STANDARDS COMMITTEE

Monday 4 December 2006 at 10.00 am

PRESENT:
Councillor Dodd (Chairman) 


P Farmer


Mrs Riddle 


Mrs Prest (as substitute for Councillor Stevenson) and


G Stothard.

Also Present:
Mr A Fraser


Councillor J Holland


Dr P Tiplady

ST.08/06
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were received from Councillor Stevenson.

ST.09/06
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest.

ST.10/06
MINUTES

The Minutes of the meeting of the Standards Committee held on 11 July 2006 were circulated.

The Minutes were agreed as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

ST.11/06
PROTOCOL FOR RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN MEMBERS AND OFFICERS


The Director of Legal and Democratic Services reported (LDS.74A/06) on a Draft Protocol governing the relationship between Members and Officers.  He informed Members that the report had been considered by the City Council’s Executive on the 23 October and approved as the basis for consultation.

The Director informed members that the views of the Standards Committee on the Protocol would be referred back to the Executive along with comments from other forums for the Executive’s further consideration prior to the Protocol being recommended to Council for approval.  

He reminded Members that the Council currently had, as part of its Constitution, a number of codes and protocols dealing with matters relating to probity and relationships between Members and Officers.  This report dealt with the existing Protocol governing the relationship between Members and Officers and he added that the purpose of the Protocol was to act as a point of reference and assistance with regard to how the Member and Officers’ roles were intended to sit under the constitutional arrangements and to provide guidance as to what should be regarded as best practice in the day to day working environment of the Council.

He added that although not mandatory the adoption of such a protocol was considered to be best practice in terms of governance arrangements. 

Members commented on and raised queries on a number of paragraphs in the Protocol.  

Members queried in particular Paragraph 70 regarding the Conflict of Interest of Officers who are required to appear before an Overview and Scrutiny Committee having also advised the Executive or another part of the Council on the matter under investigation, and felt that it may be appropriate to note in the Protocol that whilst this was a conflict of interest it was not a personal interest.

Paragraph 72 said that Officers must also be prepared to justify decisions they have taken under delegated powers, and it was suggested that it may be better to replace the word “justify” with “explain” as Officers might be expected to explain decisions rather than justify decisions.

As regards to paragraph 92, it was suggested that when an Officer had attended one party group, he/she should tell or advise the other groups on the Council as a matter of course.  That he/she has had an invitation and give those groups an opportunity to extend the invitation to him/her.

Members of the Committee had an alternative view that political groups may not wish to inform other political groups on the Council of the areas of work that they are looking at.

Paragraph 136 says that Members have a right of access to Council land and premises to fulfil their duties.  The Committee noted that there were safeguards in paragraph 137.  Members considered whether a Councillor should be entitled to go to sheltered housing etc without notification of management and effectively undertake spot visits or spot inspections.

RESOLVED – That the draft Protocol as attached to Report LDS.74A/06 be welcomed as a Protocol for Relationships between Members and Officers, and the views of the Standards Committee be submitted to the Executive for their consideration prior to the Executive recommending the Protocol to full Council for adoption.

ST.12/06
ETHICAL STANDARDS QUESTIONNAIRE

The Director of Legal and Democratic Services reported LDS.92/06 that following the City Council adopting the Model Code of Conduct for Members in 2002.    A number of training sessions on the Code had been provided for members but there had been no survey to gauge the level of understanding which City Councillors had on matters relating to ethical standards and compliance with the Council’s Code of Conduct.

The Director of Legal ad Democratic Services circulated a survey which had been drawn up, based on the Audit Commission’s model, which when completed would help to identify any areas under the Code of Conduct on which Councillors might benefit from additional training and support.

Members considered the questionnaire and commented that it was a lengthy questionnaire and questioned whether Members of the Council would take the time to complete the document.  It was also suggested that perhaps on one of the questions in the questionnaire the table for responses should be amended to show a simple yes/no rather than a range of options.

A Member also commented that if a much shorter questionnaire could be drawn up for Parish Councils then that would also be useful in identifying any areas under the Code of Conduct on which Parish Councillors might need additional training or support.  There was also some discussion on whether the Members should be required to sign the form.

RESOLVED (1) – That the questionnaire be approved subject to the amendment of the answer grid in respect of question 25 to a single yes/no rather than a range of options.

(2)
That the survey be circulated to all Members of the City Council and co-opted Members for completion with the results of the questionnaire being used to provide information on areas where training/support on matters relating to ethical standards within the Council may be improved.

ST.13/06
REVIEW OF STANDARDS BOARD’S INVESTIGATIONS


AND ACTIONS TAKEN

The Director of Legal and Democratic Services reported LDS.94/06 on actions which Officers had taken and which were proposed on the implementation of and provision of training in respect of the Code of Conduct for both the City Council and Parish Councils.  The report also set out details of the outcome of complaints regarding Members of the City and Parish Councillors within the City Council area which had been referred to/investigated by the Standards Board for England.

Members in considering the report noted that there was a possibility of a new Code of Conduct being in place in May 2007, and questioned whether it was appropriate to continue the training on the current Code given the likelihood of a revised Code coming into place.

The Director of Legal and Democratic Services informed the meeting that it was his intention to both complete the current training as promised and to provide training on the amended Code when it was published.

RESOLVED – (1) That the report and actions taken/proposed by Officers with regard to the Code of Conduct/Ethical Standards issues be noted.

(2)   That it be noted that there were no issues arising from consideration of the outcome of complaints where matters relating to ethical standards within the Council could be improved.

ST.14/06
JOINT MEETING OF CUMBRIA AND LANCASTER


STANDARDS COMMITTEES

Dr Tiplady reported on attendance at the recent joint meeting of the Cumbria and Lancaster Standards Committee.  He informed Members that 

Mr R Taylor of the Standards Board for England had attended and addressed the meeting.  He informed the meeting that a new Code of Conduct was expected to come on stream in May 2007 and each authority would have 6 months to adopt the Code. 

He set out for Members a number of proposals as to what might be included in the revised Code and added that it was anticipated that Local Standards Committees would have a greater responsibility in future and would have more work i.e. arising from the change to a local investigation regime.  He also added that the role of the Independent Members was likely to be greater and it was likely that the Chair of the Standards Committee would be required to be an Independent Member.

Members commented on the update and in particular on the resource issue arising from the change to a local investigation regime, and the possibility of Independent Members serving on more than one authority’s Standards Committee.

The Director of Legal and Democratic Services pointed out that it was likely that the City Council would be formally consulted on the proposals, and it would be necessary to call a further meeting of the Committee to consider the response to the Consultation.

RESOLVED – (1) That the report be noted.

(2)  That the scenarios which had been passed around the meeting be circulated to all Members of the Standards Committee for their information.

The Chairman and Vice Chairman wished all Members of the Standards Committee and Officers best wishes for the Christmas Season and a Happy New Year.

(The meeting ended at 11.20 am) 
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