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Croydon Council Governance Review 

Introduction 

1. The request for residents views for the Governance Review using a survey via the 

Council’s website will mean that a large number of residents will not know about it and 

therefore not be able to submit their views and their experiences of trying to access Council 

services, dealing with officers and Councillors, and trying to influence decision making. Earlier 

this year the Cabinet recognised the problems involved in the digital divide and the inadequacies 

of its IT systems. It will take time to improve the latter. The Panel will be able to obtain a wider 

range of views if it holds public meetings across the Borough to seek residents views, and asks 

community organisations to invite a member to listen to what their members have to say. (For 

detailed points on aspects of the Digital Divide see Appendix 2) 

2. A key element in the way residents can give their views and seek to influence Council 

decision making is through their local Councillors. It is therefore essential that Councillors are 

effective at dialogue, listening and representing those views, even if they do not agree with 

them. 

3. This submission discusses aspects of the interaction between Councillors and residents 

and the effectiveness of Councillors, the Scrutiny process, response to communications, and 

public consultation and engagement. 

 Interaction between Councillors and residents 

4.   Councillors are supposed to be community leaders in their wards. They should also be 

listening to what residents think, and be able to demonstrate that they are articulating those 

views to Council officers and to the Leader and Cabinet members. Has the Panel analysed how 

they are doing this? The answers to the following questions may help to provide the extent to 

which Councillors are both community leaders, listeners and advocates. 

(a) How many have circulated regular printed newsletters to every household e.g. every 2-3 

months to explain what they have been doing on local issues, and what influence they have had 

on Council decision making? 

(b) How many have circulated special leaflets on local issues in small neighbourhoods in their 

wards or across a number affected by the same local issue? 

(c) How many have helped initiate the formation of community groups and residents 

associations? 

(d) Do they hold regular public meetings? 

(e) Do they hold 2-3 advice surgeries a month at different venues across their wards? 

(f) How often do they survey residents opinions on local issues in the ward and on the 

development of Council policies? 

The Effectiveness of Councillors 

5. Leaving aside my belief that the majority of Councillors, regardless of party, cannot be 

effective in the Executive Leader and Cabinet member system of governance, and that there 

should be a return to the former Committee system so that all Councillors are involved in policy 

development and decision making, there are important issues to be asked about the extent to 

which Councillors are actually or could be more effective.  
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6. Has the Panel conducted a confidential survey of all Councillors for their views?   

Public Image of Councillors 

7. In order to maximise their effectiveness and increase their standing with the public, 

Councillors need to find ways in which they  can maximise their effectiveness, but also develop a 

strategy that avoids the traditional ya-boo behaviour in the Council Chamber which alienates 

those members of the public who witness from the public gallery, and those who heard it first on 

Croydon Radio broadcasting and now on webcasts. recent handling of a protestor in her 80s in 

the public gallery does not help build faith in the Councillors ability to handle criticism. As an 

individual who has in the past made verbal interventions from the public gallery, I am aware 

that there are a variety of ways in which protestors can be dealt with without threatening to call 

the police.   

8. Has the Panel explored the following questions? 

(a) how can the style of behaviour in Council and other meetings be improved? 

(b) can the quality of questioning and debate Council and other meetings be improved? 

(c) are Councillors provided with independent training to ensure that they are able to ask 

and get answers to challenging questions to Officers and the Leader and Cabinet members? 

The Value of Independent Advice to Councillors 

9. Officers papers often leave out options and detail that does not support their 

justification for the proposals they are making.  

10. Has the Panel asked the following questions: 

(a) How can Committee reports be written so that Councillors can ask questions that enable 

them to understand the biases in reports? 

(b) How are links being made by Councillors with people who can help analyse the papers, 

frame questions and provide alternative information? 

(c) If the Cabinet system is retained how can Cabinet and non-Cabinet members seek to 

amend papers on the basis of comments received on them from members of the public or their 

organisations? 

The Scrutiny Process 

11. The Scrutiny & Overview Committee process is very weak. Some major policies are not 

submitted to the Committee prior to their presentation to Cabinet. It takes a long time for its 

recommendation to be considered by the Cabinet thereby delaying its influence of initial 

implementation of policies. 

12. Has the Panel examined the following questions.  

(a) How can the Scrutiny process be made to be genuinely investigative?   

