
0:00:08 – Kirsty Hunt 

Hi everyone and welcome to Governance Matters. I'm Kirsty, your host for this new series, where 
we'll explore why good governance is so crucial. We'll invite guests to dive into a variety of 
issues, sharing their expertise, advice and practical solutions based on their unique insights and 
experience. At Governance Matters, we believe that governance really does matter, especially to 
those of us working in local government. If you're listening to this, it probably matters to you too. 
Good governance is built on many moving parts, from attitudes to processes, and we'll be 
unpacking those building blocks to help you improve, influence and evolve the governance 
practices around you. Thank you for joining us, councillor Knowles. I really appreciate you 
spending time to talk to us. So, for those that don't know you, do you mind explaining your role 
on the council and where you're from?  

 

0:01:03 - Cllr Knowles 

I'm an independent councillor in Windsor-Maidenhead Council. I've been so since 2019. As our 
group expanded in the 2023 election, I've kind of moved over to doing all sorts of things. We're 
not part of the Liberal Democrat council as such, but obviously as independents. We've always 
said we'll work with anybody to get anything done, and just after the election the liberal 
democrats asked me if I'd be the mayor for the first year of the new administration and I 
accepted that on the proviso that I would be allowed, um, some leeway to change some things 
about the way council meetings are run and the conduct of councillors etc. Because we were 
quite nasty environment prior to the 23 election and I know for a fact it was putting people off 
putting themselves forward as a councillor. You know, when you have that hostile environment 
and childish banging across the council chamber is, it's not nice at all. So and that's what I 
enjoyed for a year and since then I'm I've been the chair of one of the two planning panels we 
have in RBWM and chair of very various licensing appeals.  

 

I seem to have picked up a reputation as a good chair of meetings, fair and firm. It can be quite a 
challenge to do that, to say the least. With political games. It helps being an independent 
because I'm not affected by anybody's tribal behaviour affected by anybody's tribal behaviour. I 
think I'm respected for being an independent and for being a fair player, because I think that's 
the key thing, and for trying to prevent people, where I can from lowering the tone of the 
meeting, which some people like to do for the real reasons.  

 

So that's me and what I'm doing at the moment in In my working life. I'm actually in Harrow 
Borough Council, one of their schools at the moment, because I'm a financial and HR 
troubleshooter. I go around and try to fix various things as they appear. I was supposed to retire 
last year but I've been lured out of retirement yet again to do things like this. But I like it. I like to 
make a change and here, not surprisingly, involves a lot of chairing meetings and bringing 
people together and making people play fair, and that's kind of become my meter, I think, over 
the years.  

 

0:03:42 – Kirsty Hunt 



So what element of governance most excites you?  

 

0:03:46 - Cllr Knowles 

I think really is finding the right way to do things. Sometimes a great idea will flounder on the fact 
that it isn't legal or it's not possible or there is no money. And you know a lot of the areas of 
governance I think I suppose you'd call it pre-governance before meetings and things is to 
actually communicate and discuss with democratic services, with legal, with other specialist 
areas of the executive of the council, to find out if actually something is possible. We can all go 
to a council meeting and come up with a wonderful motion which will have the public outside 
cheering and, you know, having a great time, except it won't actually be deliverable and it won't 
actually be legal. And you know, I think when people become elected that's the first hard lesson 
they learn is you're not free to just do what you like. And the key to that is that communication, 
finding out what you can do.  

 

And I found the people who don't come out well in council meetings are the ones that don't 
listen or don't engage with the people who can advise them and press on regardless, and it can 
be embarrassing. But sometimes you can, you can use a little bit of leverage, if leverage, if 
you've got an idea that you're willing to push ahead with and it's legal and it's possible, but it's 
not popular and sometimes it's all about, I suppose, negotiation. Have you found your way 
there? But the whole point with it is you shouldn't be proceeding with things unless you've 
checked that you can actually do it or whether it's actually sound to do so okay, thank you.  

 

0:05:29 – Kirsty Hunt 

Right. So thank you for joining us. On this episode. We're focusing in on why chairing matters, 
and especially when things get a bit tricky. So, to start the conversation, I'm interested to hear 
from you why do you think the role of chair is so important in a meeting?  

 

0:05:46 - Cllr Knowles 

Chair is kind of much of a line, whether it's in business or in various things. I have quite extensive 
experiences as a chair of trustees here and there and other sort of staff Business meetings at 
work I invariably get invited to chair. It's important because you should be the ringmaster of the 
meeting. We should bring everybody into the meeting and make sure everybody's heard. That's 
the key thing. You know, I hate the idea of anybody walking away from a meeting I've shared 
saying, oh, I don't get a chance to say what I felt. You've got to give everybody a chance within 
limits, because you know there is again the governance angle and some people can't just, you 
know, sort of ride roughshod over the rules. But I suppose that's a key thing.  

