities for engagement between members and the public and members and officers 

• Opportunities for socialising 

• Opportunities to uphold the customs and practices of an area – In Shrewsbury Town Council’s 
case Mayor Making, which the formal Annual Meeting of Council is deep rooted in Mayoral 
history  

Much of the above are the reasons why Shrewsbury Town Council would wish to seek opportunities 
where some meetings can be physical whilst others are virtual. 

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. 
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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 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 

Shrewsbury Town Council would agree that some meetings do lend themselves best to physical meetings 
than virtual meetings, but is there really any requirement to prescribe which meetings they should be.  
Surely the authority would be best placed to decide. 

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 

Shrewsbury Town Council would agree that some meetings do lend themselves best to physical meetings 
than virtual meetings, but is there really any requirement to prescribe which meetings they should be.  
Surely the authority would be best placed to decide. 

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 
• Unsure 

Shrewsbury Town Council members represent one political party or another and the Council operates a 
Mayor and Leader arrangement similar to many of the other larger town councils.  We have however 
seen during the current times a greater willingness amongst the party leaders to work collaboratively so 
there has not been any avoidance of scrutiny or abuse of power. 
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Q10. If yes, do you have any suggestions for how your concerns could be mitigated/overcome? 

Would a possible suggestion be to have some write of call-in to a physical meeting on a matter 

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 would particularly welcome any 
quantitative evidence to support views provided. 

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 

 
 
Ability to hold Physical Meetings locally 
 
As reported to Full Councils, the Town Councils meeting room options are not open to them as both 
Shirehall and Guildhall are not accepting external bookings.  Provisional booking has been made with 
Theatre Severn for Annual Council on the 17th May with the Grange being a backstop.  That said, the revised 
Guidance is likely to preclude the Grange due to the fact that the meeting would need to be broadcast live 
so that the public can continue to watch the meetings remotely and Wi-Fi capability is extremely limited.  
Officers are looking for other options and will be able to report back to this meeting. 
 
Recommendations 
 

1. As soon after the Elections as possible a private meeting of the Councillors (they take office from 
10th May ) be convened to update on the proposed arrangements for Council Meetings.  This 
should also include details of arrangements for signing Declarations of Acceptance of Officer & 
Registers of Members’ Interests. 

 
2. Annual Meeting of Council be convened physically on 17th May at the theatre (this subject to Tier 2 

of the Lockdown Roadmap being implemented) physically to formally approve the new governance 
of the Council, including the membership and chairmanship of Standing Committees.  The meeting 
shall be broadcast on teams live so that (i) Councillors and Officers can take part where it is not safe 
for them to be present and (ii) the public can view proceedings. 
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3. With effect from 7th May 2021 until it is safe to do so the Town Clerk shall have delegated authority 

to make decisions on behalf of the Council where such decision cannot reasonably be deferred and 
must be made in order to comply with a commercial or statutory deadline.  This will be carried out 
where possible by consultation with members by electronic means or telephone.  The Town Clerk 
will further consult with and take note of the decisions of the Standing Committees of the Council 
which shall continue to meet virtually, the Mayor, Leader & Group Leaders for guidance as 
necessary.  The delegation does not extend to matters expressly reserved to the Council in 
legislation or in its Standing Orders or Financial Regulations.  Any decisions made under this 
delegation must be recorded in writing and must be published in accordance with the relevant 
regulations and ratified at the following Full Council Meetings, which shall also review such 
arrangements: 

• 28th June 

• 13th September 

• 8th November 

• 24th January  

• 21st March 
 

4. That Officers continue to look at alternative venues in line with the current Roadmap arrangements 
and the relevant COVID safe arrangements 
 

 


