THE QUARTERLY MEETING OF THE ASSOCIATION 

OF COUNCIL SECRETARIES AND SOLICITORS

EASTERN BRANCH

Friday, 8 May 2009
At the offices of Lee Valley Regional Park Authority,
Bulls Cross, Enfield, Middlesex
Present:
Peter Heard (Chairman), Forest Heath District Council; Eric Whitfield, Suffolk County Council; Jonathan Reed and Ian Rickard, Mid Suffolk District Council; Mike White, Harlow District Council; Andrew Roby-Smith, Castle Point Borough Council; Beryl Foster, Lee Valley Regional Park; Robert Baldock, Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council; Paul Froggatt, Stevenage Borough Council, and Chris Hall (Secretary), Past Service Members.   

Apologies:
Victoria McNeill (Vice-Chairman), Norfolk County Council; Barbara Morris, Mid Beds District Council; Alan Gillespie, Suffolk County Council; Roy Reeves, Huntingdonshire District Council; Catherine Ashurst, Chelmsford Borough Council; Sarah Green, EEDA;  Monica Blades Chase and Bruce Laws, Past Service Members, and Nicholas Hancox, Private Sector.

Also in attendance were Andrew Frosdick, President of ACSeS; John Greenwood from the Local Government Ombudsman’s Office, and Claire Honey from Lee Valley Park. 

1. Apologies for absence and welcome

The Chairman welcomed Andrew Frosdick and John Greenwood to the meeting.  Apologies were as set out above. 

2. Invited Guest
John Greenwood gave a presentation on the current work of the Ombudsman’s Office and in particular the effect that the introduction of the new advice service that had come into operation on 1 April 2008 had had on the numbers of complaints. He outlined how the new Advice Team operated and the benefits of the new system for complainants, local authorities and for the Ombudsman. John also touched on the effect of recent legislation which had introduced the ability for the Ombudsman to carry out joint investigations with his counterparts responsible for Health and Social Services and which allowed each of the Ombudsmen to refer complaints to investigators in the other areas should it be appropriate to do so. 

From April 2009 a new practice, ‘Council First’ had been introduced which re-introduced the premise that where complaints had not been considered by the local authority under their procedures, this should happen before the Ombudsman carried out his investigation. He outlined a number of exceptions to this and these are set out in slide 15 in the presentation. Finally John referred to further legislation likely to come into force in 2010 which would have the effect of extending further the jurisdiction of the Ombudsman to cover self funded adult care and the internal management of schools. An electronic copy of the slides is being issued with these minutes.  
The Chairman thanked John for his interesting and informative talk. 

3. Branch Minutes and Matters Arising

Minutes of meeting held on 13 March 2009 were approved and there were no matters arising. 
4. President’s Address 

Andrew Frosdick thanked the Chairman for his invitation to attend the meeting and speak to the branch members. Andrew, who had been at Barnsley MDC for 15 years said that he felt it was important for him as President to visit as many branches and meet as many members as possible during his presidential year. The National Council of ACSeS recognised that the branches were an important link between individual members and the Council and had an important role to play in the raising of issues and feeding back the decisions taken by the Council. He emphasised the need to maintain and strengthen the Association through its membership and drew attention to the recent initiative to introduce an Associate section. He asked that members consider if they knew of colleagues who may wish to take advantage of this type of membership and if so suggest this to them. The emerging Association of Democratic Services Officers was also being supported. 

The officer support to the Association was provided by Tony Kilner, the Policy and Development Officer who had agreed to continue in his role The recent new arrangement for the admin service to be provided by the LGG following the retirement of Ian Locke had provided the additional benefit of strengthening the links between ACSeS and the LGG. On a personal level Andrew was receiving support from a strong past presidential group and the Portfolio holders also provide valuable support to ensure the efficient running of the Association.

Andrew commended the Business Plan to the members. This can be accessed on the web site. One of the major aims is to raise the level of influence that the Association has within the sphere of local government. To this end a meeting was to be held later this month with reps of the DCLG and it was hoped that this might lead to a more regular exchange of view, such as is already the case with the Standards Board. The President was to host a dinner for reps of SOLACE and CIPFA and regular meetings were held with the LGO and with the Information and Surveillance Commissioners. Whilst relationships with SLG had been an issue in recent times there was now cooperation on a number of issues including Practise Certificate Fees and Child Care.