 

You're the ringmaster and also to a certain degree, even though as a politician you have a 
political angle with most things I try to put that aside when sharing and try to, if you like, give a 
little bit of balance to things. And I think really if you can do it, if you're pleasant and you're polite 
to people and have a little bit of a sense of humor, then that infects people in the meeting. You 



know that they realise it's OK, let's be serious, but let's all work together to get through. So I 
would hate to be a member of a political tribe and try to chair a political or a group meeting in 
council, a political or a group meeting in council, because I think you would always have some 
kind of pressure from your tribe to, you know, push things down a certain way.  

 

But I think really it's key and also the other thing is is to keep it moving along and to shorten 
things. When I have meetings that aren't council meetings, I give a set time limit for things that 
we discuss. Every agenda has a time limit and I try to stick to it because it then gives people and 
if you publish it on the agenda the time it gives people a bit of a signal that you're not going to 
allow 20 minutes of discussing the finer points of A, b or C. It's a very quick one, and much of the 
lesson I do, which is a little from council business, is to distribute information beforehand to 
make sure people don't then have to present the entire thing.  

 

But of course, that leads on to a whole new subject, which is how do you get people to read 
reports before meetings, which you know? It's one of these things, isn't it? You know that this, 
these day and age, people tend to read on the train, on the way to the meeting or even while the 
virtual meeting is going on. But, um, no, I think.  

 

I think, really, I can't imagine a meeting without a chair being effective, and it's not about 
persuading people to follow your point of view. That's the last thing that should be on your mind. 
You should be there to allow everybody to speak, and sometimes you have to put your possible 
input to one side, because it would be inappropriate for you to have an opinion except at an 
appropriate point For planning, for example. If I do have an opinion, I tend to voice it right at the 
end of the meeting. You know, just going into things, it's normally just observations rather than a 
sort of going behind this or that. And, of course, in planning, if it's a dead heat, the chair has the 
unfortunate position of having the double vote. The chair has the unfortunate position of having 
the double vote and um. So you know there's a huge amount of responsibility to be in the chair. 
Huge amount, uh, and and I don't think anybody who's never done it quite understands how 
important that would be to them no, understood.  

 

0:09:39 – Kirsty Hunt 

So you mentioned virtual meetings. Now, obviously, we've talked about this this in the previous 
time that we talked on the podcast, but we have sat next to each other in the council chamber, 
so I'm very sort of conscious that with the technology especially making meetings hybrid and 
streaming things that you can be faced with information from all over the room. So not only are 
you looking at those participating in the room, but you've got those participating from home. 
They could be firing in messages. You could also be getting you know text messages through 
WhatsApp, for example, of people trying to update you on information. Has technology made it 
easier or has it hindered the situation as more things to take on board?  

 

0:10:23 - Cllr Knowles 



I think, I think really. Um, it's become much more of a production, hasn't it? Especially larger 
meetings. It doesn't really matter the. The standard council meeting clerking would normally be 
make sure the minutes are done and crack on make sure the presentations are loaded. If you're 
planning and just really take notes Nowadays there's making sure that it's following the system.  

 

You may have somebody joining, a panel member or legal advisor joining online. You may have 
counsellors who can't attend, who still want to speak in debates, members of the public. It's 
more accessible to the public and that can only be a good thing. Sometimes, with our busy lives 
as councillors, we can't get to the meeting on time because we may be working late. So if we 
can join virtually and still contribute, but of course not vote, and the key thing is pulling all the 
strands together, I would say a large council meeting using hybrid technology is as complicated, 
almost obese, as a live television broadcast.  

 

You know it's the same thing. You're following a script. It's more than that now, isn't it? We don't 
busk it. You have a script, you have a way of following and you know you have to pull the strands 
together. Almost the Democratic services or the clerk ends up being almost like a TV producer 
interpreting that camera, that camera, this, and don't forget, we've got somebody online behind 
us. It's more complicated and it's more work, but it's more accessible, and that can only be a 
good thing so.  

 

0:12:09 – Kirsty Hunt 

So what about when you throw into the mix the public participation? Now, obviously, as I say, 
the topic for this episode is more about when things start to get a bit trickier. So I'm not talking 
about the member of the public who's come to tell you what a fantastic job the council's done. 
I'm talking about where someone needs to contribute and I just sort of wanted to think about in 
your role of chair how do you get the balance right between sort of hearing that person's voice 
versus sort of letting them be, you know, disruptive or potentially derailing the proceedings?  

