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Chair’s Foreword

The ambition of the Overview and Scrutiny Transparency Commission is to move Tower 
Hamlets Council forward to enable it to become a beacon council for openness, 
transparency and accountability. 

This agenda is paramount if the Council wants to regain the trust of our residents while 
turning around our reputation.

It was right for the cross-party committee, which holds the council and decision-makers to 
account, to establish a commission to begin this journey. Our goals and recommendations 
set out the building blocks needed. 

It has become clear we need to create an organisational culture, led by senior 
management and the Mayor, which values and presumes openness. I welcome the 
Mayor’s transparency protocol, and the commission’s recommendations enhance this 
work.

The challenges for the council in the coming years are unprecedented. We need to 
enhance the role of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee to support the council to meet 
these challenges, along with the requirements of the Best Value Improvement Plan.  

With this, transparent open data is essential for accountability, and providing access to 
our data can empower individuals, the media, civil society and businesses to achieve 
better outcomes for themselves and for our public services.

Tower Hamlets Council’s motto is ‘from great things to greater’. So let’s aspire to set the 
gold standard for local government transparency. 

I would like to thank everyone who supported and participated in our commission. 

Cllr John Pierce
Chair, Overview and Scrutiny Committee
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SUMMARY

Key Goals

 Make the council a beacon for openness, accountability and transparency by the 
end of 2017-18

 Enhance the role of Overview and Scrutiny to enable greater openness, 
accountability and transparency in 2016-17

 Publish all data by default wherever possible by the end of 2016-17.

Recommendations to achieve key goals

To make the council a beacon for openness, accountability and transparency by the end 
of 2017-18, the Commission recommends that:

1. The Mayor considers additions to his Transparency Protocol to include actions to 
create an organisational culture, led by senior management, which values and 
presumes openness. This should include explicit support for whistleblowing where 
it is appropriate. 

2. The Mayor extends his Transparency Protocol to include required conditions for 
the use of individual mayoral decisions.

3. The council implements a protocol governing the use of planning pre-committee 
briefings with applicants present, and includes materials used and any outcomes in 
reports to the development committees. 

4. The new process for deciding on the spending of planning contributions is open 
and transparent, and includes some resident involvement.

5. Information on spending of planning contributions is publicly and easily available 
delineated by ward, and sent to members, with regular progress reports to the 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

6. The council increases opportunities for community engagement in democratic 
processes, including by:

• Exploring holding committee meetings in a variety of venues more amenable to 
the public in different parts of the borough;
 

• Providing plain English summaries of items on upcoming committee agendas 
via the council’s existing communications channels, and reporting these 
afterwards;
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• Making Council and Cabinet webcasts viewable from the Council’s main social 
media accounts and on popular video hosting sites such as YouTube;

 
• Exploring options for remote and electronic participation in committee meetings, 

such as offering live streaming and tweeting, and allowing questions via social 
media;

• Enabling e-petitions on the council’s website; and

• Allowing the public to propose items for Overview and Scrutiny workplans.

7. The new Community Engagement Strategy, and changes planned under the 
Mayor’s Transparency Protocol to the consultation process for policy development 
and service change, takes account of the findings of the Commission’s 
consultation.

8. New localised consultation forums allow a key role for ward councillors.

9. Licensing and planning teams explore the feasibility of enabling the public to sign 
up to receive weekly email bulletins detailing applications received, consultation 
arrangements, and the status of existing applications, at ward level. They should 
also:

 Explore utilising social media and text alerts in relation to consultations; and
 Use plain English as far as possible in communications, and include guides 

to technical language that cannot be avoided.

To enhance the role of Overview and Scrutiny to enable greater openness, accountability 
and transparency in 2016-17, the Commission recommends that:

10.The council undertakes a full review of its Overview and Scrutiny arrangements, 
and amends these as necessary.

To publish all data by default wherever possible by the end of 2016-17, the Commission 
recommends that:

11.Officers undertake a full review of compliance with the requirements of the 
Local Government Transparency Code, and take any action required to secure 
this compliance on a regular basis. 
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12.Officers explore approaches to achieving three-star status for all relevant 
information required to be published by the Local Government Transparency Code 
(as applicable) within six to nine months; and assess the feasibility of achieving 
five-star status for different categories of data published by the council on an 
ongoing basis, in the longer term.

13.The Mayor’s Transparency Protocol is extended to include exploring the 
feasibility of publishing all of the information recommended in part 3 of the 
Local Government Transparency Code.

14. In the short term, the council develops a frequently-updated online hub of 
information accessible from the council homepage, including all information 
required by the Local Government Transparency Code, as well as additional 
categories of information suggested in the body of the Commission’s report.

15. In the longer term, the council explores the costs and benefits of regularly 
publishing all of its data, with exceptions, as recommended in the Local 
Government Transparency Code. 

16.Officers explore options to allow the public to access data published by the 
council via user-friendly, visually appealing and easily-navigated interfaces, 
using Redbridge DataShare and Bath:Hacked as benchmarks.
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INTRODUCTION

The previous Coalition Government made transparency a priority, with the view that in 
general it fosters democratic accountability, and makes it easier for local people to 
contribute to the local decision making process and help shape public services. For 
example, it can inform choice in those services and how they are run, and thereby drive 
improvements, as well as stimulating innovation and growth. 

This was manifested in a presumption in favour of making data freely available  – 
specifically, the factual data on which policy decisions are based and on which public 
services are assessed, or which is collected or generated in the course of public service 
delivery. This led to the development of a range of new policies, laws and regulations, 
including:
  

 The Local Government Transparency Code, which mandated local 
authorities to publish a number of open datasets (discussed in more detail in 
the body of this report);

 The Protection of Freedoms Act 2012, which expanded the right of access 
to information to a right for this to be made available as open data for reuse;

 An amended Reuse of Public Sector Information Regulation,  requiring 
public bodies to make information created under public task available for 
reuse and, whenever possible, under an open government licence in 
machine-readable formats;

  The Infrastructure for Spatial Information in the European Community 
(INSPIRE) Regulations (2009), which define how to publish and share 
spatial data among public sector organisations through a common Europe-
wide spatial data infrastructure.

Locally in Tower Hamlets, a lack of transparency was an issue identified in the Best Value 
inspection of the council in 2014, particularly in relation to decision-making on grants. 
While the specific problems highlighted in the inspection are being addressed through the 
council’s Best Value Action Plan, transparency was also a key theme of the recent local 
mayoral election, and it remains a matter of real interest and concern to local people.
  
Therefore, at its first meeting of the 2015-16 municipal year, the Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee decided its next three meetings would be focused primarily on this issue as a 
scrutiny review, with the full committee sitting as the Overview and Scrutiny Transparency 
Commission. This was seen as an opportunity for members from all political parties to 
work together to identify actions to help the council become more transparent. In 
addressing this, members considered different aspects of the issue, such as:

 how residents could be better informed about Council activity, processes and 
decisions;

 How members could be supported to make more transparent decisions; and
 How decision-makers could be held to account transparently.
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The Commission’s Scope is attached as Appendix A.

The Commission’s evidence-gathering sessions took place at the Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee meetings on 27th July, 7th September and 5th October 2015. Witnesses and 
information provided at these were as follows:

27th July

 Ted Jeory, journalist and local blogger, on his perspective on the transparency of 
the council  

 Mark Baynes, citizen journalist and blogger, on his perspective on the transparency 
of the council

 David Galpin, then-Service Head for Legal Services, and Ruth Dowden, 
Complaints and Information Manager, on freedom of information and transparency 
obligations

 Owen Whalley, Service Head for Planning and Building Control, and Paul 
Buckenham, Development Manager, on transparency in planning and development 
processes and decision-making

 David Tolley, Head of Consumer and Business Regulations Service, on 
transparency in licensing processes and decision-making.

7th September

 The Executive Mayor, John Biggs, on his plans for a Transparency Protocol
 Mike Brooks, senior reporter for the Docklands and East London Advertiser, on his 

perspective on the transparency of the council
 Aman Dalvi, Corporate Director for Development and Renewal; Owen Whalley, 

Service Head for Planning and Building Control; and Matthew Pullen, Infrastructure 
Planning Team Leader, on transparency in planning contributions processes and 
decision-making

 Louise Russell, Service Head for Corporate Strategy and Equality, on plans for a 
new Community Engagement Strategy

 John Williams, then-Service Head for Democratic Services, on transparency and 
engagement in democratic processes and decision-making

 Anna Finch-Smith, Employee Relations and Policy Manager, and Minesh Jani, 
Head of Risk Management, on whistleblowing

 Ed Hammond, Head of Programmes for the Centre for Public Scrutiny, on a 
national perspective on the overview and scrutiny function

5th October

 Lee Edwards, Chief ICT Officer for Redbridge Council, on Redbridge DataShare
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 Ben Unsworth, Data Solutions Engineer for Socrata Inc, on Socrata’s experience in 
working with governments and councils to help them share data

 Kerie Anne, Assistant Branch Secretary for Social Care, for Tower Hamlets 
UNISON

 Louise Russell, Service Head for Corporate Strategy and Equality, on interim 
results of the public consultation held by the Commission.

The Commission’s public consultation was held to gauge perceptions of council 
transparency in Tower Hamlets. The full consultation report, including details of the 
methodology used, is attached as Appendix B.

Other information considered by the Commission included:

 A paper on models of participatory and ward budgets by Cllr Peter Golds
 A written contribution from Cllr Oliur Rahman on behalf of the Independent Group, 

on proposals to improve council transparency
 A written submission from Unite on proposals to improve council transparency
 A written submission from Kelly Powell, Acting Deputy Head of Communications 

and Marketing, on how the Corporate Communications function can support 
transparency

 A written submission from Children’s Social Care officers in response to views 
expressed by UNISON in its presentation to the Commission

 An email from Prabhjot Babra, GIS Data Manager, on the publication of mapping 
data in open formats

 The terms of reference of the council’s Freedom of Information Board
 The Local Government Transparency Code 2015
 The Institute of Government’s 2011 report “Making the Most of Mayors”
 A note by the Local Government Association on its Local Transparency 

Programme
 A webinar by Socrata on the datastore they have built for Bath and North East 

Somerset.
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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

A Culture of Openness

In a large and complex organisation like a local authority, there are many different areas 
which transparency can be achieved and improved, and this report looks at some of these 
which were of particular interest to the Commission. However, an overall organisational 
culture which appreciates the importance of being open to the public, and views it as a 
desirable characteristic, is essential to accomplish these. It is also necessary if the council 
is to be well-equipped for the future, as the Local Government Transparency Code makes 
clear that the Government’s overall aspiration is for all council data to be made publicly 
available (with exceptions where necessary to protect vulnerable people or commercial 
and operational considerations)1.

