
8 August 2012

Carl Sargeant AM
Minister for Local Government & Communities
National Assembly Of Wales
Cardiff                                                 e:  correspondence.carl.sargeant@wales.gsi.gov.uk 
                                                                             c.c   mark.tami.mp@parliament.uk

Dear Carl
At the present time each one of us in the UK is witnessing an unprecedented loss 
of confidence in our institutions. This includes many of the processes of civic 
-governance which are supposed to underpin our democratic well-being. Quite 
rightly, ordinary members of the public are sceptical of authority as never before. 

For some time, via screenings on main-stream media, any citizen has been able 
to witness civic-process as if present in person. The intimate machinations of 
day-to-day parliamentary business, committee workings and public inquiries 
(such as “Leveson”) are regularly viewed in our homes. Significantly (as in the 
case of a recent street fatality resulting from heavy-handed policing) we have 
also seen damning actuality content provided by members of the public. This 
open participation puts a refreshingly candid perspective on concepts of 
government” and justice. 

It is encouraging to learn, that in the case of that part of the UK under full 
parliamentary jurisdiction, the Department for Community-affairs is now actively 
seeking to promote citizen-participation should any member of the public desire 
to unobtrusively make recording of town and county council meetings. The UK 
government has extended clear guidance to local authority principals and indeed, 
champions the case that all council business meetings to which the public 
ordinarily have a right to attend, should be considered “open” for recording.

Thats good news for the advancement of clarity and transparency in public 
affairs. 

Here in Wales, there is confusion. The devolved Welsh Government appears not 
to be interested in citizen-documented accountability. I think this is not fair -and 
grossly unjust.

As a vocal advocate of community participation, I am aware that here in North 
Wales, members of the public with a mature interest in local issues and 
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associated civic-process are often frustrated by an outdated official mindset. 
Many people (including myself) when attending local council meetings and Public 
Inquiries, are being told that, they must not make any electronic record of the 
supposedly “open” process they are there to observe. 

Such inhibition of unobtrusive, above-board reportage and modern-media citizen 
documentation will always leave questions unanswered. Any attempt at official 
intervention will inevitably arouse public scepticism -any form of restriction is out 
of step with our times and the public interest. 

Welsh Government needs to quickly address the needs of an increasingly 
sophisticated -and inquisitive- population. Especially since most folk nowadays 
have in their pockets mobile devices capable of adequately documenting any 
civic event or process at which they might be present and wish to preserve.

UK citizens are tolerant; its an essence of our hard-won freedoms and heritage. 
We accept that the CCTV cameras that record our every move in buildings, 
parks, shopping malls and streets are justified as being in the public interest. So 
why do some who administer much of our civic-life still seek to curtail any citizen-
driven move that would make this public scrutiny a two-way process?

You will recall the 2007 Public Inquiry into the rationale of Welsh Assembly 
Government's proposal to augment the A494/A55 highways. You and other 
Assembly Members, together with numerous elected councillors and lay-public 
made personal and open testament. With the full knowledge of the inquiry 
inspector, all this was recorded by various members of the public present.  An 
incidental consequence of this enlightened approach was an enhanced public-
standing of an important formal inquisitorial procedure. This transparency did 
much to allay any fears by the public of unrepresentative action by government 
functionaries. It also served to dispel a generally-held belief that processes such 
as council planning meetings and public inquiries need not be “cut-and-dried” 
exercises with predictable -and one-sided outcomes. 

A few months after that inquiry I wished to make personal recordings of various 
"open" meetings of my local authority, Flintshire County Council. My attempts to 
do this, using a palm-sized personal device, were immediately seized upon and 
obstructed by FCC staff. Only after follow-up correspondence with senior officers 
-and my pleading of extenuating circumstance of impaired hearing and dexterity, 
was the council prepared, with reservations, to consider allowing my recording of 
future meetings. 

Nowadays, I consider any such proscription by a local authority to be unlawful 
and against the spirit of open-governance to which we all claim to aspire. I 
believe any remaining constraints to citizen recording that might be imposed by 
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councils, Inquiry Inspectors (or indeed uniformed law-enforcement officers who 
might be encountered in public places) need to be recognised as outmoded and 
undemocratic. 

Whatever the past merits of secrecy, anonymity and non-disclosure in matters of 
civic process, I hope you will support the view that this situation is not acceptable 
ANYWHERE in Wales today. Our communities deserve your enthusiastic and 
immediate support for action. The checks and balances that our society now 
sees as essential MUST include encouragement of ordinary citizens to use the 
tools that new-media and affordable technology have made available to them. 

I hope, that in the light of your own experience of effective democratic process at 
a Public Inquiry, you can confirm your support for citizen access and freedoms. 
Further, that your department can indicate when they might be communicated to 
the appropriate civic authorities, throughout The Principality by way of guidance 
notes and statute. 

In your Welsh Assembly role as Minister for Communities, can you please tell me 
where you stand on this matter -and what action you might be proposing? 

Kind regards

John Butler
John Butler
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