 

0:12:43 - Cllr Knowles 

I think, really, when members of the public either come to a meeting or attend an appeal thing, it 
seems to me that the one bit of criticism they walk around with is oh, they didn't let me speak, 
so that's kind of what it is, whether they've got, you know, know, two minutes for a 
supplementary question or they're presenting an appeal. That that is the thing. And and I've 
found, you know, even though we're bound by council constitutions, I've I'm not saying anybody 
on this podcast has has been complicit maybe with a bit loose with the timings when people are 
in full flow, but we do allow people to get to the end of a sentence without just dropping them 
off. The thing. You know, and and I think people do appreciate that, members of the public are 
not used to talking to time, they're not councillors, they've got a point, they're passionate, they 
care about the thing.  

 



And you know, the worst thing really from my personal experience is a well-meaning member of 
the public had a question, a supplementary question, to ask, and unfortunately they turned it 
into kind of a political speech and unfortunately one side of the chamber then started heckling 
them, which is completely unacceptable and it was very childish and it's this tribal politics that I 
detest. And there it was just to calm the situation, to shut people down and then let the speaker 
either start again or carry on where they were to make sure they got the full benefit of the time. 
So the consequence of that was there was lots of furore afterwards of complaints about the 
heckling, but nobody complained about me and I thought there was a positive. But at the end of 
the meeting, when all the dust has settled, I did apologize on behalf of the entire council for the 
behavior of the councillors to that member of the public and so to draw a line under it and that 
kind of stopped any sort of serious repercussions. It was just childish behaviour, because you 
will get political activists that are residents but they've got a point of view and equally, with a 
very contentious, very fractious licensing or transport appeal where somebody had a very fixed 
view of how things should be, and it was actually just worth their while to let them get it off their 
chest, to tell us all about it and to start again and to just politely stop them when they started 
wandering off into flights of fancy and just bring you a little bit back.  

 

And I find that if you're overly polite and treat people nicely. They respond to that and they see 
you as being fair because you've let them have their say or you've kind of worked your way 
around the whole problem of their poor you know poor temper. A lot of people want to come to 
council because they've got an axe to grind about something, and sometimes you can look at 
that. If somebody's reappearing at the same at the meeting with frequency, asking the same 
questions about something, there's something that needs to be addressed there and 
sometimes, as the chair of the meeting, it's worth then sort of discussing with the rest of the 
council executive. Can we just nick this in the bud somehow, because you know there is a 
serious issue here somewhere, an underlying issue, but we're not going to solve it in the council 
chamber with them coming in and doing the same thing every meeting.  

 

0:16:12 – Kirsty Hunt 

I like to think people like my chairing so, thinking about tolerance, people sometimes use the 
word passion to describe when politicians start debating, but sometimes that passion can tip 
into aggression. So how do you handle when the people in front of you debating start to tip into 
aggression with each other or potentially with you, when they don't like the procedural advice 
that you're providing?  

 

0:16:42 - Cllr Knowles 

I think really I hate to say this, this, but I'm quite a big bloke and I don't get people threatening 
me easily, and also people know my military background as well. It's not as if I'm some kind of 
bruiser and I'm not 30 B Lee or anything, but I'm a very tolerant person and I understand 
people's passions and what they want. We have certain people in our council who are very 
passionate about a single subject and will always get really animated about it, and that's the 
kind of people that you know. The three-minute rule goes out the window. I let them get it off 
their chest, you know. Let them get their point across, let them get their point across. And, of 



course, as the chair, there's also an air of unofficial advisor to people. People talk to democratic 
services, they talk to their group leaders and this can be cross-party. Somebody will get in touch 
with you and say, look, what would you think would be the best way to do this? And some people 
will ask questions, but not realising that if you have a motion which is an acceptable motion, 
you get 30 minutes of people talking about your subject and you know you can top and tail it 
with five minutes each end of your starting and closing the debate. So it's better than two or 
three minutes of, you know, really just repeating what you say at every meeting and it can be 
quite effective. And I think really, once you start helping people, it diffuses a little bit of their you 
know anger, as I've said before, the anger of not being heard or being shut up.  

 

People get frustrated when they don't understand the procedures in council. Straight after the 
election, even though I'd, as the new mayor, I'd sent a memo to all councillors, including the 
great Churchillian quote that brevity is the king of everything and, as Churchill said, said, it's far 
better to close your mouth and have people think you're an idiot than to open it, remove all 
doubt. And I think a lot of people, a lot of people, took that on board. So, instead of having 
everybody using their five minutes to read a pre-prepared speech, we had proper debate. People 
would contribute to it. But, for example, we had people who didn't understand that you can only 
talk once in the debate and were getting quite frustrated because they forgot to say something. 
So, around the outside of that, after the first couple of meetings I just sent another email out to 
everybody and sort of said timing is everything if you've got something important to say on the 
subject. Sometimes it's worth waiting till later in the debate, you know, because then you can 
listen to what everybody else has said and then you can top and tail the whole argument and it's 
become more effective. So, so and it's again.  