In evidence, local journalists expressed the view that this attitude was not currently 
widespread in the council, and that in general there existed a presumption against 
disclosure. An example of this was the council’s willingness to classify reports as exempt 
from publication requirements on the grounds of commercial sensitivity - they felt that too 
little weight was given in such judgements to the right of the community to know the 
advice and information guiding decisions. 

UNISON also felt that the authority had proven too reluctant to share important 
information in the course of the 2014 Your Borough Your Voice public consultation. They 
felt that the public summaries of budget proposals had not been fully open about how 
service provision could be affected, and also expressed concern at the restrictions placed 
by management on how staff could discuss these proposals with service users. 

Views expressed in responses from the public to the Commission’s consultation echoed 
these general concerns. Most respondents felt that the council was not transparent and 
open about its activities, and that consultation was not undertaken in good faith, as the 
council had often already decided on a course of action and would disregard opposing 
views. The methodology used in this consultation means that these views cannot be 
interpreted as representative of the community generally, but they can provide a useful 
starting point for the council in seeking to create and maintain a culture which values 
openness, and strives to achieve it. 

In this respect, Tower Hamlets can learn from other authorities which have made strides 
in achieving greater transparency. The Commission heard from Redbridge Council, which 
has developed its own online application to share its data with the public; and from 
Socrata, an international data solutions company with its UK base in Tech City, which has 
partnered with other authorities and governments (in the UK and abroad) to help them 
achieve this. Both spoke of the importance of the authority’s leadership in embedding 
such a culture. At Redbridge, for example, the drive for achieving a high standard for 
open data came personally from the chief executive, who ensured that the corporate 
management team received regular progress reports on the rollout of the programme. 
This had led to all departments actively taking responsibility for publishing their own data. 

1 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/408386/150227_PUBLICATI
ON_Final_LGTC_2015.pdf (para 4).

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/408386/150227_PUBLICATION_Final_LGTC_2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/408386/150227_PUBLICATION_Final_LGTC_2015.pdf
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Socrata’s open data guide2 also identifies executive sponsorship as a key component of a 
successful open data programme, along with a dedicated policy.

The Mayor of Tower Hamlets has already made a clear commitment to achieving a more 
transparent council, with his Transparency Protocol articulating “a need for organisational 
culture change: away from a protective and defensive approach to one which recognises 
the importance of openness and engagement, and embraces the opportunities this will 
bring about”. This also sets out some useful practical actions to help achieve this, through 
communications, data publication, engagement activity and the council’s democratic 
processes.

The Commission is pleased that the Mayor has expressed a strong commitment to the 
value of transparency, and endorses his decision to launch a dedicated Protocol and 
action plan. However, it believes that the impact of these could be bolstered by including 
a focus on improving the culture within the organisation, and changing the attitudes of 
officers and managers towards sharing information with members and with the public. 
There are strong practical and moral arguments for a public sector organisation being 
open with the community, and staff should understand these and embrace transparency 
and accountability as a value of the organisation. Along with the commitment made by the 
Mayor, this requires the officer leadership of the council to set the tone for the whole 
council, lead by example, and ensure that the presumption is in favour of openness rather 
than secrecy, at all levels. 

As noted when it was considered at Cabinet, the Mayor’s Transparency Protocol provides 
a starting point for work to improve transparency, to be further developed by the 
Commission. Therefore, the Commission believes that the Mayor’s action plan should 
include another set of actions aimed specifically at achieving a culture of openness and 
attitudes which value transparency amongst officers. Leading by example should include 
ensuring that staff are fully aware of public consultations on proposals affecting their 
services. Other possible actions to consider may include adopting openness as one of the 
organisation’s core values; communicating the importance of public transparency in staff 
inductions; building transparency into team planning requirements; and ensuring that 
team and service managers communicate the importance of this through team meetings, 
and exemplify it in day-to-day operations. The Commission was pleased to note that the 
most recent staff conference in October 2015 included a presentation on the topic of 
transparency, which is a positive first step. 

A specific area where the culture of the organisation may need to change is the attitude 
towards whistleblowing by staff. UNISON brought to the Commission’s attention its 
concerns about the lack of protection provided to internal whistleblowers, and shared 
results from the 2014 “Health Check” of Tower Hamlets by the Government’s Social Work 
Task Force. This showed that only 26% of social work staff felt whistleblowing was safe, 
and almost a third of social work staff had such doubts about the protections in place that 
they would avoid whistleblowing altogether. These caused “serious concern” in the view 
of the Task Force, which identified the need for action to increase staff confidence in the 
council’s policy, with the involvement of trade unions.

2 
http://moderngov.towerhamlets.gov.uk/documents/s77339/Open%20Data%20perspective%20from%20Socr
ata.pdf (page 9)

http://moderngov.towerhamlets.gov.uk/documents/s77339/Open%20Data%20perspective%20from%20Socrata.pdf
http://moderngov.towerhamlets.gov.uk/documents/s77339/Open%20Data%20perspective%20from%20Socrata.pdf
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Officers from the council’s Human Resources and Audit teams agreed that the culture of 
the organisation is key when it comes to raising concerns, and informed the Commission 
of a review of the whistleblowing processes and of the support available for those 
reporting concerns. This review may result in a whistleblowers’ charter, publicity for the 
reformed process, and potential e-learning options about this for staff, amongst other 
measures. As mentioned above, the Commission believes that changing the culture of the 
organisation requires a clearly articulated commitment from its leaders – in this case, that 
in certain clearly-defined circumstances, whistleblowing is safe, and is the right thing to 
do. A charter which explicitly authorises staff to report their concerns anonymously (when 
other avenues are not practical or available), and sets out the support and protections 
they can expect in doing so, would be welcome in building their trust. Similarly, educating 
staff on how and when to use the procedures is vital, and an e-learning module along with 
promotion would help achieve this. 

The Commission believes that these measures and others to improve the authority’s 
attitude towards whistleblowing should be an integral part of the overall work to change 
organisational culture around transparency (and therefore part of the Mayor’s 
Transparency Protocol action plan). It is also important that the role of trade unions as 
important advocates for and representatives of employees is recognised and respected, 
and the Commission would like to see implemented the Social Work Task Force’s 
recommendation that the unions be involved in this work.

Recommendation 1: The Mayor considers additions to his Transparency Protocol 
to include actions to create an organisational culture, led by senior management, 
which values and presumes openness. This should include explicit support for 
whistleblowing where it is appropriate. 

Democratic Processes and Decision-making

Although statutory in nature, local authorities derive much of their legitimacy from their 
status as democratically elected institutions. Councillors, and in Tower Hamlets the 
Executive Mayor, are elected, and certain key elements of council processes and 
decision-making are required by law to be open to the public (with some exceptions). 
These include 28 days’ advance notice to the public of key decisions; publication of 
agendas and papers in advance of all formal meetings; meetings being open to the public 
to attend; and publication of executive decisions taken individually by the Mayor. 
Particular information about all councillors and the Mayor must also be published, 
including their contact details, membership of council committees, and any interests which 
they are required to register. Other members of the community are also co-opted onto 
some committees.

Beyond these legal requirements, the council does more to facilitate public 
representation, and participation in decision-making. For example, committee meetings 
are publicised in East End Life and on the council website, and video recordings of 
meetings of the Cabinet and full Council are available to watch on demand (officers 
reported that each Cabinet recording tends to receive around 100 views). Audio 
recordings of other committees are also currently being trialled. A tablet application to 
view details and papers from meetings is available, and the right of members of the 
community to bring petitions to committees is enshrined in the council’s constitution, 
where they may also be granted the right to ask questions. Indeed at full Council, 
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between July 2014 and July 2015, 19 petitions were received (with one being the subject 
of a formal debate), and 50 questions were asked by members of the public. 

Furthermore, councillor information published online includes records of how their time on 
council business has been spent, membership of any council committees, their 
appointments to outside bodies by the council’s General Purposes Committee, and details 
of surgeries that constituents can attend. Officers stated that most executive decisions 
were made in public; and expressed the view that relatively few committee items were 
considered in private (permitted when necessary to avoid the illegal disclosure of 
confidential information, or of other types of information classified as “exempt” by law, 
such as that pertaining to an individual, or to a legal person’s financial or business affairs). 

In spite of the above, the Commission believes that both the use of individual mayoral 
decisions, and the consideration of reports as exempt items, has been too common in the 
council’s recent past, to the detriment of transparency and public accountability. The 
Commission is therefore pleased to see that the Mayor has committed in his 
Transparency Protocol to taking all decisions in public by default, and to including a 
written explanation for their when making  an individual decision. However, the 
Commission believes that this could be strengthened further by the Mayor outlining a set 
of prescribed circumstances or conditions which must exist to justify the use of private 
decision-making powers.

Recommendation 2: The Mayor extends his Transparency Protocol to include 
required conditions for the use of individual mayoral decisions. 

The Commission also considered the openness of information and advice provided to the 
council’s Development Committee and Strategic Development Committee, in taking 
decisions on planning applications. Information provided to the council by developers 
assessing the viability of their applications (ie whether or not they realistically can be 
delivered) is currently confidential, to encourage maximum candour. This enables the 
council to have the best information available to review the appraisal, and to negotiate 
any planning obligations for the benefit of the area. However, officers acknowledged that 
there was a tension between this and transparency, and that public confidence in the 
planning system, and accountability, could be increased with greater information on 
viability assessments. Indeed, recent decisions by the Information Commissioner have 
required the disclosure of these; and Islington Council’s newest Strategic Planning 
Document actively advocates transparency in viability negotiations. The Mayor’s 
Transparency Protocol also includes exploration of requiring the publication of viability 
assessments, which the Commission supports.

Occasionally, for large and complex developments, members are briefed by officers on 
the relevant issues in private prior to formal committee meetings or before applications 
are submitted, sometimes with applicants in attendance. The Commission wishes to see 
the conditions for and purpose of these briefings clearly set out, in liaison with members 
of the committees, and for them to be recorded in the published papers of the committees 
when they occur. 