(b) Can more non-Councillors with relevant expertise be members? 

(c)  Should there be more active encouragement to invite people with expertise and residents 

to present their perspective on issues under review? 

(d) Why have so few Councillors made use of the mini-scrutiny review process? 
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(e) Why are there not more single topic inquiries which might make it easier to involve a 

wide range of non-Councillors?  

(f) Why are  ideas and questions submitted by residents or their organisations on topics 

under discussion at Scrutiny not officially responded to, as failure to do so suggests that the 

Committee is not taking these submissions seriously?  

Response to Communications 

13. There is continual complaint from residents about the failure of Council officers and 

Councillors either to respond to emails and letters, or send some after the Council policy of the 

timescale for responses. If everyone had kept a record of the failings in communication then the 

list would probably run to tens of thousands. 

14. An example is this email I sent to the then Cabinet member for Culture on 21 November 

2016, copied to the Cahir of Scrutiny: 

‘I submitted the attached document to the Scrutiny Committee meeting on 1 November which 

looked at aspects of your portfolio. I would be grateful if you would provide me with an answer 

to each question. There are many members of the public who would be interested to know your 

response.’ The document is appended.  

15. I did not receive replies from either the Cabinet member nor the Cahir of Scrutiny.  

16.  Another example was an email (8 December 2016) on the Digital Divide from me to 

another Cabinet member – see Appendix 2. 

Public Consultation 

17. There are continual complaints and cynicism that the Council’s public consultations are 

bogus, and are simply carried out in order to tick the boxes. Sometimes, as in the case of the 

Library consultation in 2016 no summary of the views submitted was published, meaning those 

members of the public had not idea of what was said, and what the Council’s response was. 

Sometimes  where public exhibitions on Borough wide policy consultations are organised with  

staff present to answer questions they have not been held in each of the places of Croydon as 

defined in the Local Plan 2018, meaning residents have to travel out of their area, which 

reduces those who can, especially if it involves changes in public transport or if the venue is in 

an area where car parking is very difficult.  

18. This reduces the ability to the public to express their views, and to seek to influence 

policy development, implementation and decision making. 

Sean Creighton 
6 Oakhill Rd 
London, SW16 5RG 
 
Member, Norbury Village Residents Association 
Member, Norbury Regeneration Steering Group 
Member, Love Norbury Committee 
Chair, Norbury Community Land Trust 
Member Croydon Local Studies Forum 
In personal capacity 
 
6 December 2019 
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Appendix 1 

Questions for Scrutiny 1 November 2016 

Portfolio 
 
Your portfolio says:  ‘Promotion of positive partnerships with private and voluntary organisations 

in the context of developing arts, cultural and leisure facilities and events in Croydon.’ Please 

explain what partnerships you have been involved in promoting since you last appeared at the 

Scrutiny Committee, and what engagement you have had with the Croydon Arts Network?  

Fairfield Halls 
 
While the website on the refurbishment mentioned in the Fairfield Halls report is welcome the 
url is not given and it does not seem to be found by Google search. What is the url and when will 
it be made publicly available? 
 
Given the Council is not represented on the Board of Brick by Brick, please explain the detailed 
brief to it for its involvement in Fairfield Halls, and the monitoring mechanisms of its delivery? 
 
Does the contract with Brick by Brick include penalty clauses for any programme completion 
delays? 
 
As the contract with Brick by Brick was not tendered, and therefore commercial confidentiality 
is not an issue, what is the fee or % profit element built into the contract for Brick by Brick to 
earn? 
 
Parks and Open Spaces 
 
How many staff are currently employed on work involved in the developments in parks and 

Council controlled open spaces, compared with the end of March 2014? 

If you have been able to read the Heritage Lottery Fund report State of the UK Public Parks 
2016, what issues raised in it do you think need to be examined as part of the parks review? 
 
In order that the uniqueness of each park and open space in Croydon is better known, will you 
give consideration to ensuring that each has a series of boards about their history, and that key 
anniversaries associated with them are celebrated. 
 
In view of the different approaches being taken by Lambeth and Wandsworth Councils in 
developing Co-operative Council ideas for parks are you assessing any lessons to be learnt from 
them? 
 
Will you ask the Planners to review whether the draft Local Plan Partial Review (Submission) 
contains sufficient safeguards to ensure that all present and future allotment sites are protected 
from building development? 
 
