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1 Purpose of Report 
 
1.1 To present for consideration by the Council a proposal for a Local Policy on Political 

Groups on the Council to guide the facilities to be made available for political groups 
on the considerations of cost, proportionality and reasonableness. 

 
2 Recommendations 

 
2.1      Council consider the following consolidated local policy on Political Groups on the 

Council:- 
“Other than the statutory requirements as laid down in the Local Government and 
Housing Act 1989, the Local Government (Committees and Political Groups) 
Regulations 1990 and any further statutory requirement, the Council sets a threshold 
of a minimum of 10% of the total Council membership for the recognition of a Political 
Group on the Council” 

 
Reason for recommendation 
 
It is reasonable for the Council to consider that to provide the same level of facilities to 
small groups on the Council is disproportionate and that the Council is entitled to 
determine to provide such facilities only when a Group meets a certain size and that 
size should be a minimum of 10% (currently 6 Members).   

 
3 Background 
 
3.1 The Council has longstanding arrangements for facilities to be available to Political 

Groups, although these are generally informal in nature and have evolved over the 
years through custom and practice. However, Council resolved in January 2002 to 
define a ‘Minority Group’ as consisting of 4 Members for the purposes of Special 
Responsibility Allowance. Otherwise, the nature of the arrangements developed, in the 
main, during a period in which the Council was comprised of three ‘large’ groupings 
generally comprising of more than ten members or so.  With ‘independent’ 
membership having occurred on occasion in recent years, along with Groups 
comprising two and five members, it is appropriate to review these longstanding 
arrangements on the basis of cost, proportionality and reasonableness, particularly 
with a view to any potential future increase in the number of small political groupings 
established under the Local Government (Committees and Political Balance) 
Regulations 1990 (the 1990 Regulations). There is also merit in reviewing and 
codifying historic custom and practice and related Council decisions in the light of the 
review of Council Committees elsewhere in this Council agenda. 



 

 
 

 
3.2 A principal objective of the 1990 Regulations was to ensure that minority groups on 

individual local authorities were guaranteed a degree of representation on Council 
Committees and Sub-Committees. The Council meets this statutory requirement 
through the political balance calculation and the resultant appointments to Committees 
undertaken at the Annual Meeting of the Council.  
 

3.3 For practical purposes, the 1990 Regulations have no further statutory impact on the 
recognition of other political groupings on the Council.  The Council therefore has a 
local discretion to consider matters outside the scope of the 1990 Regulations relating 
to Political Groups.  
 

3.4 Noting the costs associated with the provision of facilities for small groups;  
considering a need for proportionality within both such provision and access to 
Officers; a need for the influence of Groups on the Council to be proportionate to their 
size; and considering the need to determine a framework should further small political 
groupings arise in the future, it is proposed that, other than the statutory requirements 
as laid down in the Local Government and Housing Act 1989, the 1990 Regulations 
and any further statutory requirement, the Council could set a threshold of 10 % of the 
total Council membership or more for the recognition of a Political Group on the 
Council. This is the threshold that has been adopted by neighbouring Oldham Council. 
In doing so, it is acknowledged that the smaller Groups exist for a legal purpose, but 
that the Council should ensure that the status of such Groups and their access to 
facilities are not disproportionate and unnecessary; that such Groups do not devalue 
the rights and responsibilities of the larger groups on the Council; and that such 
Groups do not impose undue financial costs on the Council. 
 

3.5 Such a proposal, if agreed, would impact upon, so far as Council processes are 
concerned, the appointment to other Council bodies and outside bodies where the 
statutory requirement for political balance does not apply; the payment of Special 
Responsibility Allowances; the allocation of dedicated accommodation for Groups and 
Group Leaders; and the disproportionate demands that might be placed on Officers by 
smaller groups. 
 

3.6 In considering the issues, Officers have given a consideration as to whether a policy is 
strictly necessary, or whether the matters could be considered by the Council within 
existing powers or arrangements. 
 

3.7 Appointments – appointments made to non-politically balanced bodies, whether 
internal to the Council or to outside bodies, are beyond the political balance 
requirements of the 1990 Regulations and are at the discretion of the Council. The 
Council, in effect, determines the approach to appointments each time they are 
considered and as such a local policy is not specifically required.  However, if a policy 
was agreed this would not fetter the Council’s future consideration of appointments if 
circumstances dictated an alternate approach.  As such, Officers would advise that 
there is no absolute requirement for a policy to achieve the same effect. 
 

 3.8 Special Responsibility Allowances - The Council has a Scheme of Special 
Responsibility Allowances which includes allowances for the Leader of the ‘majority 
opposition group’ and the ‘minority opposition group’, as well as opposition shadow 
portfolio holders. These allowances are currently set at £9,168, £7,600 and £750 
respectively, the opposition Leaders’ allowances being proportionate to the Leader of 
the Council’s allowances.  

 
 3.9 The 2002 local policy on Small or ‘Minority’ Groups currently applies to Special 

Responsibility Allowances on the basis of cost and proportionality ie an Allowance is 



 

 
 

not paid to Minority Groups of 4 or fewer Members. It is acknowledged that Leaders of 
minority groups on the Council have key roles in leading groups that, for example, 
provide challenge to and scrutiny of the Cabinet, are involved in Council and Council 
decision making arrangements etc.  However it could be argued that: 

 
(i)  the ability of Groups to fully exercise this role diminishes the smaller the group 
is and as such has little, if any, ‘responsibility’ justifying a special allowance and it 
would be reasonable to continue not to pay such allowances to small groups;  
 
(ii) the current allowance scheme continues not to be appropriate for the Council 
when there is a political group arrangement that contains one or more ‘small’ groups, 
noting for example that under current arrangements the allowance  of the Leader of 
the majority opposition group equates to some £833 per group member, compared to 
£3,800 per group member if the Leader of the minority opposition group allowance 
were to be applied to the current third group on the Council; 

    
 3.10 Officers advise that in considering Special Responsibility Allowances, Council should 

give due consideration to the relative roles, time commitment and organisation 
required of Groups on the Council, in addition to any further objective criteria that 
Council considers appropriate.  