Recommendation 3: The council implements a protocol governing the use of 
planning pre-committee briefings with applicants present, and includes materials 
used and any outcomes in reports to the development committees. 
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Detailed negotiations for planning contributions to the council from developers to help 
mitigate the impacts of their developments (under section 106 of the Planning Act 1990) 
begin after planning permission has been granted. The council’s position on these is 
determined by the Planning Contributions Overview Panel (PCOP), made up of officers 
from across the council’s directorates and chaired by the Corporate Director for 
Development and Renewal. This panel also considers projects proposed by directorates 
for funding from planning contributions, based on the particular obligations agreed with 
the developer, and takes account of the degree of public consultation underpinning a 
proposal (amongst other factors) in determining if funding should be agreed. Agreements 
made between the council and developers on contributions, projects with agreed funding, 
and factsheets on these projects are available on the council’s website, along with the 
relevant planning applications. 

The introduction of the Community Infrastructure Levy, however, has prompted a review 
of this process, as expenditure under the new regime will be an executive decision. The 
Commission believes that this should represent a move towards greater transparency, 
and aim to enable a degree of resident involvement in the process, whilst maintaining the 
council’s ability to take strategic decisions on the basis of need.

Recommendation 4: The new process for deciding on the spending of planning 
contributions is open and transparent, and includes some resident involvement.

Members also welcomed plans to make planning contributions agreements and details of 
how they were spent more accessible online. In particular, they believed it was important 
for residents to be able to view the spending of planning contributions by ward, and for 
members to be proactively informed when such decisions were made. They also 
requested that the Overview and Scrutiny Committee receive regular reports on the 
progress of infrastructure projects funded by these contributions.

Recommendation 5: Information on spending of planning contributions is publicly 
and easily available delineated by ward, and sent to members, with regular 
progress reports to the Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

The Commission considered ways in which the provisions made to keep democratic 
processes visible could be enhanced to maximise the engagement of the public. In their 
presentation, officers gave some examples of measures which could be undertaken in 
order to increase engagement in democratic processes, such as requiring plain English in 
committee papers and the constitution, live video and audio webcasting of committee 
meetings which are currently recorded and viewed on-demand only, and reviewing the 
arrangements for nominees to outside bodies to report back on their work. The 
Commission was pleased that officers were thinking proactively about such 
improvements, and hopes the measures mentioned will be explored and implemented if 
feasible and beneficial.
 
The Commission focused on some specific possibilities for improvement which it felt could 
have a particular impact. A common view in evidence was that committee meetings held 
at alternative venues to the Town Hall in Mulberry Place were more likely to attract 
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attendees to view or participate, if these were more accessible or familiar to residents. It 
was pointed out to the Commission, however, that there were resource implications to this 
proposal, especially when taken together with others. It was also considered that the 
information included in East End Life on agenda items for upcoming committee meetings 
could be more extensive and informative, to give readers a better indication of what is 
being considered, recommended and decided on, although it was recognised that the 
reach of East End Life in this respect was likely to decline in the future, if and when it was 
produced less frequently. However, these synopses could also be posted on the council’s 
Facebook and Twitter accounts in advance of these meetings, and may stimulate greater 
interest from residents. Ideally the Commission would like to see this for all committees, 
with particular emphasis given to executive decisions and decisions of full Council relating 
to the Policy Framework. The decisions taken should also be reported in the same way.  

Newer technology and media also offer greater opportunities for the public to not only see 
the decisions being taken, but to participate in the processes without having to be 
physically present. The internet and social media are important and powerful means for 
individuals to express their views on issues which matter to them, including hashtags on 
Twitter and electronic petition platforms Change.org and the UK Parliament’s own petition 
scheme. The Commission believed that these could be better exploited. Furthermore, all 
such measures should be as easy as possible for the public to find and use, including 
existing engagement channels – for example, council webcasts currently are hosted on 
the website of the council’s delivery partner, but not on YouTube (technical limitations 
mean these cannot currently be embedded on the council’s own website).

Again, the Commission welcomes the steps taken by the Mayor in his Protocol to 
investigate how to broaden the use of social media into democratic meetings, but would 
like to see these built on further.

Recommendation 6: The council increases opportunities for community 
engagement in democratic processes, including by:

 Exploring holding committee meetings in a variety of venues more amenable 
to the public in different parts of the borough; 

 Providing plain English summaries of items on upcoming committee 
agendas via the council’s existing communications channels, and reporting 
these afterwards;

 Making Council and Cabinet webcasts viewable from the Council’s main 
social media accounts and on popular video hosting sites such as YouTube;

 
 Exploring options for remote and electronic participation in committee 

meetings, such as offering live streaming and tweeting, and allowing 
questions via social media;

 Enabling e-petitions on the council’s website; and

 Allowing the public to propose items for Overview and Scrutiny workplans.
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The Commission also welcomes the Mayor’s action to develop and promote new 
guidelines on the use of exempt papers and their availability to non-executive members. 
As this will require amendment of the council’s constitution, it will be carried out through 
the Governance Review Working Group, and the Commission hopes that this report will 
also be taken into account by that Group in its work.

Community Engagement and Consultation

Along with the provisions for public access to and participation in the formal procedures of 
democratic decision-making, another important way in which the community should be 
able to play a part is through engagement and consultation. This is clearly a priority for 
the council - its new Strategic Plan explicitly links transparency to engaging more 
residents and community leaders in policy and budget changes, and also commits to a 
framework of borough-wide equality forums, which contribute to the council meeting its 
legal duty to promote equality. In addition, the new Community Plan includes a cross-
cutting priority of “empowering residents and building resilience”, with the aim of engaging 
them in actually designing and delivering public services. 

The council’s Annual Residents Survey for 2014-15 shows that, using a representative 
sample of the community, the majority feel that the council both listens to residents’ 
concerns, and involves them when making decisions.  The Commission’s own 
consultation exercise showed a less positive perception amongst respondents who did 
not identify themselves as working for the council, with majorities feeling that the council 
does not listen to residents’ concerns  or involve them when making decisions. Similar 
proportions believed the council is not open and transparent when conducting 
consultations , nor keeps residents informed about how their involvement has made a 
difference.

By comparison, the majority of council staff who responded to the consultation felt that the 
authority was open and transparent with its consultations, listened to residents’ concerns 
and involved them in decision-making. Less than half agreed that the council kept 
residents informed about how their involvement has made a difference.

While these consultation results cannot be interpreted as representative of the borough as 
a whole, the additional comments provided by respondents can provide an insight into the 
reasons for a lack of confidence in the council’s engagement work amongst some. 
Alongside the clear conclusion that the council could better feed back to participants the 
results of consultations and their influence on decisions, there were also criticisms that 
these were rushed and not managed well; that they were tokenistic, due to a perception 
that the council had often decided on a course of action regardless of the results of 
consultation; and that those engaged were often a vocal minority heard often, rather than 
representative of the community.

Residents’ suggestions to improve consultation and engagement included more direct, 
proactive and targeted engagement of those who are likely to be affected by a potential 
decision or action, such as events for the community or based around specific issues, as 
well as open forums and written materials. It was felt that merely putting information 
online was insufficient, although there was room for creative use of digital and social 
media. Consultations should also be better planned, with supporting information and 
materials provided in good time, adequate publicity, longer times allowed for responses, 
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more careful consideration given to venues and times for events, and better feedback on 
results and impact. Respondents were also keen to have more involvement in formal 
meetings, and greater contact with members and officers. The full results of the 
consultation can be found as Appendix B to this report.  

As mentioned earlier in this report, UNISON expressed criticism of how consultation on 
the budget and future savings proposals was carried out in 2014. The union believed that 
the information provided to the public on these proposals was insufficient to enable them 
to provide informed responses, particularly about their risks and implications. 
 
The council is currently developing a new Community Engagement Strategy, the content 
of which is being developed and consulted upon. This will aim to better coordinate and 
standardise the range of engagement and consultation activity carried out by various 
teams in the authority and, as set out in the Community Plan, will see the council and 
partners “co-produce” solutions with local people and the third sector.  It is likely this will 
take advantage of existing resident and equality forums, and digital and social media, as 
methods of engagement. The strategy will also look at new options for local participatory 
structures, and the Commission was keen that the role of ward members is a key 
consideration in this.

Alongside new structures, the Mayor’s Protocol also plans to develop an improved 
consultation process for policy development and service change. The Commission 
believes that this should draw on the findings of its consultation in the report attached at 
Appendix B.

Recommendation 7: The new Community Engagement Strategy, and changes 
planned under the Mayor’s Transparency Protocol to the consultation process for 
policy development and service change, take account of the findings of the 
Commission’s consultation.

Recommendation 8: New localised consultation forums allow a key role for ward 
councillors.

For both licensing and planning applications, there are statutory consultation 
requirements which the council must fulfil in order to inform potentially affected individuals 
and organisations, and give them the opportunity to express their views prior to a decision 
being made. Tower Hamlets policy and practice is to exceed these requirements. In the 
case of licensing applications, along with displaying a notice on the premises in question, 
placing a notice in East End Life and consulting the responsible authorities, the council 
provides information about applications on its website and writes to addresses within a 
radius of 40 metres of the premises. For events expected to attract more than 1000 
attendees, this radius is expanded further – with such events being held in Victoria Park, 
for example, these are extended to the park’s perimeter.

The latter measure is not undertaken universally by councils, as an informal survey of 
seven other nearby London boroughs showed that only two wrote to additional addresses. 

Where the council receives a planning application, while required to either post a notice 
on the site or notify the adjoining occupiers, it writes to all addresses within 10 metres of 
the premises (20 metres for a larger “major development”, and 40 metres for an even 
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larger “significant development”). Residents can also register to receive a bulletin of all 
planning applications received in the borough. The law requires a notice in the press for 
other specific types of applications, such as major developments and those in 
conservation areas, which the council also carries out.

However, planning officers recognised that response rates to their consultations are 
currently low; and licensing officers stated that an email bulletin like that sent by the 
planning department was something that it had not explored (and was something that 
some of the other boroughs contacted undertook, where requested by members of the 
public). Members also commented that the language used in official correspondence 
relating to planning and licensing matters could be difficult for ordinary residents to 
understand, as it often used technical or legal language that was not familiar to them. The 
Commission therefore felt that measures should be explored to better inform and consult 
the public in relation to planning and licensing applications. 