Have you asked the officers to identify sites for additional allotments, including land owned by 
Network Rail. 
 
What role is the Council playing in the Wandle Valley Partnership, and what is it doing to 
encourage Croydon community groups along the route to become involved in the Wandle Valley 
Forum? 
 
Apart from the proposal in the Local Plan  Partial Review (Submission) to de-culvert Norbury 
Brook, what consideration is being given to the problems of drainage in parks and open spaces 
and the potential role for increasing their capacity for water storage? 
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Will you consider submitting evidence to the House of Commons Communities and Local 
Government Select Committee Inquiry on the future of parks supporting the need for a national 
inquiry, the creation of a statutory duty and for adequate public resources? 
 
What is the total acerage of land covered by parks, open and green spaces, and  as a percentage 
of the total land area of the Borough?  
 
What was the current expenditure on parks, open and green spaces in each of the years since 
2010/11, and how much on average was spent per acre? 
 
How does the expenditure per acre compare with other local authorities? 
 
Will you propose that the Cabinet agree that it will not authorise the closure and/or sale of any 
park or green space because of neglect or disuse, or lease them to commercial or schools 
operators because that would limit public access? 
 
Cultural Discussion 
 
Shortly after you became Cabinet member you held a seminar with local arts and cultural 
organisations. Have there been any further seminars to discuss the evolving Council strategy and 
the initiatives being taken by those involved in cultural activities. If there have been who was 
invited? if there have not been  why not? 
 
Public Questions at 17 October Council Meeting 
 
As at 29 October any questions to you as Cabinet member at the last Council meeting have not 
been posted on the Council website, would you please tell the Committee what were the 
questions and answers, and provide a printed copy for inclusion in the Committee’s minutes? 
 
BMX Track Norbury Park  
 
Please explain why you did not give a proper answer to the question submitted by Sean 
Creighton at the last Council meeting? 
 
Have you been informed by the officers that the Friends Group for Norbury Park are considering 
ending their discussions with officers over their ideas for the improvement of the Park because 
the Council will not shelve the BMX track project which is objected to by over 1,500 residents 
and the Residents Associations as an inappropriate site, including their alternative proposal for a 
BMX trail? 
 
What effect do you think being seen to impose a facility on a Park will have on the way in which 
other Friends or future potential Friends groups perceive working with the Council? 
 
Ambition Festival 
 
Given the decision to cancel this year’s Ambition Festival because BoxPark’s opening Festival, 
please explain what has happened to the budgeted money, has it been absorbed back in order to 
spend on other cultural activities over the next year, or has it been added to the list of financial 
savings? 
 
Riesco Collection 
 
Is it still official Council policy to sell items from the Riesco Collection? 
 
Will you propose that the Cabinet up-dates policy by approving a resolution that no items from 
the Riesco Collection will be sold in the future? 
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Please confirm whether or not the proceeds from the sale of the Riesco Collection are included 
in the £30m project cost of the refurbishment of Fairfield Halls. 
 
Has there been any consideration given to the re-examining the idea of setting up a Trust to 
take on the ownership and preservation of the Riesco Collection, or to negotiate a long term 
loan to e.g. Fairfield Arts Board rather than set up a new organisation?  
 
Local Studies & Archives 
 
Please state what discussions have been going on as to how to make the material on the open 
shelves in Local Studies and Archives material in its former premises in the Central Library 
accessible again, rather than as at present having to be ordered and brought down to the ground 
floor. 
 
What is the programme of special exhibitions planned by the Museum, Local Studies and Archives 
for 2017 and 2018?  
 
Libraries 
 
When will the report on the Libraries review consultation be publicly available? 
 
How many submissions were made? 
 
Please outline the main views expressed by the public and organisations? 
 
When does the contract for the management of the Libraries come up for renewal, and what 
plans have been set in motion for the Cabinet to consider whether to (a) to re-tender; (b) take 
the management back in–house; (c) to explore the creation of a staff mutual?   
 
What was the expenditure on Libraries in 2009/10 and 2013/4 and the projected expenditure in 
this financial year? 
 
In your answer to a Council question in January 2015 you stated: ‘I remain fully committed to a 

full and professional library service in Upper Norwood and look forward to continue to work 

closely with the Upper Norwood Library Trust  Campaign.’ Please up-date the Committee on 

what you have been doing to ensure this. 