 

When I went to school, debating was part of the syllabus. You know, we were taught it wasn't a 
great posh public school, it was just part of what happened, and people don't understand that. 
The debate is not an argument or a conversation. You know, it's your time. You have to time 
when you put things in and then sit down and hope it. You know, as I said, it was described to me 
like dropping a big rock in a pond hope the ripple reaches the right places, and I think that's a 
key to it.  

 

But passion what would we be in local governmental politics if people weren't passionate? You 
know, I'd like to encourage people to be passionate. I like to encourage people to stand up for 
their children if they've got a point in their money or somebody's got a business that they want to 
get a license for, or, you know, or all these things that come to us, you know where, where 
people planning is awful in a way, because it's so, so objective. You know there's very little room 
for emotion and sometimes you know you can read the emotion in the room that somebody is 
really unhappy about it. You know about the whole thing, planning is planning, it's the rule, it's 
prescribed. You can't get rid of something because you don't like it. That's not really a planning 
reason. And but no, I think, diversity in the let people communicate and let them be heard 
Again, those key messages and, you know, in some cases sympathizing with their point of view if 
they don't have enough time to talk about it.  

 



And then later after the meeting, I've emailed people and sort of said in future, if you do this, this 
might work out a little bit better for you, you know, rather than speaking so early in the debate. 
And at least we have shorter meetings now because of that little bit of advice. And I always say 
to my successor who took over, I said send a little email out to people saying what you expect, 
because it's all about managing expectations. You know, with everything in life, isn't it if, if you're 
going to allow a free-for-all to develop, you do it once and everybody then will do it every 
meeting, because they've spotted, and again it's the wounded animal syndrome, isn't it? If they 
sense a weakness, they'll all go for it. You know, and it's really, it's really difficult, once you lose 
control of a council meeting as the chair, to ever get it back again for the rest of your term as a 
councillor, because people will take it as an open door to create trouble and to create mayhem. 
So, fair, firm, allow people to talk.  

 

0:22:19 – Kirsty Hunt 

Thank you, I really appreciate that summary. So I can't let the listeners of the podcast go without 
just mentioning a few things that southeast employers can offer to support anybody that's an 
existing chair or is thinking about a role as chair. So if you are a member organization, your 
council will have a login to take a look at our partner hub, where we have coaching and toolkit 
information on the role of chair, on the having effective meetings and a few resources on, as we 
talked about, virtual meetings simple things like where to position your camera and lighting to 
make sure that you're shown off your best example. So we also have a series of courses 
available, whether that is an open course where individual spaces can be booked, or whether 
it's offered to your whole council. So if this is something you want to follow up, you can get in 
touch and reach us. So what would your final closing remark be? What would be your top tip for 
someone facing a meeting coming up where you know it's got a tricky agenda, it's got the hot 
topic?  

 

0:23:24 - Cllr Knowles 

Preparation Read everything. You have to be the cleverest person in the room. You have to know 
the subject pretty much backwards to be able to control the debate when it wanders off east 
and goes in the other direction. You do that's whether you're the chair of a board or something 
called board of trustees. You have to have all the armoury of things in your little rucksack. You 
have to know the subject. You have to know where, even try and predict where the arguments or 
points will be made, because then it allows you to understand the flow of things, and I think 
experience gives you that.  

 

But ask people's advice. There are other people that you work with politically or even in the 
council as officers, for example, who will have shared meetings, who maybe know more about 
the subject. I'm terrible for sort of mining information from people before meetings, especially 
council meetings, about the particular motions that are coming through and the wherewithals 
of it. So again, like I said, that's the tip preparation particular motions that are coming through 
and you know the wherewithals of it. So that it's again like I said, that's the tip preparation with a 
big P make sure you know what's going on and know what's going to be coming forward.  

 



0:24:33 – Kirsty Hunt 

Thank you again. Thank you for joining us on Governance Matters. Really appreciate it and hope 
to get you back soon to talk about another governance issue. Thank you for joining me for 
today's Governance Matters podcast. If you're a member of South East Employers and you have 
any queries relating to today's episode or for any other governance queries, please email info at 
seemp.co.uk. This is also where to send any suggestions for future topics. Please see the show 
notes for any links to resources we have referred to, or visit the governance matters web page at 
www.seemp.co.uk/Governance matters for the full list of available episodes. Governance 
matters for the full list of available episodes. Be sure to subscribe to the podcast on spotify, 
apple podcasts or wherever you get your podcasts from. We also have hr edit and seed pod 
podcasts available covering hr and leadership issues, and visit the southeast employers 
website for more information on how the team can support you with anything governance 
related. Thank you for listening and I hope you will join us next week when we will be discussing 
engaging communities with Councillor Simon Minas-Bound in the next episode.  

 

Transcribed by https://podium.page 