The Mayor’s Protocol sets out that the Community Engagement Strategy will include a 
facility for the public to sign up to receive alerts on reports posted on the council website 
with particular “tags” or keywords attached, including planning and licensing. This is a 
welcome step, although the Committee was concerned that by the time of publishing 
reports online, the opportunity to respond to a consultation may have passed. Therefore, 
the Commission believes that this could be bolstered by additional activity by the teams 
themselves, including exchanging and adopting each other’s good practice. Officers 
presented some potential actions which they suggested might achieve this, which the 
Commission would like to be explored and implemented where feasible. It is pleased that 
the Planning team has already moved to improve the functionality of its online search 
facility.

The Commission noted that that any new measures pertaining to the use of social media 
should be consistent with legal advice regarding these statutory processes, as well as the 
latest version of the council’s corporate social media policy. They should also take 
account of any recommendations arising from the Local Government Association’s review 
of the council’s communications activity.

Recommendation 9: Licensing and planning teams explore the feasibility of 
enabling the public to sign up to receive weekly email bulletins detailing 
applications received, consultation arrangements, and the status of existing 
applications, at ward level. They should also:

• Explore utilising social media and text alerts in relation to consultations; 
and

• Use plain English as far as possible in communications, and include 
guides to technical language that cannot be avoided.

Enhancing Overview and Scrutiny

The Overview and Scrutiny function plays an important role in the transparency of a local 
authority, by exposing the executive to public examination and requiring answers to its 
questions, alongside its role in advising the executive. Tower Hamlets currently has one 
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Overview and Scrutiny Committee (OSC), with a Health Scrutiny Panel (HSP) undertaking 
the statutory role of scrutinising health services.

There is a mixed picture regarding the OSC’s influence on executive decision-making. 
The previous mayor rarely attended meetings when requested, and despite a relatively 
high number of called-in decisions, those referred back for further consideration have 
seldom been changed. However, both committees have a good record of having the 
recommendations of their in-depth reviews and challenge sessions accepted by the 
administration. 

Members of the Commission noted the Mayor’s plans to ensure that target response 
times are developed for OSC questions. They also agreed that early opportunities to 
examine and input into policy decisions, including the budget, were of key importance, 
and were pleased that the Mayor intends to offer these in his Protocol. It is vital that the 
OSC is able to examine the basis of significant and strategic decisions which are to be 
made by the executive, and members look forward to doing so in relation to matters such 
as the scoping principles and priorities which will guide the council’s assets strategy; and 
major asset disposals decided by the Mayor (though the latter also currently require the 
agreement of the Commissioners appointed by the Secretary of State). 

The Commission also believes that the OSC should carry out pre-decision scrutiny for 
grant awards, which are currently made by the Commissioners. It understands that plans 
are in the process of being developed to facilitate this within the existing grant-making 
process. 

The Commission did note, however, that no examination of the Overview and Scrutiny 
function had been undertaken following the change in executive arrangements from 
Leader and Cabinet to Mayor in 2010. In these circumstances, and given the scope of 
work envisaged for the OSC above, the Commission felt that a review would be timely, to 
ensure that the structures in place were appropriate. For example, the Institute of 
Government’s 2011 report “Making the Most of Mayors”3 advises putting more emphasis 
on time-limited task and finish groups or commissions which scrutinise particular areas of 
executive responsibility, rather than a standing full committee. It also suggests that such a 
review should be undertaken by Overview and Scrutiny members themselves. 

This work should, in turn, inform the resources available for member training and officer 
support for the OSC. Ideally, any changes should be included in the 2016-17 budget. 

Recommendation 10: The council undertakes a full review of its Overview and 
Scrutiny arrangements, and amends these as necessary.

Open Data 

As mentioned earlier, in October 2014 the Government released the Local Government 
Transparency Code, which sets out both minimum requirements for data that must be 

3 
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/Making%20the%20Most%20of%2
0Mayors_0.pdf 

http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/Making%20the%20Most%20of%20Mayors_0.pdf
http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/Making%20the%20Most%20of%20Mayors_0.pdf
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published by councils, and recommendations for data that should be published. This was 
updated in February 2015. The Local Government Association has also published 
practical guides to help councils implement the requirements.

The Code requires local authorities in England to publish information related to the 
following themes: 

 Expenditure over £500
 Government procurement card transactions
 Procurement information
 Grants to voluntary, community and social enterprise organisations
 An organisation chart
 Salaries of senior officers
 The ratio between the highest and median earnings in the council (the “pay 

multiple”) 
 Trade union facility time
 Local land assets
 Social housing asset value
 Parking accounts and  parking spaces
 Fraud, and 
 The constitution.

The council has a dedicated transparency webpage to access this information4, which 
also links to other information not specifically required by the Code, including the 
council’s log of Freedom of Information requests and responses; details of allowances 
paid to members since 2010; and business rate charges for premises.

The Commission did not have sufficient capacity to review in thorough detail the 
extent of the council’s compliance with the Code’s requirements. However, from a 
brief examination of the information linked from the transparency page, it did appear 
that there were some areas which required attention or amendment to more fully 
comply with the Code at the time of writing. For example:

• The link to “procurement information” requires complex navigation through 
multiple internal and external webpages, filtering through information 
concerning all London boroughs, and does not lead to all of the information 
required;

• Only Government Procurement Card transactions above £500 are 
published, rather than all transactions as required, and can only be found 
within the expenditure data as “payment card spend”;

• Information on grants is out of date, and omits some required details; 

• Senior salary information appears to be contradictory and confusing;

• The link to “fraud” does not directly lead to the required information, 
requiring additional navigation; 

4 http://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgnl/council_and_democracy/transparency.aspx 

http://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgnl/council_and_democracy/transparency.aspx
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• Some other annual information included also appears to require updating, 
including the social housing asset register and parking information.

The Commission notes that the Mayor’s Protocol contains two actions to review the 
way in which the council publishes contracts. Beyond this, it considers that it would be 
in the best interests of both local people and the council for officers to rigorously audit 
all information currently published against the requirements of the Transparency 
Code, and ensure that it fully meets our obligations. This should be undertaken as 
regularly as required in the code for each category of information.  The Commission is 
pleased to learn that the Complaints and Information Governance Team is planning 
improvements in this regard.

Recommendation 11: Officers undertake a full review of compliance with the 
requirements of the Local Government Transparency Code, and take any action 
required to secure this compliance on a regular basis. 

As pointed out by local citizen journalist Mark Baynes, the format of published data 
has a strong influence on its usefulness and accessibility to users. The Code also sets 
out a hierarchy of standards for this, as follows:

One star Available on web (whatever format) but with an open license
Two stars As above plus available as machine-readable structured data 

(eg Excel instead of an image scan of a table)
Three 
stars

As above plus using a non-proprietary format (eg CSV and 
XML)

Four stars As above plus using open standards from the World Wide 
Web Consortium (such as RDF and SPARLQL21)

Five stars As above plus links data to others’ data to provide context

The Government’s recommendation at the time of publishing the Code was that local 
authorities publish data in three star formats, where suitable and appropriate, 
alongside open and machine-readable formats, within six months (ie by the end of 
March 2015, except for social housing assets).

The Commission was keen to see how data published in open formats could be useful to 
different audiences, and was impressed with examples provided by Redbridge Council 
and Socrata, the latter of which had worked with a number of public bodies to help them 
publish their data effectively. In the case of Bath and North East Somerset Council, 
demand for data from software developers in the community had actually driven the 
creation of a “data-store”, built by Socrata and curated by a community interest company 
created for this purpose. This data had been published in formats which allowed software 
developers to draw on it in developing their own applications which could be useful to 
residents, such as smartphone apps displaying live parking space information for drivers 
to use in real time.

Having considered these examples, the Commission then looked at the information 
currently linked on the Tower Hamlets transparency page, benchmarking it against the 
star-rating system in the Code as follows (where data is split between different 
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formats, the Commission has used the lower rating, on the basis that the full dataset 
is not available in the more open format):

Information 
category

Current format Current star 
rating

Expenditure CSV files, but Excel 
spreadsheets for 2013-14 
and 2014-15 

Two stars

Government 
procurement card 
transactions

As above Two stars

Procurement Link to summaries on 
London Tenders Portal for 
current invitations; contracts 
available from London 
Contracts Register as CSV.

One star

Grants Excel spreadsheets Two stars
Organisation chart Excel spreadsheet Two stars
Senior salaries Excel spreadsheet (limited 

data in CSV)
Two stars

Pay multiple PDF One star
Trade union facility 
time

Excel spreadsheet Two stars

Land assets Excel spreadsheet and CSV Three stars
Social housing 
asset value

PDF One star

Parking accounts 
and spaces

PDF One star

Fraud Webpage One star
Constitution PDF One star

This demonstrates that overall, the council has immediate work to do to make the data 
it publishes more suitable for others to use. Therefore, the Commission believes that 
once the council has reviewed its compliance with the requirements of the 
Transparency Code in terms of the types of information published, it should also 
improve the formats in which this data is published, initially to meet the standard 
already expected of councils by the Government. Beyond this, officers should also 
plan to achieve the highest standards of usability for the community in the longer term. 
The Commission hopes that the improvements planned by the Complaints and 
Information Governance Team will aim to do this.

Recommendation 12: Officers explore approaches to achieving three-star status for 
all relevant information required to be published by the Local Government 
Transparency Code (as applicable) within six to nine months; and assess the 
feasibility of achieving five-star status for different categories of data published by 
the council on an ongoing basis, in the longer term.

While the above recommendations deal with data that the council is obliged to 
publish, the Commission believed that it should also be exceeding those requirements 
by opening up more data to the public (in suitable formats). The Code itself makes 
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specific recommendations in this regard for the required categories of information, 
such as more frequent updating and a lower threshold for expenditure publication.

The Mayor’s Protocol includes an action to explore the feasibility of publishing spend 
under a lower threshold than the £500 that the Code requires. The Government’s 
recommendation for this is £250, and the Commission believes that the Mayor should 
consider at least matching this, or exceeding it - for example Mark Baynes, in his Love 
Wapping blog5, suggests £100 (as well as including unique identifiers for recipients, 
such as company or charity registration numbers for recipients). 

The Commission also feels that the Mayor should consider meeting the other 
recommendations in Part 3 of the Code, in addition to his plan to explore publishing 
the names of directors and service heads (which is not a recommendation in the 
Code).

