
Part 1 - Summary and Explanation

1.1 The Council’s Constitution

This Constitution sets out how the Council operates, how decisions are made and the 
procedures which are followed to ensure that these are efficient, transparent and 
accountable to local people. Some of these processes are required by the law, while 
others are a matter for the Council to determine.  

The Constitution contains 16 Articles in Part 2 which set out the basic rules governing 
the Council’s business. More detailed procedures and codes of practice are provided 
in separate rules and protocols at the end of this document.

1.2 What’s in the Constitution?

In Part 2, Article 1 commits the Council to ensuring that:

 Clear leadership is provided to the community in partnership with citizens, 
businesses and other organisations;

 Citizens are actively involved in decision making;

 Citizens are effectively represented by their Mayor and Councillors;

 The delivery of services to the community is improved;

 Decisions are taken efficiently and effectively;

 Decision-makers are clearly identifiable, that they explain the reasons for 
their decisions and can be held to public account.

Articles 2-16 explain the rights of citizens and how the key parts of the Council 
operate. These are:

• Members of the Council (Article 2)
• Citizens and the Council (Article 3)
• The Full Council (Article 4)
• The Speaker of the Council (Article 5)
• The Overview and Scrutiny Committee and Scrutiny Panels (Article 6)
• The Mayor and the Executive (Article 7) 
• Regulatory and other Committees (Article 8)
• The Standards Advisory Committee and the Code of Conduct for 

Members (Article 9)
• Local Strategic Partnership (Article 10)
• Joint Arrangements (Article 11)
• Officers (Article 12)



• Decision-Making (Article 13)
• Finance, Contracts and Legal Matters (Article 14)
• Review and Revision of the Constitution (Article 15)
• Suspension, Interpretation and Publication of the Constitution (Article 

16)

1.3 How the Council Operates

In October 2010 Tower Hamlets Council adopted a directly elected Mayoral form of 
Executive.  The Council is composed of a Mayor and 45 Councillors.  The Mayor is 
directly elected by the electors of the borough, normally for a four year term of 
office.    The Mayoral election will be held on the same day as the ordinary Council 
elections, at which Councillors are elected to represent each of the Wards within the 
borough every four years. Councillors are democratically accountable to residents of 
their Ward. The overriding duty of Councillors is to the whole community, but they 
have a special duty to their constituents, including those who did not vote for them. 
 
The Mayor and Councillors are together known as ‘Members’ of the Council.  
Members have to agree to follow a Code of Conduct to ensure high standards in the 
way they undertake their duties. The Council’s Standards Advisory Committee is 
responsible for advising Members on the Code of Conduct and ensuring that they 
receive training on the requirements of the Code, which they are required to 
observe in carrying out their duties and responsibilities as Members.

The Mayor and all Councillors meet together at the full Council meeting. Meetings of 
the Council are normally open to the public. Here Councillors decide the Council’s 
overall policies and set the budget each year. The Council appoints annually an 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee, Regulatory Committees, a Standards Advisory 
Committee, and other statutory, advisory and consultative bodies.  The Mayor in 
turn appoints a Deputy Mayor and other Cabinet Members.

From 17 December 2014 to 31 March 2017, the Council is subject to Directions made 
by the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government under Section 15 
of the Local Government Act 1999 which mean that certain decisions of the Council 
will be taken by Commissioners appointed by the Secretary of State instead of by the 
Mayor or the General Purposes Committee of the Council. The DCLG Commissioners 
also have powers to regulate certain decisions of the Council. A copy of the 
Directions of 17 December 2014, 29 April 2015 and 16 January 2017 is an appendix 
to this Part of the Constitution.

1.4 How Decisions are Made

The Executive is the part of the Council’s structure which is responsible for most day 
to day decisions.  The Executive is made up of the Mayor and between two and nine 
Councillors appointed by the Mayor.  The Mayor and other Executive Members meet 
together as the ‘Cabinet’. The Mayor is responsible for the Council’s main executive 
decision-making powers and the overall delivery of Council services.



The other executive decision-making bodies are:

 the King George’s Field Charity Board to the administer the affairs of the King 
George's Field, Mile End charity of which the Council is the sole trustee; and

 the Grants Determination Sub-Committee.

When Key decisions are to be discussed or made, these must be published in 
advance, in so far as they can be anticipated. If these Key decisions are to be 
discussed with Council officers at a meeting of the Cabinet, the King George’s Field 
Charity Board, or the Grants Determination Sub-Committee this will generally be 
open for the public to attend, except where personal or confidential matters are 
being discussed.

The Health and Wellbeing Board is a statutory committee under the provisions of 
Health and Social Care Act 2012 but does have certain executive functions and if this 
Board is making a Key decision then this will published in advance and the meeting 
generally is open for the public to attend, except where personal or confidential 
matters are being discussed.