ACSeS was hoping to establish some form of qualification for Monitoring/Deputy Monitoring Officers in order to strengthen the MO role and provide a sound route for future generations to follow rather than leaving things as they currently are. Finally, Andrew reminded members that the Annual Conference was to be held at the Royal Armouries in Leeds on 18/19 November and he expressed the hope that as many members as possible would be in attendance.

The Chairman thanked Andrew for his attendance and invited him to join the members after the meeting for lunch at a local hostelry.    
5. ACSeS Council Meeting – 24 April 2009
The Chairman informed the meeting that he had attended this meeting and he reported that the main items of discussion were:

· the issue of fees for Practising Certificates which was ongoing; 

· the response to the consultation on the proposed Society of Chief Legal Officers;
· the question of the demands of Auditors for evidence at a detailed level to support CAA lines of enquiry;

· meetings with other associations ( as referred to by the President);

· the successful Monitoring Officer Conferences and the provision of MO training – there was likely to be a cost implication of linking up with an academic body and so an alternative method of using LGG courses to develop knowledge was being considered.;

· local searches and attempts by external agencies to obtain information without payment through the Environmental Information Regulations;

· Mike Kendall had now left the Standards Board to take up a position in private practice;

· The question of providing CPD points for Barristers attending ACSeS meetings was under review.
· An update on arrangements for this year’s Conference to be held on 18/19 November. 
6. Secretary’s Report

(a) Membership

The Secretary reported that there were no new members since the last meeting. The recent reorganisation in Bedfordshire had resulted in at least 2 members leaving local government and uncertainty over other members in the County. He was in the process of trying to resolve this. He further reported that following the issue of invoices for subscriptions for 2009/10, he had received an email from a past service member pointing out the large increase (over 200%) in their fees for next year and requesting information on when this was agreed. The President informed the meeting that when the Council had agreed the new membership structure at the Annual Meeting the new Subs rates had been set. He agreed that the level of increase seemed high and stated that this matter would be reviewed in the light of representations received. 
(b) Future Meetings

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

3 July – Forest Heath DC Offices, Mildenhall, Suffolk. – Mike Kendall had agreed to speak on his role as a Director of the Standards Board and on the work of the Board but this would need to be reviewed in the light of his leaving the Board.
16 October (AGM) – Sarah Green had now made arrangements for this meeting to be held at the offices of Eversheds in Cambridge. In addition to Barbara Morris, who had agreed to make a presentation on the local government review process in Bedfordshire, Eversheds had indicated that they were prepared to make a presentation should this be required. The Secretary invited members to consider topics which they may wish Eversheds to cover. It was agreed that all Branch members be asked to let the Secretary have details of possible topics by the end of May. 
7. Treasurer’s Report

The Treasurer’s reported that the Branch funds were in a healthy state although he was still waiting for the receipt of the Branch levy from 2008/09. 
8. County Meeting Reports

The Chairman reported that the Suffolk County Branch had not met sinct the last meeting but was to meet on11 May. There was nothing to report from the Essex Branch and no other branches had met. 
9. Any Other Business

Members attention was drawn to the forthcoming AGM of the Eastern Counties branch of SLG to be held at the Cambridge City Council Offices on 22 May at which Mike White was to speak on the Essex Legal Partnership. 

The President advised members that quotes attributed to Mirza Ahmed regarding the issue of fees for Practising Certificates were made on his own behalf and did not necessarily represent the views of ACSeS on this matter and that the Association would continue to work with SLG on this. 

Responding to a comment from a member about the Law Society consultation on the establishment of the Statutory post Chief Legal Officer, the President commented that there had been 80 responses received to the consultation document.

A member commented to the President that, in his view, the most important relationship for ACSeS was that with CIPFA as in his view that organisation was, in its efforts to take a role in the governance of authorities, having the effect of marginalising the role of the Standards Committee as against Audit Committee. The President responded that there was a strong contact between ACSeS and CIPFA to make representations in this regard in that the immediate past President and the Head of CIPFA had worked together at Warwickshire 
10. CPD

2 hours