Recommendation 13: The Mayor’s Transparency Protocol is extended to include 
exploring the feasibility of publishing all of the information recommended in 
part 3 of the Local Government Transparency Code.

Beyond the categories of information which the Code explicitly deals with in its 
requirements and recommendations, the Commission believes that the council should 
work towards publishing other categories of data and information (while maintaining 
open format standards as previously discussed). 

Deciding which data to publish would require liaison and planning across the 
organisation. Socrata suggested that a council should start from its strategic goals 
when deciding on how to initially prioritise publication of data. This might also be 
informed by analysis of existing indicators of public demand, such as traffic to 
particular council webpages, FOI requests, complaints and Members’ Enquiries. 
Socrata further suggested learning from the experience of other authorities which 
were further along in the journey than Tower Hamlets, as well as explicitly consulting 
the community on this specific issue.

While limited, the Commission’s public consultation yielded some insight into the kinds 
of information that respondents would like to see more of, or see improved. These 
included:

 Council finances
 Planning matters
 Staff structures, responsibilities and contact details
 Housing information
 Contracts, including performance
 Consultations
 Policies and performance, and
 Decision-making.

5 http://lovewapping.org/2015/08/tower-hamlets-council-transparency-commission-begins-work/ 

http://lovewapping.org/2015/08/tower-hamlets-council-transparency-commission-begins-work/
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However, publishing more data alone is inadequate, if people are unaware of it or unable 
to find it. Issues with navigating the council’s website and finding desired information was 
mentioned at various points to the Commission, and in its discussions. Respondents to 
the consultation reported that doing so was difficult, an observation echoed by Mark 
Baynes. Planning officers conceded that it could be difficult for users to locate information 
on applications, and members of the Commission stated that they were unaware that the 
transparency webpage existed at all. While Communications officers noted that they are 
currently working to make the website more accessible, this nonetheless demonstrates 
the importance of making information easy to find.

Most authorities, in meeting the requirements of the Transparency Code, have created a 
portal of some kind from which users can access the different sources, including Tower 
Hamlets with its transparency webpage. An information “hub” would give users an 
obvious starting point when trying to find particular data about the borough or the 
authority, thereby making the process easier for them and aiding overall transparency. 
This hub could be an expansion of the transparency webpage, and in any event should 
include all the information currently required by the Code, and all other information 
currently linked from that page, such as the FOI disclosure log. This hub, as the “one-stop 
shop” for information queries, should be prominently featured on the council’s homepage. 

Having considered the evidence gathered, the Commission believes that it would also be 
beneficial to include other specific types of information within such a hub. Some were 
suggested by officers or other witnesses, and some are available online already, but 
could be more easily found through this portal. These include:

 The borough profile
 The council’s mapped data (including the background data published on 

data.gov.uk which, in XML form, currently meets the three-star standard) 
 Licensing and planning applications
 Easy-to-understand guides to the council’s decision-making processes and 

complex policies
 Plain English executive summaries of reports to council committees for 

decisions, along with summaries of decisions taken and short explanatory 
videos

 Links to video and audio recordings of committee meetings, and
 All information currently published about members.

The Commission notes that the Mayor’s Protocol includes an action to produce an easy-
to-read performance scorecard for publication, and this would also be a sensible addition.

Respondents to the consultation reported that, on the occasions when they could find 
information on the website, it was often out of date. In addressing the Commission, 
journalist Ted Jeory also gave examples of member information on the council’s pages 
which was demonstrably out of date. Therefore, it is important that information on the hub 
is regularly and frequently updated, so that it remains a useful resource for the community 
and can be relied upon. 

Recommendation 14: In the short term, the council develops a frequently-updated 
online hub of information accessible from the council homepage, including all 
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information required by the Local Government Transparency Code, as well as 
additional categories of information suggested in the body of the Commission’s 
report.

As mentioned earlier, the Government’s aspiration is for all data held and managed by 
local authorities to be made available to local people unless there are specific sensitivities 
preventing this. In the longer term, therefore, the Commission believes that the council 
should explore the costs and benefits of doing so. Clearly, there are strong arguments for 
completely open data, including those set out in the introduction to this report. In addition, 
given the Government’s strong endorsement, this may in the future become an obligation 
on local authorities, in which case it would be useful for the council to be prepared in 
advance.

On the other hand, such a project would require a major shift for the whole organisation, 
and could have significant resource implications, at a time when the council is required to 
make large scale savings. The demand within our community for access to all council 
data is unknown at present, and it may be that publication of particular datasets for which 
there is a clear appetite, rather than all data, strikes the best balance between 
transparency and effective use of resources. The council would then act to discharge any 
future duty of full publication if and when it was imposed by the Government. 

Recommendation 15: In the longer term, the council explores the costs and 
benefits of regularly publishing all of its data, with exceptions, as recommended in 
the Local Government Transparency Code. 

Regardless of the approach the council takes in relation to the amount of data it 
chooses to publish, however, the Commission believes that the portal to that data 
should make it as easy as possible for residents and any other interested parties to 
access, visualise and use. This was also endorsed by Mark Baynes in his blog, and 
should go beyond the hub of links to data sources in open formats envisaged in 
Recommendation 14, and involve dedicated software designed for this purpose. 

Members were shown the web-based application that Redbridge Council’s ICT 
department had developed to let services and teams publish their data directly online. 
This was accessible from the council’s homepage, user-friendly, and could be easily 
searched, with data available in a variety of formats and presentation styles, including 
maps and charts. Similarly, the data-store built by Socrata for Bath: Hacked (the 
community interest company formed to curate the area’s open data) also provided a 
portal through which residents could access information presented in ways to make 
them understandable, alongside raw data. 

Recommendation 16: Officers explore options to allow the public to access data 
published by the council via user-friendly, visually appealing and easily-
navigated interfaces, using Redbridge DataShare and Bath:Hacked as 
benchmarks.
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Appendix A

Overview and Scrutiny Transparency Commission – Scope

Councillor(s) 
submitting 
proposal

Cllr John Pierce, Chair

Working title OSC Transparency Commission

Reason for enquiry The enquiry seeks to identify what actions the Council should take 
to improve transparency.

Transparency was an issue identified in the Best Value Inspection 
of the Council, including in relation to some decision making 
processes.  The specific problems highlighted in the inspection are 
being addressed through the Council’s Best Value Action Plan.

More generally, transparency in local authorities has been a 
central government priority, encouraging councils to provide more 
information on how they are spending public money and about the 
decisions they make.

Transparency was also a key theme of the recent local Mayoral 
election.  

The OSC Transparency Commission is an opportunity for 
Members, from all political parties, to work together to identify how 
the Council could be more transparent.

Proposed 
completion date

It is proposed that the Commission will report by November 2015.

Core Questions The core question is how can the Council be more transparent?

In addressing this question, Members may seek answers to a 
range of related questions, such as:

 How could residents be better informed about Council 
activity, processes and decisions?

 How could Members be supported to make more 
transparent decisions?

 How can decision makers be held to account transparently? 

In seeking to address the core question, the Chair of Overview and 
Scrutiny has identified a number of particular areas where he 
would wish the Committee to focus. 

This includes:
 Management of Freedom of Information requests
 Open Data and Access to Information
 Transparency and community engagement in decision 

making, including public notices, consultation and decision 
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making on Licensing and Development Committees 
 Planning Contributions

Desired outcome Recommendations to improve transparency within the Council.

What will not be 
included

Specific issues identified within the Best Value Inspection; these 
are being addressed through the Best Value Action Plan.

Risks (mitigation) Transparency is a broad topic.  There is a risk that the scope of 
this work exceeds the time available, including the intention to 
report by November 2015.  Following discussion by Overview and 
Scrutiny in July, a scoping document will be submitted for OSC’s 
approval to help mitigate this.

There is also a risk that some identified witnesses, including 
national organisations, will not be available to attend OSC 
meetings.  Where witnesses are not available to attend OSC, other 
evidence gathering methods will be used, such as written 
questions and submissions.

Equality & 
Diversity 
considerations

The Commission may wish to consider whether there are any 
specific equality issues relating to transparency, such as whether 
some disabled residents, or those whose language or literacy skills 
are limited, experience particular access issues. 

Possible co-
options

Commission consists of full OSC, including co-opted members.

Key stakeholders/
consultees 

Potential witnesses are identified below.

In addition, a survey of local residents is planned to ascertain their 
views on transparency.

Cabinet member(s) Mayor

Potential 
witnesses

John Biggs, Executive Mayor

Andy Bamber, Service Head for Community Safety
Melanie Clay, incoming Director of Law, Probity and Governance 
and Monitoring Officer
Aman Dalvi, Corporate Director of Development & Renewal
David Galpin, Service Head for Legal Services
Louise Russell, Service Head for Corporate Strategy and Equality
Owen Whalley, Service Head for Planning and Building Control
John Williams, Service Head for Democratic Services 

Other local authorities, considered to best practice in particular 
aspects of transparency. These authorities are tbc but potentially 
include:
Royal Borough of Windsor & Maidenhead
Brighton Council
London Borough of Redbridge
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London Borough of Enfield
London Borough of Richmond
London Borough of Lambeth

National organisations with an interest or focus on transparency 
e.g. 
Local Government Association
Centre for Public Scrutiny

Citizen journalists e.g. 
Mark Baynes, “Love Wapping” blog
Ted Jeory, “Trial By Jeory” blog

Research/Evidence 
required

A public survey on transparency will be carried out.  The survey 
will also be shared with representatives of local groups, including 
Tenants and Residents Associations and local political parties.  

The remainder of evidence will be taken orally and in writing from 
the range of witnesses identified.