The Executive including both the King George’s Field Charity Board and the Grants 
Determination Sub-Committee have to make decisions that are in line with the 
Council’s Budget and Policy Framework. If it wishes to make a decision that is outside 
the Budget and Policy framework, this must be referred to the full Council to decide.

1.5 Dispute Resolution 

Only the Council can agree the Authority’s budget for the year and the specified 
plans and strategies that are included in the Budget and Policy Framework.  The 
Mayor and Executive will make proposals to the Council in relation to the budget and 
those plans and strategies, for adoption by the Council.  If the Council does not agree 
with those proposals of the Mayor/Executive, a dispute resolution process applies as 
follows:-

Where the Council wishes to amend the Executive’s proposals it may, by a majority 
vote, send the budget, plan or strategy back to the Executive, who must consider 
whether or not to make any amendments before re-submitting the item to the 
Council.  

When the item is re-submitted, if the Council still wishes to amend the proposals, it 
can do so providing there are at least two-thirds of the Councillors present and 
voting at the meeting in favour of the amendment(s).  Where a two-thirds majority 
in favour of the Council’s amendment(s) is not achieved, then the Executive’s 
proposals stand agreed and shall be deemed to be adopted by the Authority.
    
1.6 Overview and Scrutiny

There is an Overview and Scrutiny Committee which is established to review or 
scrutinize decisions of the Executive and conduct reviews into functions which are 



the responsibility of the Executive.  The Overview and Scrutiny Committee may 
appoint Scrutiny Panels from time to time to carry out individual reviews.  This 
Committee and Panels support the work of the Executive and the Council as a whole. 
They allow citizens to have a greater say in Council matters by holding investigations 
in public into matters of local concern. These lead to reports and recommendations 
which advise the Executive and the Council as a whole on its policies, budget and 
service delivery. 

The Overview and Scrutiny Committee has a strategic and co-ordinating role over 
the scrutiny function and also monitors the decisions of the Mayor and Executive. 
The Committee may advise the Executive of key issues/questions that should be 
considered in relation to reports due to be considered by the Executive.  In most 
cases it can also ‘call-in’ a decision that has been made by the Mayor or Executive 
but not yet implemented. This enables the Committee to consider whether the 
decision is appropriate. It may recommend that the decision be reconsidered. 

1.7 The Council’s Staff

The Council has people working for it (called ‘officers’) to give advice, implement 
decisions and manage the day-to-day delivery of its services. Some officers have a 
specific duty to ensure that the Council acts within the law and uses its resources 
wisely. All employees are subject to a Code of Conduct and a Protocol governs the 
relationships between Members and officers of the Council.

1.8 Citizens’ Rights

Citizens have a number of rights in their dealings with the Council. These are 
explained further in Article 3. Some of these are legal rights, whilst others depend on 
the Council’s own processes.

Where members of the public use specific Council services, for example as a parent 
of a school pupil or as an occupier of Council land or premises, they have additional 
rights. These are not covered in this Constitution.

Citizens have various general rights, such as to:

- vote at Mayoral and Council elections if they are eligible and registered;

- contact the Mayor or their local Councillor about any matters of concern to 
them;

- obtain a copy of the Constitution;

- attend formal meetings of the Council, the Cabinet and Committees/ Sub-
Committees/ Panels except where, for example, personal or confidential 
matters are being discussed;



- present petitions which may be permitted to address the Council, the Cabinet, 
Scrutiny or Regulatory Committees, participate in the Council’s question time 
and contribute to investigations by the Scrutiny Panels;

- speak in favour or against applications for planning consent or the granting of 
licenses by the Development or Licensing Committees;

- find out what Key Decisions are to be decided by the Mayor, Cabinet, Executive 
Committees/ Sub-Committees, Executive Members or officers, and when;

- see unrestricted reports and associated background papers and any published 
record of decisions made by the Council, the Mayor/Cabinet, Executive 
Committees/ Sub-Committees, or Executive Member;

- participate in the Tower Hamlets Partnership and consultative mechanisms or 
service user groups, if selected or appointed to do so;

- complain to the Council about Council services, action or inaction which concern 
them, for the matter to be investigated under the Council’s complaints 
processes;

- complain to the Local Government Ombudsman if they think the Council has not 
followed its procedures properly. However, they should only do this after using 
the Council’s own complaints processes.

- complain to the Council’s Monitoring Officer if they have evidence which they 
think shows that the Mayor or a Councillor has not followed the Council’s Code 
of Conduct for Members; 

- raise a public interest concern with the Council’s Monitoring Officer if they have 
evidence which they think shows malpractice, wrongdoing, illegality or risk in 
the Council and which is not appropriate for consideration under another 
Council procedure; and

- examine the Council’s accounts when open for inspection and make their views 
known to the external auditor.

The Council welcomes participation by its citizens in its work. Details of the rights of 
citizens to inspect agendas and reports and attend meetings are available at the 
Town Hall, together with copies of any documents available for inspection or on the 
Councils website www.towerhamlets.gov.uk

http://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/


APPENDIX TO PART 1
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