THE QUARTERLY MEETING OF THE ASSOCIATION 

OF COUNCIL SECRETARIES AND SOLICITORS

EASTERN BRANCH

Friday, 18 May 2007

At Cambridgeshire County Council Headquarters,

Shire Hall Cambridge 

Present:
Jonathan Reed (Chairman) Mid Suffolk District Council; Barbara Morris and Sue Lyons, Mid Beds District Council; Amerjit Kang, South Beds District Council; Peter Heard, Forest Heath District Council; Gavin Miles, Broxbourne Borough Council; Eric Whitfield, and Chris Hall, Suffolk County Council; Roy Reeves, Huntingdonshire District Council; Mike White, Harlow District Council; David Barker, East Cambs District Council; Victoria McNeill, Norfolk County Council; Wilma Wilkie Cambridgeshire County Council; Robert Baldock, Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council and Beryl Foster, Lee Valley Regional Park;

Also in attendance was Jason Burton, Microsoft.

Apologies: 
Peter Watkins, Huntingdonshire District Council; Alan Gillespie, Suffolk County Council; Ian Rickard, Mid Suffolk District Council; Joy Bowes, St Edmundsbury Borough Council; Jeanette Thompson, East Cambs District Council; Lorraine Browne, Basildon District Council; Susan Deval, Chelmsford Borough Council; Kathryn Pettitt, Hertfordshire County Council; John Atkinson, Bedfordshire County Council and Pat Adley, St Albans City Council

1. Apologies for absence

As set out above.

2. Invited Guest

Jason Burton from Microsoft Corporation gave a presentation on the latest developments from Microsoft. He began by informing members that some $20 billion had been spent on research and development resulting in the recent launch of the new Windows Vista package alongside Office 2007 and the Exchange server. He asked for areas where members would like help to get the best from their PC’s and the responses suggested that case/document management and file accessibility, Word Processing shortcuts and the use of standard phrases/paragraphs, restricted access/password protection, handwriting and voice recognition, diary management and links to other systems such as GMRS. Jason showed a video that demonstrated the new products and these included video conferencing, interactive communication and voice recognition. He followed this with a presentation based on a social care scenario and highlighting vista, share point and groove (ability to work off line) services together with links into a CRM system.

A question and answer session followed the presentation and the topics covered included the recognition of key words and phrases, restrictions on documents such as stop forwarding, the creation of workflows and the use of a team calendar and its use for critical dates. The Chairman thanked Jason for his attendance and presentation and during the short break that followed a number of members continued discussions with him. 

3. ACSeS Branch Minutes and Matters Arising – Friday 23 February 2007

Minutes approved. No matters arising

4. ACSeS Council Meeting – 20 April 2007

The members considered the Agenda for the Council meeting of 20 April and the Chairman reported that he had attended and found the meeting to be extremely interesting. He drew attention to the following issues:

Presidents report; ACSeS restructure;SLG relationship; President’s project for an Academy; Qualification for Deputy Monitoring Officers; A questionnaire to all members to be issued in the near future and the ACSeS Conference from 13-15 November in London. A copy of the summary of the proceedings is being circulated with these minutes for the information of members. 
 

It was noted that ACSeS was to run a fringe event at the Standards Board Conference. The next Council meeting was scheduled for 6 July.

5. Secretary’s Report

(a) Membership – The Secretary reported that Catriona Dunnett, Principal Solicitor at South Cambs DC and Robert Baldock from Welwyn Hatfield BC had recently joined the Association and the Chairman welcomed Bob to his first branch meeting. 

(b) Meetings in 2007 – The Secretary reported that the dates for the remaining meetings in 2007 were as follows: 

Friday 13 July – Mid-Beds DC offices, Shefford

Friday   9 November (AGM) – Basildon DC offices

No speakers had been arranged for either of the meetings but requests to attend meetings had been received from AD-ESSE Consulting Ltd who had offered their services to make a presentation on their view of the “Balanced Scorecard” and how it can be applied in a local authority environment, from Claer Lloyd-Jones, a Past President of the Association, now working with Rockpools Ethics and Governance Practice who wished to introduce their services to ACSeS Members and from Nick Marcar formerly with the Standards Board and now with Grant Thornton. In addition, at the last meeting a member had referred to a recent presentation made at Newmarket by Gareth Ward on the subject of Scrutiny and expressed the view that it could be suitable for a future branch meeting.

The members considered the options and felt that Clear Lloyd-Jones should be invited to attend the next meeting. It was suggested that representatives of either IBM or “Dragon” should be invited to a future meeting to demonstrate their voice dictation packages. It was also suggested that consideration should be given to the invitation of a speaker on the new Local Government Bill.  

6. Treasurer’s Report

The Treasurer reported that he had received the branch levy for 2006/07 and that Ian Locke had issued the request for the 2007/08 subscriptions, including the branch levy of £20. He would be presenting a formal report setting out the finances of the Branch to the next meeting.

7. County Meeting Reports

There were no reports of any County meetings although it was noted that Suffolk members had met on 22 March. The minutes would be circulated when received. 

8. Local Land Charges

The introduction of the new Homeowner Information Packs was due to come into operation on 1 June. This had resulted in much attention being given to fee setting although in many cases the LLC1 fee was being left for the time being. Mid Beds had revised their fee on a local basis to £20.  A discussion followed on how to deal with information not on record through personal searches. Reference was made to personal search companies attempting to use scanning pens and mobile telephone cameras and to the many complaints being received of wrong information being given.

It was agreed that data on income received should be monitored over the next 12 months and that all authorities should be requested to provide a global figure for fees and for LLC1 charges for the last two full years and quarterly figures for the current year so that they can be considered at each Branch meeting.  

9. Corporate Governance

A member raised the issue of the reporting of referrals to the Standards Board to Committee. This was normally done in open session but should results where there is a refusal to investigate be reported as part 2 items?. It was suggested that they should be reported in open session but on an anonymous basis and that if members asked for further details the meeting should go into closed session. 

Eric Whitfield commented that in Suffolk the Chair of the Standards Committee was an independent member of the Committee and as such had no authority to speak at Council Meetings and he asked what the position was in other authorities. In Mid Beds there was a local convention that the Chair could introduce the item but that at the end of the debate the Vice-Chair did the formal moving of the motion. In South Beds the Council was not prepared to allow a non Council member to speak at Council meetings. 

10. CPD


2 hours
11. Any Other Business

A brief discussion took place on the problems of Postal Vote Verification at the recent Local Government Elections. Harlow had written to “Pickwick” to request a refund of the cost of their system. It was suggested that other similar requests might increase the pressure on the company. In contrast it was reported that Stevenage had used Pickwick and had verified 100% of their postal votes with no problems.