Timetable July OSC meeting

 Introduction and Scope 
(Cllr John Pierce, Chair)

 Journalists’ perspective
(Mark Baynes, “Love Wapping” blog 
Ted Jeory, “Trial By Jeory” blog)

 Responding to Freedom of Information requests 
(David Galpin, Service Head for Legal Services)

 Public notice, consultation and decision making on 
Licensing and Development Committees 

(Andy Bamber, Service Head for Community Safety; 
Owen Whalley, Service Head for Planning and Building Control)

September OSC meeting

 Executive perspective on decision-making
(Mayor)

 Decisions on use of planning contributions 
(Aman Dalvi, Corporate Director of Development & Renewal)

 Community Engagement
(Louise Russell, Service Head for Corporate Strategy & Equality)

 Democratic Engagement
John Williams, Service Head for Democratic Services;
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 Whistleblowing
Simon Kilbey, Service Head for Human Resources

 Best practice in transparency
Representatives of Enfield, Richmond, Brighton, Lambeth, Windsor 
& Maidenhead, London Borough of Redbridge, Local Government 
Association (longlist – actual organisations tbc, some will be 
scheduled for October)

October OSC meeting

 Results from public survey on openness, transparency and 
accountability

(Louise Russell, Service Head for Corporate Strategy & Equality)

 Views from the Centre for Public Scrutiny on openness and 
accountability in decision-making, including the role of 
Overview & Scrutiny

(Ed Hammond, Head of Programmes (Local Accountability), 
Centre for Public Scrutiny)

 Best practice in transparency 
(see September OSC meeting)

November OSC meeting

 Draft Transparency Commission report

Publicity Communications Plan has been developed.  There will be regular 
press releases updating on the Commissions’ work, article in East 
End Life and use of social media.

All sessions will be held in public.

Links to Strategic/
Mayoral Priorities

The Mayor indicated in his election commitments a focus on 
transparency and accountability, including answering questions at 
full Council and OSC. The development of a Transparency 
Protocol by the Executive is an action with the Strategic Plan.  The 
work of the Transparency Commission can directly inform this 
work.  
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Summary 
This report summarises the views of people who responded to the Transparency 
Consultation. In total, 173 people responded: 127 were residents/other individuals 
and 46 were Council staff.  In summary:

Transparency (section 2): The majority of residents who responded to the 
consultation felt that the Council was not good at keeping residents informed about 
what it does. Around three quarters felt that the Council does not keep residents 
informed about how it spends its money or about how decisions are made. 

Most also felt the Council was not ‘open and transparent’ about its activities. 
Particular areas of concern felt to be lacking in transparency included Council 
finances (eg spending, contracts, grant funding) and planning matters. For some, 
there was a perception that key decisions were made ‘behind closed doors’, and that 
the information that is made available, is partial or selective in some way.  However, 
there was also a recognition that the Council is in a period of transition, and for some, 
a feeling of tentative optimism.  

Quality of information (section 2): Overall, the views of residents responding to the 
consultation were fairly mixed about the quality of information provided on the 
Council’s website. Areas rated as particularly weak included information about: 
consultation, finances, policies and performance, and Council decision making. Many 
felt the Council’s website was difficult to use and some felt that important information 
was ‘buried’ or difficult to find. 

Views about East End life, as an information source, were mixed: some said they 
found it useful and said it the only/main way they get information, while others were 
critical and felt the content was lacking or partisan.  

Consultation and engagement (section 3): The majority of residents who 
responded were fairly negative about the Council’s record on resident engagement: 
just over two thirds felt that the Council does not listen to concerns of local residents 
and almost three quarters of respondents took the view that the Council did not 
involve residents when making decisions. A similar proportion felt that the Council 
does not keep residents informed about how their involvement has made a 
difference.  

Seven in ten respondents felt the Council was not open and transparent when 
conducting consultations. Comments from residents who responded indicated that 
many feel consultations are tokenistic (ie that the Council has already made up its 
mind). 

Views of staff (section 4): In general, the views of the 46 staff who responded were 
more positive than those of residents, across all topics. For example, while most staff 
felt the Council kept residents informed about what it was doing, only a quarter of 
resident respondents felt this was the case.

Consultation views vs. Annual Residents’ Survey views (section 5): 
The views of the 127 residents who responded to the consultation were significantly 
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more negative than the views of residents more generally, on issues around 
engagement and information.   
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1. About this consultation

Background
The aim of the consultation was to explore views about transparency to inform the 
work of the Tower Hamlets Overview and Scrutiny Transparency Commission 
(OSTC). This report outlines the key findings emerging from the consultation 
responses. 

The consultation was run online but questionnaires were also made available in other 
formats (hard copy and word formats) to ensure anyone who wanted to respond 
could do so.  

The consultation was publicised on the Council’s website and promoted widely using 
a variety of council contacts (eg East End Life, Community Champions). Flyers were 
printed and displayed in Idea Stores, and on their social media accounts, with staff 
available to support residents to complete the survey on their computers. The 
consultation was also promoted through a wide range of forums, associations and 
user groups (eg Older People’s Reference Group, Asian Women’s Lone Parents 
association, Children’s Centres Parents Forums etc). 

In addition, the consultation was covered in a range of local press, such as the 
Docklands and East London Advertiser, as well as national local government sector 
publications.

Questionnaire content
The consultation questionnaire covered three key areas: 

 Views about how well the Council keeps residents informed about what is 
going on, and how transparently it conducts its business.

 Views about the quality of information provided on the Council’s website.
 Views about resident engagement and consultation.  

Respondents were asked some ‘closed’ (ie tick box) questions, but also invited to 
submit written comments about reasons for dissatisfaction, and suggestions on how 
the Council could do better. The full consultation questionnaire is provided in Annex 
A. 

The online consultation period ran from the 17th August to 21st September. 

Respondent profile
While this consultation was primarily aimed at residents, Council staff were also 
invited to give views. Table 1 shows the profile of all those who responded. In total, 
173 responses were received: 46 from Council staff and 127 from residents (and 
others).  Of the 173 responses, 164 were submitted online and nine were received in 
hard copy.

As this report shows, residents and staff have a different perspective on these issues 
and for this reason, results have been analysed, and presented, for both groups 
separately. Sections 2 and 3 focus on the views of residents and section 4 explores 
how the views of staff compare. 
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Respondent type Number
All responses received 173

   As Tower Hamlets resident / individual 102
   On behalf of organisation or business 5
   Other 4
   Prefer not to say/unknown 16
   Council staff 46 Staff = 46

By main capacity in which people responded: 

Residents and 
others = 127

Table 1 Profile of consultation respondents 

For analytical purposes, those who did not state in what capacity they were 
responding have been included in the residents (and others) group as indicated in 
table 1.  Throughout this report, the term ‘resident views’ is used as shorthand to 
relate to the views of this latter group of 127 respondents.  Annex B provides the 
demographic profile of these respondents.  

Interpreting the findings
In considering the consultation findings, it is important to remember that this was a 
consultation exercise, not a ‘scientific’ survey.  While the results provide valuable 
insight into the nature of perceptions around the topics of transparency, information 
and resident engagement, it is important to bear in mind that the views, and 
experiences, of the 127 residents who responded are unlikely to be representative of 
the views of all residents across the borough. Furthermore, the numbers who 
responded are relatively modest. 

Section 5 explores this issue in more detail by comparing the consultation findings 
with views captured in the Council’s Annual Residents Survey on key topics. This 
shows that consultation respondents are significantly less positive, than residents 
generally, on these issues.  

Technical notes 
All percentages presented in table have been rounded to the nearest percentage 
point. 

The total numbers of respondents shown on different tables (and within tables) vary 
due to the fact that not all residents answered every question.  Tables cover the 
views of all those who responded to that particular question. 
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2. Transparency and information 

Views about how well the Council keeps residents informed
The majority of respondents felt that the Council does not keep residents particularly 
well informed about what it does and what it spends (Table 2): 

 Just over two thirds of residents who responded felt that the Council does not 
keep residents informed about what it is doing;

 Around three quarters felt that the Council: 
 does not keep residents informed about how it spends its money; 
 does not keep residents informed about how decisions are made;
 is not transparent and open about its activities. 

Quality of information
Respondents were asked to rate the quality of information provided on the Council’s 
website for eight different topic areas (Table 3). 

Overall, views were fairly mixed about the quality of information provided.  The 
weakest areas – where far more rated the quality as poor than good - include: 
consultation information, financial matters, Council policies and performance and 
decision making.

Views were more positive about the quality of information about elected members, 
and information about council services and facilities. For both these topics similar 
proportions rated the information as good and poor.

Written comments around the issue of transparency and information
Respondents were asked to elaborate on their views on all these topics. Specifically 
residents were asked: 

 why they had disagreed with any of the statements in Table 2, and to provide 
any suggestions on how the Council could do better;

 why they felt information was poor or average (on topics shown in Table 3), 
and any suggestions for improvement;

 what other sort of information they think the Council should publish, or provide 
detail about;

 suggestions of ways the Council could make information more open and 
accessible. 

 
Numerous, and wide ranging, comments were provided in response to these 
questions around both the themes of both transparency and information. Figures 1 
and 2 summarise the themes emerging under these headings, and provide examples 
of the verbatim comments provided.
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 Table 2 Views about how well the Council keeps residents informed (resident 
views)

Statements: Agree Disagree
Don't 
know Total

The Council… Number of respondents 
Keeps residents informed about what it is doing 33 86 7 126
Keeps residents informed about how it spends its 
money 20 97 9 126
Keeps residents informed about how decisions are 
made 19 96 11 126
Is open and transparent about its activities 21 93 12 126
The Council… % total
Keeps residents informed about what it is doing 26 68 6 100
Keeps residents informed about how it spends its 
money 16 77 7 100
Keeps residents informed about how decisions are 
made 15 76 9 100
Is open and transparent about its activities 17 74 10 100
Source: Tower Hamlets Council, Transparency Consultation (17 August-21 September 
2015)
Notes: Total respondent counts exclude those who did not answer the question (so 
totals can vary). 'Agree' includes those who said 'definitely agree' or 'tend to agree'; 
'Disagree' includes those who said 'definitely disagree' or 'tend to disagree'.

Table 3 Views about the quality of information provided on the Council website 
(resident views)
Question wording: The Council publishes a wide range of information on its website; 
please tell us how you would rate the quality of information provided for any areas you 
are familiar with.  

 

Good / 
Very 
good Average

Poor / 
very 
poor

Don't 
know TOTAL

 Number of respondents
Financial matters 9 31 50 35 125
Council decision making 16 43 49 17 125
Information about elected members 37 26 35 23 121
Consultation information 15 34 61 13 123
Freedom of Information 19 27 43 33 122
Lists and public registers 26 45 32 21 124
Council services and facilities 
information 34 45 32 11 122
Council policies and performance 
information 13 42 49 20 124
 % total
Financial matters 7 25 40 28 100
Council decision making 13 34 39 14 100
Information about elected members 31 21 29 19 100
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Consultation information 12 28 50 11 100
Freedom of Information 16 22 35 27 100
Lists and public registers 21 36 26 17 100
Council services and facilities 
information 28 37 26 9 100
Council policies and performance 
information 10 34 40 16 100
Source: Tower Hamlets Council, Transparency Consultation (17 August to 21 
September 2015).
Notes: Total respondent counts exclude those who did not answer the question (so 
totals can vary).

