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COMMUNICATIONS PROTOCOL
Approved for adoption by Council 12th August 2013 (1314/73)
Approved Updates 28/06/2016 F&GP minute (1617/16) to include an addendum at appendix A to this protocol.
Approved updates 15/11/2021 GOV minute (2122/48 and 2122/49).


1. Introduction
Baildon Town Council exists to serve the residents of Baildon and to improve the quality of life in Baildon. Good communication is critical to earning and maintaining the goodwill of the community and to creating and maintaining good working relationships between councillors and staff and between the Council and other organisations. The Council can only work effectively when communication is good. Poor communication can lead to confusion over who is talking to whom, about what, and on whose behalf.
Baildon Town Council aims to maintain good communication between the Town Council and the people it serves and between councillors and officers of the Council.

This protocol covers:-
•	Contact with the press and other media;
•	Other written communication e.g. letters, emails;
•	Speaking on behalf of the Town Council;
•	Publishing information on the website;
•	Social media (Facebook and Twitter);
•	Communication between councillors and staff.

2. Some General Precautionary Guidance
Staff and councillors are encouraged to engage with the public. Staff and councillors engage with the public in a variety of ways and this engagement is vital for effective governance. When engaging with the public staff and councillors should keep in mind the following:-

a) The Town Council exists as an organisation which is separate and distinct from the individuals who comprise it. Communication problems can arise when this distinction is unclear.

b) Unless staff and councillors are absolutely certain that they are reporting the view of the Council, they must make clear to members of the public and the press that they are expressing personal views.


c) When staff and councillors as individuals (rather than officially on behalf of the Town Council) speak to the press, or send letters or e-mails or use electronic forms of mass communication (websites, Facebook, Twitter), staff and councillors should make clear that they are expressing a personal view and are not speaking / acting / writing on behalf of the Town Council.

d) Staff and councillors cannot express the ‘view of the Town Council’ unless such a view has been explicitly agreed either by the whole Council or by its committees. When speaking or writing on behalf of the Town Council, staff and councillors must be absolutely clear what has been agreed and what has not.

e)	Unless subject to provisions of the Data Protection Act 1998, all Town Council documents are available to the public under the provisions of the Freedom of Information Act 2000. Caution and discretion should therefore be exercised by staff and by councillors at all times with the content, tone and expression of, for example, email correspondence and reports.

3. Contact with the press and other media

Baildon Town Council recognises the importance of the press and other media to its reputation, and values the good relationship it has already built with the local press. Residents’ perceptions of the Council are strongly shaped by the media. So, it is crucial to try to maintain a positive relationship with the media to achieve more informed, positive reporting about the Council. A positive relationship with the media may also help the Council to have more influence over the way any bad news stories are reported.

Press releases

a) Press releases will normally be issued by the Town Clerk (or Deputy as delegated by the Clerk).

b) On rare occasions (such as in the absence of both Clerk and Deputy Clerk, or an emergency) the Chair or Vice-Chair of Council may issue press releases.

c) Press releases may be drafted and provided to the Town Clerk by the Chair of Council, Vice-Chair, Committee Chairs, or any councillor who is leading a project.

d)	Press releases should always be read, checked, and approved by at least one other appropriate councillor or officer prior to being issued.
Requests for information arising from the press or public.

e)	If a journalist or member of the public makes contact with the Chair of Council, Vice-Chair, Committee Chair or a councillor designated “project lead”, for information about a particular project or decision, these councillors may respond - if they feel confident that it is appropriate for them to do so.
f)	If the query is on a subject which has the potential to be controversial, councillors should always refer the journalist to either the Town Clerk or Chair of the Town Council.

Media interviews

g)	It will normally be the Chair or Vice-Chair of the Council who takes part in interviews for television and radio, OR the Chair of the relevant committee. 

4. Other written communication

Baildon Town Council recognises that staff and councillors correspond effectively on a day-to-day basis, and mainly by email, with a range of individuals and organisations in carrying out the Council’s business. Staff and councillors have thereby established good lines of communication with local residents, local groups, Bradford Council, and other organisations.

a) It is important to distinguish between the written correspondence relating to the day-to-day operational activities of staff and councillors and the formal official correspondence of the Council.

b) The point of contact for the Town Council is the Clerk, and it is to the Town Clerk that correspondence for the Town Council should be addressed.

c) The Town Clerk (or other staff as delegated by the Clerk) should normally deal with correspondence following a meeting.

d) Official correspondence (letters, emails, contracts, and other such communications) on behalf of the Town Council to other authorities, partner organisations, and the public, should normally be issued by the Town Clerk (or other staff as delegated by the Clerk).