On Sunday details of the Gt IT Loud in Libraries music project were drawn attention to on the 

Upper Norwood Library supporters Facebook. Will you have discussions with the Library 

management contractor to explore bringing the project into the Libraries? 

Music in Schools  

What changes of funding have there been to Croydon Music Services since 1 May 2014? 

How many pupils were receiving tuition through Croydon Music Services in 2012/13 and 

presently? 

Have you had any discussions with our Cabinet counterpart as to how the Council can support 

the schools that remain linked it in developing music provision both as an independent activity 

and as part of the curriculum? 

Cultural Venues 

Given the refurbishment closure of Fairfield Halls and the often expressed concern about the 

lack of a mix of size of alternative venues, have your Officers assessed the range of venues 



7 

 

available and their capacity with a view to seeking the provision of a mix in future new 

developments, and in seeking to influence refurbishment of suitable properties? 

In your answer to a Council question in January 2015 you stated: ‘I would very much like to see 

new artist spaces across Croydon, and will pursue any opportunities that arise.’ Please up-date 

the Committee on what you have been able to achieve since then. 

Cultural Funding 

Please outline the way in which the Council’s relationship with the bodies like the Lottery Fund 

and the Arts Council has been developing since May 2014? 

Pump House & Exchange Square 

In your answer to a Council question in January 2015 you stated in relation to the Pump House at 

Exchange Square that you were ‘keen to ensure that there is a wide programme of events and 

activity taking place to support this area as the emerging Cultural Quarter.’ Please indicate what 

discussions have been had to ensure a cultural offer is part of the new owner’s plans. 

Bereavement Services 

Given the draft Local Plan states that there is a shortage of burial space in the Borough and that 

it does not appear that a site has been identified in or outside the Borough and with the 

continuing Government enforced cuts what is your assessment of the challenge to keep 

bereavement services operating at a high level?  

Asset Transfer 

What lessons are being learnt from the asset transfer of Stanley Halls in relation to potential 

future transfers of community centres and public halls?  
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Appendix 2 
 
The Digital Divide 

‘The progress being made to close the digital divide as reported in the report to Monday’s 

Cabinet meeting is very welcome. There are some issues that arise from reading the report. 

(1) The Statistics  

Digitally including the 85,000 adults who lack basic skills is an on-going challenge. In relation to 

C2DE and low income households the high turnover of population in parts of the Borough may 

make it very difficult to reach those lacking basic digital skills. This turnover is linked to the 

growing percentage of private sector renting and short tenancies, and the continuing rise in 

homelessness. As people in these groups move out of Borough, others may take their place who 

also lack basic digital skills. Ways need to be found to reach the  two groups. It may be possible 

to have information on digital skills support included in the tenancy packs provided by all 

landlords and their agents who are licensed by the Council. 

The continued drive of the Council to become paperless means less and less printed material is 

given to people, which is a key method of providing information. As yet no strategy appears to 

have been outlined which improves communication with the digitally excluded while they remain 

excluded. 

(2) Recycling IT equipment. A large quantity of IT equipment appears to be thrown into a 

large container at the Council’s civil amenity site at Factory Lane. This means that equipment 

which could be repaired and recycled is further damaged. Can ways be found to ensure that such 

equipment is not thrown in the container skips but kept somewhere for collection by the charity 

the Council is working with? 

(3) Libraries. Earlier this week a Year 7 pupil expressed disappointment to me that when he 

went to his local Library on a Saturday, the reduced number of staff were so busy that they did 

not have time to help him find what he needed for a homework assignment. Staffing needs to 

include people trained to help people use the computers. If particularly young users find their 

needs are not being met they will have less reason to remain a library users. 

(4) Twitter. This has its limits. A number of people have come off Twitter because of abuse 

that they have received. This led to debate on Croydon Citizen last year at 

http://thecroydoncitizen.com/politics-society/croydons-appetite-self-destruction  

http://thecroydoncitizen.com/politics-society/how-to-spot-a-troll  

For many others Twitter is a pointless means of communicating trivia. In discussing Twitter with 

businesses the Council may wish to point out that large numbers of people are not on it, and if 

people start using businesses Twitter accounts  to be abusive, they will need to take action to 

stop it.’   

 
 
 
 
 