Figure 1: Written comments: Transparency 

Key themes: 

• Perception that there is a lack of transparency generally, but especially in relation 
to: Council finances (eg spending, contracts, grant funding/allocation) and 
information about planning matters.

 View that key decisions are made ‘behind closed doors’, and that the information 
that is made available, is partial / selective.  For some, a suspicion about why 
information is held back due to confidentiality, and the need for this.

• However, there was also a recognition that the Council is in a period of transition. 
For some, a feeling of tentative optimism.  

Examples of comments:

‘There is a history of secrecy and complete lack of transparency in how the council is 
run, especially when it comes to funding grants and planning…’. 

‘Please provide us with a basic budget for how our taxes are being spent. I'd 
especially like to know how the section 106 money is spent…’.

 ‘How decisions are made are on the website but contained in lengthy papers buried 
deep in Committee reports and minutes. This is not particularly accessible full of 
jargon and not straightforward’.

‘A feeling that money is allocated on occasion and in some services in a less than 
transparent way and that value for money or monitoring of these services is not 
rigorous’. 

‘Allocation of money to groups and organisations could be published in East End Life, 
along with reasons for the allocation, and, measures used by the Council to monitor 
the groups/organisation’

‘Important decisions are taken behind closed doors in private… There should be no 



Appendix B  Transparency Consultation – Key findings

Appendix B: Page 9

PINK reports when it comes to spending our money, public money.  It is 
understandable that identities of some companies may be necessary to be kept 
disclosed, but the actual content of the report should be made public always’.

Who is the person who decides what is confidential? 

‘TH has historically been very good relating actions once agreed ( usually via East 
End Life)  but not about their community or residents participating in the democratic 
decision making within the borough; most of which appears to be undertaken behind 
closed doors - at least that is the impression’

‘Things have improved a lot since the election of the new Mayor, but there is still a 
long way to go to restore the trust that was lost’.

Figure 2: Written comments: Information 

Key themes: 

• Lack of awareness about what information is available and how to access it.   

• Council website: considered to be poor and difficult to use. Respondents reported 
that it was difficult to find the right information (information sometimes ‘buried’). 
Information was often out of date, or difficult to understand.

• Information about planning applications and decisions felt to be poor – online 
information difficult to navigate/access.  

• East End life: views mixed – some find it useful and say it the only way they get 
information, while others felt it was a waste of money, or that content was lacking 
or partisan.  

• Examples of the sort of information people wanted to see more of included: 
 Council finances: budgets, spending, grants etc 
 Planning matters: applications, decisions, S106 etc
 Contact details: staff numbers, responsibilities, structure plans.
 Housing information eg major works, allocations.
 Contract terms and performance of contractors.
 Updates on Council response to the previous allegations against the Council.

Examples of comments: 

‘Information on the website is often difficult to find, or buried in a link in a link etc. 
Information on how the council manages its money and exactly what they spend it on 
is virtually impossible to obtain in specific terms, as in relating to specific blocks, 
council tax, services charges etc’.

‘In order to access the information on the Council website you have to know where to 
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look.  The search facility seems to bring up pages that are not up to date. There is no 
direct access to planning applications from the home page’.

‘I think finding specific planning proposals on the website can be difficult unless you 
are a confident web user and researcher. The letters from the planning department 
don't give enough information about how to find particular pieces of information on 
the planning section of the website’.

‘We rarely receive information on what going on. If we receive anything, it is either 
after it has or it's just about to happen

‘East End Life is the only way I find out about the council's activities and the info 
tends to be buried amongst other articles’

‘The only regular information that residents receive is via East End Life and even 
then what we get is very much biased towards making those who govern the 
Borough look good.‘

‘All spending and grant awards or financial awards of any nature should be published 
clearly in a register that can be accessed easily by residents through the council 
website.  No reports should be RED because this is an excuse to hide information 
from the public’.
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3. Engagement and consultation

Views about resident involvement and consultation
The majority of respondents felt the Council does not engage with residents 
effectively (Table 4): 

• Just over two thirds felt that the Council does not listen to concerns of local 
residents. 

• Almost three quarters of respondents took the view that the Council did not involve 
residents when making decisions; 

• A similar proportion felt that the Council does not keep residents informed about 
how their involvement has made a difference.

• Seven in ten respondents disagreed with the statement that the Council is open 
and transparent when conducting consultations 

Table 4 Views about resident engagement and consultation (resident views)
Question wording: Overall, to what extent do you agree or disagree with these 
statements about how effectively the Council engages with residents:

 
Agre

e 
Disagre

e
Don't 
know

Tota
l

 Number of respondents 
The Council involves residents when making 
decisions 24 90 9 123
The Council is open and transparent when 
conducting consultations 18 86 19 123
The Council listens to concerns of local residents 19 82 19 120
The Council keeps residents informed about how 
their involvement has made a difference 18 92 13 123
 % total
The Council involves residents when making 
decisions 20 73 7 100
The Council is open and transparent when 
conducting consultations 15 70 15 100
The Council listens to concerns of local residents 16 68 16 100
The Council keeps residents informed about how 
their involvement has made a difference 15 75 11 100
Source: Tower Hamlets Council, Transparency Consultation (17th August to 21st 
September 2015)
Notes: Total respondent counts exclude those who did not answer the question (so 
totals can vary). 'Agree' includes those who said 'definitely agree' or 'tend to agree'; 
'Disagree' includes those who said 'definitely disagree' or 'tend to disagree'.

Written comments: engagement and consultation
Respondents were asked to elaborate on their views on all these issues. Specifically 
residents were asked: why they had disagreed with any of the statements (in Table 
4), and to provide any suggestions on how the Council could improve things. 
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A wide range of comments were provided in response to these questions. Comments 
about consultation were also prevalent in comments made in responses to earlier 
questions about information and transparency.  Figure 3 summarises the themes 
emerging, and provide examples of the verbatim comments provided.
Figure 3: Written comments: Resident engagement and consultation  

Key themes: 

• Consultations perceived to be tokenistic - view that Council has already made up 
its mind and does not listen to views.

• Lack of feedback on consultation findings and what has happened as a result.  
Some felt consultations were rushed / not well managed or planned. 

• Some felt engagement was selective: ‘usual suspects’ consulted.  ‘Vocal 
minority’.

• Examples of resident suggestions to improve consultation and engagement:
 More direct engagement needed – not just online. More pro-active and 

targeted approaches to engaging/briefing those who will be affected (eg 
community events, open forums, issues based events, targeted 
leaflets/material).

 Creative use of social media and digital opportunities.
 Better publicity to promote consultations. 
 Better planning eg material ahead of time, longer consultation periods, 

venues/times carefully considered, better information and feedback. 
 More public involvement in meetings eg Q&A sessions with members and  

officers. 

Examples of comments: 

‘Because residents are only informed after the fact, not before and invitations to give 
an opinion hasn't changed the course of events.  We're not involved in making any 
decisions…’

‘The Council provides minimum information, time to object or appeal during 
consultation.  This shows how its priority is just to get their box ticked and not the 
best interest of its residents. Never enough consultation time’.

‘You probably satisfy the narrow rules about communication. You tie little notices to 
trees. But you know that no one reads these...’

‘I received a letter regarding some work in my neighbourhood.  I emailed regarding it, 
and heard nothing in return.  The work had already started before I received the 
letter’.

‘There has been only tokenistic consultation regarding the Major Works project and 
residents have not been invited to participate in this process…’.
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‘Major developments seem to be largely decided before the public are invited to 
comment at the stage of planning permission, by which time so much work has gone 
into the project that public consultation is unlikely to have much impact…’

‘They could post notices in the area a meeting/ consultation is due to take place this 
way it would enable all residents to attend, not everyone has access to the internet 
so cannot get information from the website or Twitter. Also changes affect everyone 
not just the select few who seem to deal with the council behind closed doors’

‘Get out and meet people. Talk to people’.

‘Tell people in advance what is happening that affects their area’.

‘tell us what the consultations replies were’
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4. Consultation responses: views of staff

Of those who responded to the consultation, 46 people identified as Council staff. 
Overall, the views of staff were more positive than those of residents across all topics 
(Table 5). For example, while most staff felt the Council kept residents informed 
about what it was doing, only a quarter of resident respondents felt this was the case.

On the issue of transparency, just over half of the 46 staff respondents felt the 
Council was open and transparent about its activities, and just under a quarter felt 
unable to give an informed view one way or another.

Table 5: Views of staff on transparency, information and resident engagement 

 
Number (staff responses = 

46)  

 
Agre

e
Disagre

e
Don't 
know

Tota
l  

% 
agre

e
Information and transparency:  
The Council keeps residents informed 
about what it is doing 36 0 10 46  78
The Council keeps residents informed 
about how it spends its money 23 10 12 45  51
The Council keeps residents informed 
about how decisions are made 22 11 13 46  48
The Council is open and transparent 
about its activities 24 13 9 46  52
Engagement and consultation       
The Council involves residents when 
making decisions 25 7 14 46  54
The Council is open and transparent 
when conducting consultations 24 8 14 46  52
The Council listens to concerns of local 
residents 25 7 13 45  56
The Council keeps residents informed 
about how their involvement has made a 
difference 22 6 17 45  49
Source: Tower Hamlets Council, Transparency Consultation (17th August to 21st 
September 2015)
Notes: Total respondent counts exclude those who did not answer the question (so 
totals can vary). 'Agree' includes those who said 'definitely agree' or 'tend to agree'; 
'Disagree' includes those who said 'definitely disagree' or 'tend to disagree'.



Appendix B  Transparency Consultation – Key findings

Appendix B: Page 15

5. How consultation views compare with Annual Residents’ Survey 

In considering the findings in this report, it is important to remember that this was a 
consultation exercise, not a representative survey.  While the results provide valuable 
insight into the nature of perceptions around the topics of transparency and 
engagement, the findings relate to the views of 127 residents, and are unlikely to be 
representative of the views of borough residents more generally.  