e) Correspondence may be drafted and provided to the Town Clerk by the Chair of the Council, Vice-Chair, Committee Chairs, or any councillor who is leading a project - but editorial control of correspondence issued by the Town Clerk is vested in the Town Clerk.

f) The Chair and Vice-Chair of the Council and Committee Chairs may also issue letters on official letter-headed paper subject to approval by resolution of the Council or of a Committee.

g) Members of staff other than the Clerk may also issue letters on official letter- headed paper subject to approval by resolution of the Council or a Committee and / or as agreed with the Clerk.

h)	It is essential that all letters sent out on official Town Council letter-headed paper clearly represent the views of the Council or are simple and appropriate expressions of thanks and appreciation.
i)	The Town Clerk (or Deputy as delegated by the Clerk) shall always be sent a copy of such communication, and, where appropriate, the Chair of the Council shall also be sent a copy.

j)    The addressee of all correspondence should be made aware that a copy 
      is being forwarded to another person (e.g. copy to XX).

5. Speaking on behalf of the Town Council 

Invitations for the Town Council to provide a speaker

From time to time the Town Council may be asked to provide a speaker at a meeting (e.g. Neighbourhood Forum, or a voluntary group wanting to know more about the Town Council).

a) Such requests should normally be dealt with by the Town Clerk (or Deputy as delegated by the Clerk) or by the Chair or Vice-Chair of Council, who may either arrange to attend her/himself and speak at the meeting or may ask another councillor or staff members to fulfil the engagement where this is appropriate.

b) Other councillors should be informed of any such meetings which are taking place in the Ward which they represent and they should be invited to attend and contribute to the presentation if they so wish.

Requests to individual councillors to make presentations about the Town Council

c) Councillors are uniquely placed to assist other local residents to understand more about the work of the Town Council, so such invitations are to be encouraged.

d) If a Town Councillor is invited as an individual to speak about the Town Council at a meeting, s/he should (if not wishing to accept the invitation her/himself) refer the invitation to the Town Clerk or Chair of the Council, or (if s/he is willing and able to accept the invitation) should inform the Town Clerk and Chair of the date and nature of the meeting, and seek any information needed to prepare the presentation from the Clerk or Chair.

6. Publishing information on the Baildon Town Council website

Baildon Town Council’s new website went live on 1st July 2013 and is a vital means of communication. The website is an important means of representing the vibrancy of the Town Council. To increase the Town Council's communication capacity, each committee should agree a "Communication lead" from their membership at the first meeting in the municipal year. The Chair of the committee is the communication lead by default. The Town Council will provide training and support to enable those nominated to use electronic communication on behalf of that committee (see below)

a) It is important that the website remains up to date with all aspects of the Town Council’s activities.

b) It is also important that the content is accessible, and of the highest quality possible in its written and photographic content.

c) The Town Clerk is the editor of the website content (and other officers as delegated by the Clerk).

d)	The Clerk (and other officers as delegated by the Clerk) may place items on the website. In addition, nominated communication leads for each committee may also place items directly onto the website, where such content could be regarded as updates or progress reports on a project which has Council or Committee approval. This may include informal public consultation on proposals or ideas.
Staff and councillors are also encouraged to send items of interest to the Clerk for including on the web site. Wherever possible, items should be submitted to the Clerk for editing and for uploading on to the website as soon as possible after the event (e.g. meeting, discussion, decision) has taken place and no later than seven days after the event.

e)	The Clerk (or other officers as delegated by the Clerk) will upload all reports (e.g. Environmental Warden’s, Market Supervisor’s) and other documents (e.g. accounts, policy documents) as appropriate.
f)	The website should be monitored and updated at least weekly by the Town Clerk

g)       Links from the Town Council website to political, religious, or  
      campaigning websites will not be included on the Town Council  
      website without the agreement of the full Council.

      7.	Social media

Baildon Town Council’s Facebook and Twitter

The Baildon Town Council Facebook page and Twitter account went live, along with the website, on 1st July 2013.

a) Baildon Town Council embraces social media and recognises that they provide important means of community engagement.

b)	The Town Clerk (and other officers as delegated by the Clerk) is editor of the Facebook and Twitter content, and will regularly check posts by councillors. Any concerns will be discussed directly with the councillor concerned to resolve, and if necessary the Town Clerk has the authority to require a councillor by email/ letter to no longer post on social media until a resolution is reached
c)	Within agreed policy, Committee chairs/ communication leads will aim to post regular updates on the work of the committee to assist with public engagement in the work of Baildon Town Council.  As a minimum, this should include a post prior to each committee meeting and again after the meeting.
 
d)       Committee Chairs/ communication leads will be responsible for  
     responding directly to any posts made by the public which relate to their 
     areas of activity.

e)       The Town Council may by resolution contract some of the  
     management of content of the website and use of social media to an 
     external contractor under clearly agreed rules of engagement.

