DRAFT

STANDARDS COMMITTEE

Minutes of the Meeting held on Monday, 29th March 2010, Ceres Suite, Worksop Town Hall

Present:

Chairman:



Mr P Meeney

Councillors:  
Mrs V A Bowles, H Burton, M G Pugsley, D R Pressley and

Mrs C Troop 
Independent Members:  
Mr K Crookes, Mr G Law, A Taberner and G D Woodman.
Parish Council Representatives: 
Mr B Letherland

Officers in attendance:  

L Dore, C Forster.

The Chairman welcomed new member Dr G D Woodman to his first meeting of the Standards Committee and also Acting Council Solicitor Mrs C Forster.  Both introduced themselves to the Committee.

81.
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were received from Independent Member Mrs D Madine.  Also from the Council Solicitor and the Monitoring Officer.

82.
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST BY MEMBERS AND OFFICERS

(a) Members

There were no declarations of interest by members.

(b) Officers

There were no declarations of interest by officers.

83.
MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD ON 15TH FEBRUARY 2010
RESOLVED that the minutes of the meeting held on 15th February 2010 be approved.

84. 
MINUTES FOR ACTION AND IMPLEMENTATION

The Chairman advised that at 61(b), Revised Criteria, the Acting Council Solicitor had work in progress.  At 61(c), Training Update, a session had still to be arranged and that Independent Members and Parish Council Members of the Standards Committee would also be invited.

RESOLVED that the Minutes for Action and Implementation be received.

85.
OUTSTANDING MINUTES LIST 

The Chairman confirmed that: at 8(c), the revision of the Constitution was still in progress; at 27(f) and 60(a) further reports would be presented to future meetings in due course; at 27(f) a review would be undertaken after the Local District Elections on 6th May.

RESOLVED that the Outstanding Minutes List be received.

86.
REPORTS OF THE CHAIRMAN

(a)
Chairmans Update
The Chairman informed the Committee that he had met with the Acting Council Solicitor to discuss Standards Committee matters and had been encouraged by her approach. He looked forward to fulfilling the support and advice role regarding policies and procedures to elected members in the future and achieving the goals of the Standards Committee.

Having met with the Monitoring Officer and the Acting Council Solicitor, the Chairman had requested that the Committee be kept updated on complaints and investigations as much as possible while balancing the requirement of confidentiality. It was evident that the Committee had some knowledge but not all relevant information regarding how many reviews, assessments and complaints were being dealt with at any one time.

He invited anyone interested in attending the Annual Assembly of Standards Committees conference in Birmingham on 18th and 19th October to let him know as soon as possible.  Previous attendees had found it very informative and useful.

RESOLVED that anyone interested attending conference in October contact the Chairman as soon as possible so that arrangements can be made.
(b)
Training at Tamworth

Independent Member Mr Law and Councillor Mrs Bowles reported back on the Midlands Area Standards Committees Training Seminar they had attended on 2nd February.  There had been four sessions: ‘Ethical Agenda and Key Lines of Enquiry’; ‘The New Code of Conduct’; ‘Review of the Members Code and a Summary of Interesting Cases’; ‘The Role of the Panel and How it Works’.

Some of the key points reported back were: how much detail of Members Interests should be made available to the public; the setting of meaningful and measurable targets for Standards Committees; the move away from external auditing towards self-assessment; suspension of a Member after resignation; the issue of a Cabinet Member also sitting on a Planning Committee; budgetary concerns expressed by Standards for England if there is a change in Government following the forthcoming General Election; the post of Monitoring Officer also being the senior legal officer; a clear definition of a Councillor ‘acting’ or ‘deeming to act’; guidance on gifts and hospitality; should political parties have internal discipline; the importance of transparency with regard to public perception.

The Chairman thanked Mr Law and Councillor Mrs Bowles for their informative and detailed feedback from the Seminar.

The Acting Council Solicitor reminded the Committee that with reference to the forthcoming local elections, it was now the ‘purdah period’ and that guidance in respect of the publicity restrictions imposed in the pre-election or “purdah” period had been issued to Members and Officers.  By reminding Member and Officers about the high standards of conduct and practice required at election times, it is hoped that problems will be kept to a minimum. 
(Councillor Pressley left the meeting at this point).

87.
REPORTS OF THE MONITORING OFFICER

(a)
Local Assessment Process
The Acting Council Solicitor advised that work was in progress regarding the Local Assessment Process (LAP) and that a future report would be presented which analysed local experiences. 

Information on best practice guidance would be provided at the next meeting of the Standards Committee.

The Chairman commented that information from the LAP would become part of the training regime during the next year.

RESOLVED that:

1) A report be presented to a future meeting of the Standards Committee on Local Assessment Process.

2) Information on best practice guidance on Local Assessment Process to be presented at the next Standards Committee meeting.
(b)
Update on Code of Conduct Complaints
The Acting Council Solicitor presented a report on behalf of the Council’s Monitoring Officer.  It provided the Committee with an analysis and overview of Code of Conduct complaints received since May 2009 to January 2010, representing quarters 1, 2 and 3.

The report informed the Committee that thirteen complaints had been received and advised the nature of the complaint, the action taken and the outcome. The Acting Council Solicitor stressed the importance and necessity of having a robust complaints procedure in place to comply with statutory requirements.

RESOLVED that:

1) The contents of the report be noted.

2) A report on the final annual figures for the current municipal year be presented to the Standards Committee prior to presenting its annual Update Report to full Council
88.
LOCAL GOVERNMENT (ACCESS TO INFORMATION) ACT 1985

RESOLVED that, in accordance with Part 1 of Schedule 12A of the Local Government Act 1972, and after considering the public interest test by the appropriate officer, Members agreed that the following items of business involved the likely disclosure of exempt information as defined in Paragraph 1, and therefore, in accordance with Section 100A of the Act, the press and public be excluded from the meeting:

Agenda Item No 10 – Any Other Business Which the Chairman Considers to be Urgent

SECTION B – ITEMS FOR DISCUSSION IN PRIVATE

Key Decisions

None.

Other Decisions

89.
ANY OTHER BUSINESS WHICH THE CHAIRMAN CONSIDERS TO BE URGENT

(a)
Update on Sanctions of Member Recently Suspended by Standards Committee (Hearings)
RESOLVED that the Acting Council Solicitor will provide an update to members of the Standards Committee in the next few days following this Committee meeting.

(b)
Sanctions Following a Breach of the Statutory Code of Conduct 

The Committee discussed and considered the circumstances where a referral for other action may be appropriate.

The Acting Council Solicitor reminded the Committee that Standards for England provided guidance to help members and officers involved in the determination of complaints.   With regard to the suitability of other action, this would be dependent on the nature of the complaint.  Certain complaints that a member had breached the Code of Conduct would lend themselves to being resolved in this way.  Deciding to deal pro-actively with a matter in a positive way that does not involve investigation can be a good way to resolve matters that are less serous.  Other action can be the simplest and most cost effective way of getting the matter resolved, helping the authority to work more effectively, and of avoiding similar complaints in the future.

The Chairman confirmed that the process should work towards achieving a positive outcome.  While there was a statutory obligation to provide training on the Code of Conduct to District Councillors, training could only be recommended to Parish Councillors.

As there was no further business to be discussed the Chairman closed the meeting.

