THE QUARTERLY MEETING OF THE ASSOCIATION 

OF COUNCIL SECRETARIES AND SOLICITORS

EASTERN BRANCH

Friday, 13 July 2007

At Mid Bedfordshire District Council Headquarters,

Chicksands, Shefford, Bedfordshire 

Present:
Jonathan Reed (Chairman) Mid Suffolk District Council; Barbara Morris, Sue Lyons, Mark Woolsey and Kathrin John (observer), Mid Beds District Council; Eric Whitfield, and Chris Hall, Suffolk County Council; Peter Heard, Forest Heath District Council; Roy Reeves, Huntingdonshire District Council; David Barker and Jeanette Thompson, East Cambs District Council; Beryl Foster, Lee Valley Regional Park and Nicholas Hancox, Private Sector.

Also in attendance was Mark Jones, Standards Board.

Apologies: 
Peter Watkins and Colin Meadowcroft, Huntingdonshire District Council; Alan Gillespie, Suffolk County Council; Ian Rickard, Mid Suffolk District Council; Amerjit Kang, South Beds District Council; Mike White, Harlow District Council; Victoria McNeill, Norfolk County Council; Wilma Wilkie Cambridgeshire County Council; Lorraine Browne, Basildon District Council; Joy Bowes, St Edmundsbury Borough Council; Richard Stevens Luton Borough Council; Linda Stevens, Bedford Borough Council; Liz Ashness, Broadland District Council and Bruce Laws, Retired Member 

1. Apologies for absence

As set out above.

2. Invited Guest

Mark Jones, a Solicitor at the Standards Board (SB) gave a presentation on the areas of change in the new Code of Conduct. A copy of the slides used by Mark is circulated with these minutes. By way of introduction Mark informed members that in a former life he had worked in local government at Milton Keynes and that on his appointment he was the first ex local government Monitoring Officer to be employed by the SB although there were now three. He made it clear that the views he was to express in his presentation were his own unless he specified that they reflected the official position of the SB. Mark described the process that had been used in the drafting of the new code which seemed very complex and he accepted that it had some problems and that it was likely that it would be reviewed in the next 12 months.

Mark made the point that the annual Assembly was very important to the SB and especially this year as £3 million of the SB funding was being distributed to local authorities via the RSG settlement to provide funding for the local filter process. The transitional period runs until 1 October but the mandatory parts of the new Code would become automatic from that date. Many Parish Councils still did not have a code and that would put them at a disadvantage in the future as the members would not have the same rights as those in Parishes that had adopted a code.

Mark then ran through his slide show and highlighted the areas of change in the new Code. He illustrated situations that had prompted the changes by reference to some interesting cases. Amongst other things, Mark made the following comments:

General Obligations – should be ‘authoritative, helpful and fair’ and there is a new core obligation to not do anything that may cause the authority to breach any of the equalities enactments. The SB were not interested in pursuing offensive comments made during the course of a debate;

Confidential Information – Whilst CE’s and Monitoring Officers were likely to say that information was confidential, the SB had a strict view on what is. A member asked what the SB’s position was regarding embargos placed on information and Mark’s response was that they would look at the reasons for the embargo. One change in the new code was that it was ok to divulge confidential information to a third party for the purpose of obtaining professional advice and that the test for this was whether it was reasonable, in the public interest and made in good faith. A training DVD was to be published shortly and this would deal with confidentiality issues;

Disrepute – The code applies when acting in an official capacity. There was a desire to extend the scope to cover all offences although that begged the question as to what is an offence. It was being suggested that cautions, fixed penalty notices and foreign convictions should be excluded;

General – The code was likely to be revised next year as a result of more councillors being given responsibility for budgets for their wards. In connection with the use of a local authority’s resources, there had been an addition of ‘for party political purposes’ and Mark suggested that local authorities needed to have specific rules on the use of resources for party political purposes, particularly within their IT policies. The SB were applying a test of the cost of an investigation to determine whether to proceed and Mark suggested that it was reasonable for local authorities to do the same. Mark commented that, although the emergence of the Monitoring Officer role was a Conservative initiative, the tories were not happy with either the SB or MO’s and if returned to power they were likely to initiate moves to get rid of the Board and of MO’s;

Personal and Prejudicial interests – Gifts and hospitality were now personal interests as was the question of sensitive information. Councillors should disclose their interest but, subject to the agreement of the MO, may decline to reveal the reason as it is ‘sensitive information’. With regard to gifts and hospitality members raised the issue of gifts etc to Mayors/Chairmen. Mark confirmed that gifts should be passed to the local authority but that hospitality of over £25 in value should be declared and retained on the register for 3 years. He also confirmed that the SB were unlikely to take action on these matters and that they were of the opinion that the figure of £25 should be increased.  Under prejudicial interests the question of dual hated councilors was raised and Mark pointed out the 4 questions that needed to be asked. One of these was the subject of discussions between the SB and the DCLG and an outcome was expected shortly. Mark has subsequently advised that the outcome was that the ‘made by’ option had been agreed rather than the ‘concerns’ option.  

The Chairman thanked Mark for his attendance and presentation.  

3. ACSeS Branch Minutes and Matters Arising – Friday 18 May 2007

Minutes approved. No matters arising

4. ACSeS Council Meeting – 6 July 2007

The members considered the Agenda for the Council meeting of 6 July. No representative from the Eastern Branch had been able to attend and the Secretary informed members that he would circulate the digest document with the minutes of this meeting. The next Council meeting was scheduled for 19 October.

5. Secretary’s Report

(a) Membership – There were no membership matters to report. 

(b) Meetings in 2007 – The Secretary reported that the date for the remaining meeting in 2007 was Friday 9 November. The meeting (which would be the AGM) was to be held at the Basildon DC offices and Clear Lloyd-Jones a Past President of the Association, now working with Rockpools Ethics and Governance Practice was to attend as the invited guest.

(c)  Meetings in 2008 – The Secretary reminded members that it would not be possible to arrange meetings for 2008 until the meetings of the full Council had been determined although it was likely that the first meeting would be in February at the Norfolk County Council Offices in Norwich. It was suggested that efforts be made to arrange for a speaker from either the Law Society or the Solicitors Regulatory Authority to attend and speak on the changes to the Solicitors Code of Conduct

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 the Branch funds were in a healthy state.

7. County Meeting Reports

The minutes of the Suffolk members meeting on 22 March had been circulated with the agenda and were noted. No other County meetings had taken place. 

8. Local Land Charges

The Secretary reported that his request for information relating to Land Charges income following the last meeting had not resulted in any positive contributions although members from two authorities present at the meeting produced some information for inclusion. Members felt that the delay in the introduction of the new Homeowner Information Packs had had an effect on this and the Secretary undertook to repeat his request when circulating the minutes.  

9. Corporate Governance

Nothing to report 

10. CPD


2 hours