Individual blogs

f)       Staff and councillors are encouraged to use social media to 
     communicate with the public but must keep in mind that they are bound  
     by the Code of Conduct.

g)	The Code of Conduct does not exist to gag staff and councillors or to stop the expression of political views. It does, however, prohibit treating others with disrespect, bullying and bringing one’s office or authority into disrepute. It is important that when staff and councillors are blogging or tweeting personally, that they do not act, claim to act, or give the impression that they are acting as a representative of the Council. This is particularly important when critical feedback is received, and the response to such criticism must always be courteous and respectful, even if the feedback itself is not. 

h)      Good ethical standards are not limited to the code. Blog entries  
     ridiculing or attacking others, or making serious accusations about their  
     personal competence or integrity, could amount to disrespect, even 
     bullying, in some circumstances.

i)      Staff and councillors are reminded that messages can rapidly go ‘viral’. 
     This can be a great benefit in spreading a message but it also has a 
     downside if a message is sent in the heat of the moment. Posting 
     spontaneous remarks on the internet means that they have been  
     published in a way that cannot be contained.

8. Baildon Town Council e-newsletter

The e-newsletter is an opportunity to share information on a regular basis with all those who subscribe. The aim is to keep residents of Baildon informed about council activities, demonstrate the achievements and work of the council, seek views where appropriate and publicise or promote Baildon events of activities in the future.
a) The e-newsletter constitutes part of the overall communication strategy of Baildon Town Council and should be actively promoted by the council.
b) The e-newsletter should be produced 8-10 times per calendar year.

c) An editorial group of the chair, clerk and admin assistant will collate the newsletter, which will start with an introduction by the chair.

d) Draft copy will be produced by the admin assistant and sent to the chair and clerk prior to publication to allow for amendments.

e) All councillors are invited to submit content at any time to the relevant committee chairs. It may be necessary to shorten such content or include in the newsletter at a later time.

f) Decision-making power with regard to approval and production is      delegated to the town clerk (advised by the editorial group).

g) Baildon Town Council seeks to continuously increase the number of Baildon subscribers to the newsletter, and monthly data should be     collated and shared with councillors and reported as needed.


9. Communication between councillors and staff

Baildon Town Council recognises that good communication between councillors and staff is essential to maintaining good working relationships and to the Council’s effectiveness.

a) Councillors must not give instructions to any member of staff unless authorised to do so by the Council or by a committee (for example, three or more councillors sitting as a committee with appropriate delegated powers from the Council).

b) No individual councillor, regardless of whether s/he is the Chair of the Council, the Vice-Chair, Chair of a committee or other meeting, may give instructions to the Clerk or to any other employee which is inconsistent or conflicts with Council decisions or arrangements for delegated powers.

c) Telephone calls to staff should be appropriate to the work of the Town Council.

d) Emails

•	Instant replies should not be expected from the Clerk or other employees. If urgent, reasons for urgency must be stated.
•	Emails to external parties need not be copied to the Clerk unless the content is of significance.
•	Councillors and staff should acknowledge their emails when requested to do so.

e) Meetings with the Clerk or other employees

•	Wherever possible an appointment should be made.
•	Meetings should be relevant to the work of that particular officer.
•	Councillors should be clear that the matter is legitimate Council business and not matters driven by personal or political agendas.

10. Publication schedule

Baildon Town Council is committed to openness and transparency, and all documents approved by the Town Council or its committees will be available on the website, other than those of an agreed confidential nature.  

11. Useful sources

· Society of Local Council Clerks, 
· Yorkshire Local Council Association,
· National Association of Local councils, 
· The Standards Board for England 
· Association of Council Secretaries and Solicitors,
· (2009) Governance Toolkit for Parish and Town Councils










APPENDIX A

This addendum forms part of Baildon Town Council Communications Protocol and is introduced at the introduction of Councillors (Committee Chairs or Committee leads) having access to the use of social media and to add content to the Council website, the protocol and addendum applies to all Baildon Town Councillors.