To explore this, the views of residents who responded to the consultation, have been 
compared to views captured via the Council’s Annual Residents’ Survey. The 
Residents’ Survey results are based on a large sample of residents (1,227) chosen to 
be representative of the population generally. Figure 4 compares views from the 
survey and the consultation across three different perception statements about 
information and resident engagement: 

• The Council keeps residents informed about what it is doing
• The Council involves residents when making decisions
• The Council listens to concerns of local residents

The survey results indicate residents, in general, are significantly more positive, than 
those who responded to the consultation. For example, the Annual Residents Survey 
found that almost three quarters of residents felt the Council kept them informed 
about what it was doing, compared with only one quarter of those residents who 
responded to the consultation. Similarly, just over half of those surveyed felt the 
Council listens to resident concerns compared with a minority of consultation 
respondents. 

Figure 4: Consultation response vs. Annual Residents Survey results  
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Annex A: Copy of consultation form
(word version of the online form)
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Transparency Consultation: Your chance to have your say

The council’s Overview and Scrutiny Committee is leading a Transparency Commission 
(OSTC) to identify actions the council should take to ensure that decisions are taken in an 
open and accountable way and to improve how the council provides information.

The Transparency Commission aims to make it easier for local people to contribute to 
local decision making processes and help shape public services. 

Greater local transparency, openness and accountability provides residents with tools and 
information to enable them to play a bigger role in society. The availability of data can 
also open new markets for local business, the voluntary and community sectors and 
social enterprises to help improve and create local services.  

The council currently uses a range of channels to communicate with residents to share 
information about decision making and how the council spends money. This includes East 
End Life, the council’s website, social media and leaflets and publicity. 

The purpose of this consultation is to find out how we can improve: 
 What else would you like to know? 
 How can we make information more accessible?
 What other things could the Council do to ensure that decision makers are held to 

account?

Please take 5-10 minutes to complete this short questionnaire and tell us what you think.  
This consultation will run from Monday 17th August to Friday 18th September. 

If you have any questions about this survey or the Transparency Commission, please 
email: ostc@towerhamlets.gov.uk

Confidentiality: All of your answers will be stored in accordance with our responsibilities 
under the Data Protection Act 1998. Any personal information you give us is held securely 
and will only be used for council purposes.
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A. VIEWS ABOUT THE INFORMATION THE COUNCIL PROVIDES 

Q1a. Please say whether you agree or disagree with the following statements about 
the extent to which the Council keeps residents well informed about its activities:

Statement Definitely 
agree

Tend to 
agree

Tend to 
disagree

Definitely 
disagree

Don't 
know

The Council keeps residents 
informed about what it is doing
The Council keeps residents 
informed about how it spends its 
money
The Council keeps residents 
informed about how decisions are 
made
The Council is open and 
transparent about its activities

Q1b Please tell us more: 
If you disagreed with any of the statements, please tell us why.
If you have suggestions on how you think we could do better, please explain:
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Q2a. The Council publishes a wide range of information on its website, please tell 
us how you would rate the quality of information provided for any areas you are 
familiar with. 
 

Very 
good Good Average Poor Very 

poor

Don’t 
know / 

not 
familiar 

with
Financial matters (e.g. details of 
council spending, contracts, 
grants and salaries)
Council decision making (e.g. 
meeting information, democratic 
processes, major policy proposals 
and decisions)
Information about elected 
members, (e.g. contact details and 
declarations of interest)
Consultation information (e.g. how 
to comment on specific proposals)
Freedom of Information (e.g. how 
to request information, how 
requests are managed, response 
performance) 
Lists and public registers  (e.g. 
planning and licensing applications, 
listed buildings, rights of way)
Council services and facilities 
information (e.g. access 
information, including contact 
details)
Information about Council policies 
and performance (e.g. key plans 
and policies, performance 
indicators, inspection reports)

Q2b. Please tell us more: 
If you rated any area as poor or average, please tell us why.
If you have any views on how we could improve information about any of these areas, 
please tell us more.
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Q3. Is there any other sort of information you think the Council should publish, or 
provide more detail about?  

Q4. Do you have any other views or suggestions about how the Council could 
make its information more open and accessible?
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B. VIEWS ABOUT RESIDENT ENGAGEMENT AND CONSULTATION
The Council aspires to inform, consult and engage with residents about decisions that 
affect them, in an open and effective way. To do this, it employs a wide range of methods, 
including consultation exercises on specific issues and local community ward forums.  We 
want to know what you think of the way we consult and engage, and how you think we 
can improve.

Q5a. Overall, to what extent do you agree or disagree with these statements about 
how effectively the Council engages with residents:

Statement Definitely 
agree

Tend 
to 

agree

Tend to 
disagree

Definitely 
disagree

Don't 
know

The Council involves residents when 
making decisions
The Council is open and transparent 
when conducting consultations
The Council listens to concerns of 
local residents
The Council keeps residents 
informed about how their involvement 
has made a difference

Q5b. Tell us more: 
If you disagreed with any of these statements, please tell us why.

Q6. Do you have any other views about how the Council consults with residents, or 
any suggestions about how the Council could improve its engagement with 
residents? 
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Q7.  Lastly, is there anything else you would like to say about how the Council 
could be more open, or to ensure that decision makers are held to account? 
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C. ABOUT YOU  

Q8. Please tell us, in what capacity you are responding to this consultation 
(if more than one, please choose the main one)?

(Please also complete Q12-17)

 As a Tower Hamlets resident / individual   
 As an elected Member 
 Other (Please specify………………………………………………………  )

 On behalf of an organisation or business 
 Prefer not to say

Q9. May we use comments provided in your response in reporting the findings of 
the consultation? Any comments used in this way will be anonymised.

 Yes  No

Q10. The council would like to make public a list of people and organisations that 
responded to this consultation. Are you happy for your name, or the name of any 
organisation or business you are representing, to be named on this list?

 Yes  No

If yes, please provide your name, or the name of the business/organisation you are 
representing (this will appear on the list):

_______________________________________________________

Q11. May we contact you to discuss your response to this consultation? If so, 
please provide your name and email address / telephone number. For example, 
there may be specific points that we need to clarify.

NAME ………………………………………………………….

EMAIL ADDRESS ……………………………………………

CONTACT NUMBER …………………………………………
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If you are completing this consultation as an individual, elected member or other:

Individual details 

The questions below ask you to provide some details about yourself.  These questions 
are optional but the information is valuable to us in understanding our local population. 
This information will help us build a profile of who has responded to the consultation to 
assess how representative respondents are of the population generally.  The information 
you provide in this questionnaire will remain strictly confidential, in accordance with the 
Data Protection Act 1998. Any personal information you give us is held securely and will 
only be used for statistical purposes. 

Q11a. Please indicate which age band you fall into:

 0-15   
 16-24  
 25-34 
 35-44 
 45-54
 55-64
 65+
 Prefer not to say

Q11b. Which of the following describes how you think of yourself?

 Male 
 Female 
 Trans
 Intersex
 Prefer not to say

Q11c. Do you consider yourself to have a disability according to the terms given in 
the Equality Act 2010? 

(Under The Equality Act 2010, a person is disabled if they have a physical or mental impairment 
which has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day 
activities, which would include things like using a telephone, reading a book or using public 
transport.)

 Yes  No    (Skip to Q11d.)  Prefer not to say (Skip to Q15.)
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Please state the type of impairment that applies to you:
(People may experience more than one type of impairment, in which case you may 
indicate more than one. If none of the categories apply, please mark ‘Other’ and specify 
the type of impairment.)

 Sensory impairment, (such as being blind / having a visual impairment or being deaf / 
having a hearing impairment)

 Physical impairment, (such as using a wheelchair to get around and / or difficulty using 
your arms)

 Learning disability, (such as Downs syndrome or dyslexia) or cognitive impairment 
(such as autism or head-injury)

 Mental health condition, (such as depression or schizophrenia)  
 Long-standing illness or health condition (such as cancer, HIV, diabetes, chronic heart 

disease, or epilepsy)
 Other (please specify)
 Prefer not to say

Type of impairment

Q11d. How would you define your sexual orientation?

 Bisexual (an attraction to both men and women)
 Gay man
 Gay woman / Lesbian 
 Heterosexual/Straight
 Other (please specify)
 Prefer not to say
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Q11e Ethnicity

I would describe my ethnic origin as:-

 White: British 
 White: Irish
 White: Traveller of Irish Heritage
 White: Gypsy/Roma
 White: Other

 Black or Black British: African
 Black or Black British: Somali
 Black or Black British: Caribbean
 Black/Black British/ Other Black 

Background

 Asian or Asian British: Bangladeshi

 Asian or Asian British: Pakistani
 Asian or Asian British: Indian
 Asian/Asian British/Other Asian 

Background 

 Mixed/Dual Heritage: White & Black 
Caribbean

 Mixed/Dual Heritage: White & Black 
African

 Mixed/Dual Heritage: White & Black 
Asian

 Mixed/Dual Heritage: Any Other 
Mixed Background

 Other Ethnic Groups: Vietnamese  

 Other Ethnic Groups: Chinese  

 Other Ethnic Groups/ Any Other 
Group 

 Prefer not to say

Q11f. What is your religious belief?

 No Religion
 Agnostic
 Muslim
 Christian
 Jewish
 Buddhist
 Sikh
 Hindu
 Humanist
 Other Religion (please specify)
 Prefer not to say

THANK YOU 

Thank you for taking the time to take part in this consultation exercise.  This survey forms 
part of the Overview and Scrutiny Transparency Commission (OSTC). Information about 
the Commission’s work is available at: www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/OSTC

http://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/OSTC
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Annex B: Demographic profile of respondents

Demographic profile of respondents (resident respondents)

  Number
% 

totals
 TOTAL 127 100

Under 34 17 13
35-54 45 35
55 and over 35 28Age

Prefer not to say/not answered 30 24
Female 45 35
Male 45 35Gender
Prefer not to say/not answered 37 29
Yes 17 13
No 75 59Disability  
Prefer not to say/not answered 35 28
Heterosexual/Straight_ 57 45
Bisexual /Gay/Lesbian/Other 11 9Sexual 

orientation
Prefer not to say/not answered 59 46
White British/White Other 63 50
Bangladeshi 7 6
Other BME groups 9 7

Ethnicity

Prefer not to say/not answered 48 38
Christian 26 20
Muslim 8 6
Other religion 4 3
No religion/agnostic 39 31

Religion

Prefer not to say/not answered 50 39
Note: Staff responses have not been included / broken down here due to 
relatively small numbers. 