 
 3.11 Group accommodation and related facilities – so far as these matters are concerned, 

Council is asked to consider whether full Group Room and Group Leader 
accommodation be provided only for those Groups achieving the membership 
threshold on the basis that smaller groups would not have the ability to undertake the 
roles of larger groups and that there is therefore not the same need for ‘larger’ rooms; 
the cost of accommodation if such additional accommodation is required; and that it is 
appropriate and reasonable to provide Group facilities on a proportionate basis.  

 
 3.12 Officers can confirm that Group accommodation and related facilities represent an 

accommodation and financial cost to the Council.  It is suggested that a policy is not 
necessarily required for this matter, accommodation being determined on an 
administrative or building management basis.  However, Members will be aware of the 
space pressures within Number One Riverside and the extent of the accommodation 
facilities currently provided to Members.  If current accommodation is taken as the 
extent of Members’ accommodation, a proportionate allocation of those facilities to 
political groups on the Council might appear appropriate.  To extend elected member 
provision could have the effect of requiring internal modification of the building or 
displacing other occupiers who would need to be found alternate accommodation, both 
having the potential to incur costs to the authority.  Other non-accommodation facilities 
would remain common and consistent to all elected Members, for example, all 
Members have access to the services provided by the Member Support Team, small 
confidential meeting rooms are available for all Members to access, a common IT offer 
is made to all Members.  

 
3.13 Officer meetings – A Policy could guide Officers in their determination of appropriate 

contacts with elected Members, noting that meetings and briefings constitute a cost to 
the Council and as such should be held on an appropriate and proportionate basis. 
 

3.14 Members should note that all Officers of the Council are under a requirement to 
support all Members of the Council regardless of their political group.  However, it is 
reasonable for Officers to be mindful of proportionality in their dealings with political 
groups and individual elected members and of the need to ensure the proper operation 
and administration of the Council.  Such meetings and briefings are not part of the 
formal arrangements and so appropriate and cost effective information dissemination 
is determined on a case by case basis, whether this is through high level briefing or 



 

 
 

through consultation or information provision for all members, in the way it is currently.  
There would be nothing to stop the smaller groups requesting meetings with Officers to 
discuss their policies and programmes from time to time.  

 
 3.15 In addition there are also a small number of Constitutional provisions relating to the 

Council Meeting that need to be considered in light of smaller groups on the Council, 
ensuring that those provisions are fair, proportionate and provide access to all Groups 
on the Council.  Officers recommend that should the proposal be approved by the 
Council, that this matter be referred to the Committee dealing with Constitutional 
matters for consideration. 
 

  Alternatives considered 
 
The report presents a consideration of a policy that would formalise arrangements that 
have, to date, been generally ad hoc and informal in nature.  Members may either 
keep the status quo position for the treatment of political groups on the Council; 
implement a policy in respect of political groups on the Council, or addresses issues 
on a case by case basis. 
 
If the Council determines to introduce a policy as proposed it should also (i) refer the 
issue of special responsibility allowances to the Independent Remuneration Panel for 
consideration at the next review of the Members’ Allowance Scheme; and (ii) refer 
consideration of Constitutional issues relating to Council meetings to the Licensing and 
Regulatory Committee for consideration. 

 
4 Financial Implications 
 
4.1 Special Responsibility Allowances for a minority group of, for example, four members 

would cost:- 

• Minority Opposition Leader:-    £7,600 per annum 

• Opposition Shadow Portfolio Holder:             £2,250 per annum 

• Total Additional Cost:-   £9,850 per annum 
 
4.2 Other costs, such as provision of standard rooms for all groups regardless of size, is 

more difficult to quantify, but would increase pressure on facilities overall within 
Number One Riverside. 

 
5   Legal Implications 
 
5.1 Legislation that applies to Party Groups on the Council is principally contained in the 

Local Government and Housing Act 1989 and the Local Government (Committees and 
Political Groups) Regulations 1990 and recognises Groups of two or more. 

 
In order to introduce a local policy on small groups and to minimise the risk of 
successful legal challenge, then there would need to be objective justification for 
adoption of such a policy, in good faith and for purposes other than what might be 
perceived to be political advantage.  So far as the report proposes new measures, 
case law has suggested that there is a need for "relevant, logical and sufficient 
grounds" to justify supplementing the Council's policies.   
 
If the Council was minded to approve the policy as proposed Members would need to 
be satisfied that there is such justification. 

 
6  Personnel Implications 

 
6.1 Not applicable 



 

 
 

 
7 Corporate Priorities 

 
7.1 Not applicable 
 
8. Risk Assessment Implications  
 
8.1 Risks associated with the proposed Local Policy are addressed within the Legal 

Implications. 
 

9. Equalities Impacts 
 
9.1 Workforce Equality Impacts Assessment 
 

There are no workforce equality issues arising from this report. 
 

9.2 Equality/Community Impact Assessments 
 

There are no equality/community issues arising from this report. 
 
 
 
There are no background papers 