1. USERS’ RESPONSIBILITIES

a) Councillors using social media should make use of stringent privacy  
settings if they do not wish them to be accessed by the press and public.

b) In any biography where the Councillor is identified as a Councillor, the account should state that the views are those of the Councillor in question and may not represent the views of the Council. Use of the Council’s logo on a personal account or website should only occur with the written permission of the Town Council.

c) The logo should not be used on sites or applications which are unrelated to or not representative of the Council’s official position. If in doubt, contact the Town Clerk.

d) Where possible, a Councillor should make clear who they are in the profile of any account and whether they are an authorised representative of the Council, unless there are exceptional circumstances, such as a potential threat to personal security. In such instances, the Council’s Town Clerk must be consulted.

e) Councillors are personally responsible for the content which they publish on any form of social media. Publishing – or allowing to be published (in the form of a comment) – an untrue statement about a person which is damaging to their reputation may amount to libel.

f) Councillors must treat others with respect, avoid personal attacks and not make disrespectful, rude or offensive comments.

g) Councillors must comply with equality laws contained within the Equality Act 2010, associated legislation and the Council’s Equality Policy. They must not publish anything that might be considered sexist, racist, ageist, homophobic or anti-faith. 

      2   ANONYMOUS POSTINGS

a) When commenting online on any matter relating to the Council, Councillors should identify themselves as a Councillor (for instance in their profile) and make it clear whether or not they are representing the views of the Council. They must not make anonymous posts nor use a pseudonym when making such comments so as to hide their identity.

b) Councillors who fail to identify themselves as a Councillor in breach of this obligation will be deemed to be acting in their official capacity for the purposes of the Code of Conduct and such failure will itself be a breach of the Code of Conduct for Councillors. 

      3   SAFETY

a) Councillors must be aware of their own safety when placing information on  
the Internet and should not publish information which could give details which could leave them vulnerable.

b) Any Councillor receiving threats, abuse or harassment via their use of social media should report it to their political group leader, the Police and Town Clerk.

c) They should use a secure password (generally more than eight characters long and using a mixture of letters and numbers) and never share their password with anyone. 

      4   INFORMATION PROTECTION

a) Councillors must not disclose information, make commitments or engage in activity on behalf of the Council unless they are authorised to do so.

b) They should not cite or reference customers, partners or suppliers without  
their prior written consent.

c) They must handle any personal or sensitive information in line with the  
Council’s data protection policies.

d) Social media sites are in the public domain and it is important that 
Councillors ensure that they are confident of the nature of the information they publish. Comments posted online are permanently available and can be used by media such as newspapers.

e) Councillors must not publish or report on meetings which are private or internal or publish exempt committee reports or private papers.

f) Copyright laws still apply online. Councillors must not use images to which they do not hold the copyright. Information shared should be attributed to the source (i.e. via web link). Councillors and staff must respect fair-use and financial disclosure laws. 

      5   ELECTIONS

a) The Electoral Commission requires that candidates provide a return of expenditure on any form of advertising or campaign literature - and this includes web advertising. There are additional requirements, such as imprint standards, for materials which can be downloaded from a website. Full guidance for candidates can be found at www.electoralcommission.org.uk. Accounts may need to be closed for a defined period before local and national elections in order to comply with legislation which affects local authorities.

b) Political blogs cannot be linked from the Council’s website and the Council 
                will not promote Councillors’ Twitter accounts during the election purdah 
                period. 

     6    BEST PRACTICE

a) Councillors must not use insulting or offensive language or engage in any  
conduct that would not be acceptable in a workplace. They must show consideration for others’ privacy and for topics that may be considered controversial, such as politics or religion.

b) Social media must not be used to publish content which may result in  
action for defamation, discrimination, breaches of copyright, data protection or other claims for damages. This includes but is not limited to, material of an illegal, sexual or offensive nature that may bring the Council into disrepute.

c) Corporate social media must not be used for party political purposes nor 
specific campaigning purposes as the Council is not permitted to publish material which “in whole or part appears to affect public support for a political party” (Local Government Act 1986). The Council’s corporate social media accounts must not be used for such purposes by a Councillor.

d) Councillors must not use the Council’s social media accounts to promote 
personal financial interests, commercial ventures or personal campaigns, whether or not related to the function of the Council.

e) Social media must not be used in an abusive or hateful manner.

f) Social media must not be used for actions that would put Councillors in 
                breach of the Code of Conduct for Councillors.

g) Use of social media must not breach the Council’s misconduct, equal opportunities or bullying and harassment policies. 

     7  BREACHES OF THE COMMUNICATION PROTOCOL

a) Failure to comply with this policy may result in a formal complaint being 
made to the Monitoring Officer to be dealt with under the Council’s Code of Conduct.

b) Other violations of this policy, such as breaching the Data Protection Act 1988, could lead to criminal or civil action being taken against the individual(s) involved.
The Council reserves the right to request the closure of any applications or removal of any content published by Councillors deemed inappropriate or which may adversely affect the reputation of the Council, or put it at risk of legal action.
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