THE QUARTERLY MEETING OF THE ASSOCIATION 

OF COUNCIL SECRETARIES AND SOLICITORS

EASTERN BRANCH

Friday, 13 March 2009
At St Edmundsbury Borough Council Offices,

Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk

Present:
Peter Heard (Chairman), Forest Heath District Council; Victoria McNeill (Vice-Chairman), Norfolk County Council; Barbara Morris, Mid Beds District Council; Alan Gillespie, Suffolk County Council; Roy Reeves, Huntingdonshire District Council; Jeanette Thompson, East Cambs District Council; David Johnson, Norwich City Council; Mike White, Harlow District Council; Catherine Ashurst, Chelmsford Borough Council; Sarah Green, East of England Development Agency, and Bruce Laws and Chris Hall (Secretary), Past Service Members.   

Apologies:
Joy Bowes, St Edmundsbury District Council; Eric Whitfield, Suffolk County Council; Jonathan Reed, Mid Suffolk District Council; Arthur Charvonia, Waveney District Council; Lorraine Browne, Basildon District Council; Andrew Roby-Smith, Castle Point Borough Council; Linda Stevens, Bedford Borough Council; Simon Pugh, Cambridge City Council and Nicholas Hancox, Private Sector.

1. Apologies for absence and welcome

The Chairman welcomed Catherine Ashurst from Chelmsford Borough Council to her first meeting. Catherine had recently taken over from Susan De Val (who had herself moved to Hull City Council) and become a member of the Association. Apologies were as set out above. 

2. Invited Guests

The Chairman welcomed Sarah Green from EEDA who gave a presentation on the work of EEDA. Sarah handed out copies of a PowerPoint presentation as the technology to display them was not available. An electronic copy of the slides (with added speaking notes and a copy of a handout from Eversheds) is being issued with these minutes. Following her talk there was a question and answer session which included questions relating to EEDA’s interface with local authorities (not a lot and mainly through EERA); information on where funding has been allocated (currently being looked at by a ‘task and finish’ group); EEDA’s role in planning (mainly as a statutory consultee for major projects such as Stansted Airport) and EEDA’s relationship with EERA (quite lively although the result of the next general election will have a crucial bearing on the future of both organisations)  
The Chairman thanked Sarah for her interesting and informative talk. 

3. Branch Minutes and Matters Arising

Minutes of meeting held on 14 November 2008 approved subject to an amendment to the list of apologies. In connection with minute 14, Mike White reported that the Essex Legal Partnership had agreed to take on the role of the Essex County Branch of ACSeS and that as such they were meeting on a monthly basis.
4. ACSeS Council Meeting – 23 January 2009
The Chairman informed the meeting that he and Vice Chairman had attended the meeting and the President’s Lunch that followed. He reported that the main items of discussion were:

· the business plan which was approved and can be viewed on the ACSeS website; 

· the proposal in the new Bill that council’s should be required to appoint a Scrutiny Officer who should not also be the Monitoring Officer; 

· the proposal to form a new association of democratic services officers which the Council considered would have a degree of overlap with this Association and agreed to make contact with those involved to open discussions;

· the proposal that salaries of senior officers in local government should be more visible;

· the Law Society consultation document suggesting that all monitoring officers should be legally qualified – ACSeS was to respond along the lines that local authorities should have the flexibility to determine this matter for themselves;

· the transfer of the ACSeS administration service to the LGG following the retirement of Ian Locke;

· a report on the Conference which had been very successful. This year’s Conference was to be held on 18/19 November and the Chairman commended it to all members of the Branch. 
5. Secretary’s Report

(a) Membership

The Secretary reported that in addition to Sue De Val moving to Hull and being replaced by Catherine Ashurst as reported in minute 1 above, Sue Lyons had taken up a new appointment as Head of Legal Services with Kettering District Council and as such was transferring to the East Midlands Branch of ACSeS. He reminded members that Sue had been an active member of this branch for a number of years and had been Vice Chairman in 2006/07 and Chairman in 2007/08.
It was agreed that the Secretary should write to Sue thanking her for her contribution to the work of the branch and wishing her well in her new appointment.
(b) Future Meetings

The Secretary reported that the following were the dates of branch meetings in 2009;

8 May – The offices of Lee Valley Park, Essex – possible speaker from the Ombudsman’s Office.
3 July – Forest Heath DC Offices at Mildenhall, Suffolk. – Mike Kendall to speak on his role as a Director of the Standards Board and on the work of the Board.
16 October (AGM) – venue and speaker to be decided. 
Sarah green invited the Branch to meet at the EEDA offices in Histon and Barbara Morris agreed to make a presentation on the local government review process in Bedfordshire.
6. Treasurer’s Report

In the Treasurer’s absence, the Secretary reported that the current balance of branch funds was £6,557.52 and that the income from the branch levy for 2008/09 was still awaited. The Treasurer had recommended that the level of branch levy for 2009/10 should remain at the same level as for the current year and this was agreed. 

7. County Meeting Reports

The Chairman reported that the Suffolk County Branch had met during February and that the main items of discussion had been the Sustainability initiative and the delegation of functions to ward councillors. He asked those members present for their comments on these matters and none of the authorities represented at the meeting had taken up the sustainability initiative although it was reported that Cambridge had done some work on it and that nationally some 80 local authorities had taken up the initiative and that information was available on the ‘Local Works’ and ‘Unlock Democracy’ web sites. Similarly, none of the authorities represented at the meeting were making plans to transfer decision making to ward councillors. Alan Gillespie informed the meeting that Suffolk County Councillors were allocated locality budgets and although they selected schemes to receive funding, the decisions to allocate funds were taken by officers. 

Mike White reported that the focus of the Essex meetings had been on the implementation of the Legal Partnership initiative in the County. There was some scope for joint commissioning and it was intended that a shared legal trainer should be appointed to implement a countywide training scheme. Mike also referred to the ’Visual File’ electronic case management scheme which was being looked at as a possibility for implementing through an ‘extranet’ portal and he undertook to report back to future meetings on progress.

8. Corporate Governance

The Vice Chairman asked members present to share their arrangements for the appointment and terms of office of independent members of Standards Committee members with specific reference as to whether the terms were identical or overlapping and also whether there was a limit to the number of consecutive terms that an independent member may serve. Whilst the authorities represented at the meeting appeared to deal with this matter on an individual basis, the consensus was that it was preferable for independent members to have overlapping terms of office in order to retain some consistency, although two consecutive terms of office was considered to be the maximum, in order to avoid any allegations of preference arising. 
9. Any Other Business

The Chairman reported that whilst at the Annual Conference, he had chaired a session on the local government review process which had been run by Professors Chisholm and Leach and that following the Conference he had been requested by Prof. Chisholm to request the ACSeS Council to lend its support to their attempts to have the process reviewed. As this issue was a live one within the eastern region, he felt that the branch members should have the opportunity to comment on the request. The members present felt that it was not the right time for the Association to become involved in such an initiative, and that any request for an independent review should only be made once the process is complete. 
10. CPD

1.5 hours

