THE QUARTERLY MEETING OF THE ASSOCIATION 

OF COUNCIL SECRETARIES AND SOLICITORS

EASTERN BRANCH

Friday, 13 May 2011
At Huntingdonshire District Council Offices,

Huntingdon, Cambridgeshire
Present:
Andrew Roby-Smith (Chairman), Castle Point Borough Council; Quentin Baker (Vice-Chairman), Cambridgeshire County Council; Victoria McNeill, Norfolk County Council; Helen Edwards, Peterborough City Council; Mike White, Harlow District Council; Paul Froggatt, Stevenage BC; Simon Pugh, Cambridge City Council; Robert Baldock, Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council; Colin Meadowcroft, Huntingdonshire District Council and Roy Reeves, Barbara Morris and Chris Hall (Secretary), Past Service Members.   

Apologies:
Jeanette Thompson, East Cambs District Council; Jonathan Reed, Mid Suffolk District Council; Martin Thrower, Broadland District Council; Peter Heard, Forest Heath District Council; Joy Bowes and Elizabeth Parfitt, St Edmundsbury Borough Council; Richard Stevens Luton Borough Council; Linda Stevens Bedford Borough Council; Kim Sawyer, Peterborough City Council; Lorraine Brown, Basildon District Council; Anthony Roche, North Herts District Council and  Eric Whitfield, David Barker and Bruce Laws, Past Service Members.  
1. Apologies for absence 

The Chairman welcomed members to Huntingdon and thanked Roy and Colin for hosting the meeting. Apologies were as set out above. 

2. Invited Guest

The Secretary reported that Julie Towers, the invited speaker, had been called away from her office on an urgent work related matter and was therefore unable to attend and give her presentation on opportunities for career advancement (for lawyers) and the new recruitment techniques/skills which are necessary in this new modern electronic era.
Members agreed that, subject to her role with Penna, her new employers, still being relevant to the local government legal profession, she should be invited to attend the next meeting on 8 July. The Chairman agreed to contact Julie on this point.   
3. Branch Minutes and Matters Arising

Minutes of the Meeting of the Branch held on 11 February 2011 were approved. The Chairman indicated that he would be reporting on the item relating to the Monitoring Officers Conference (Minute 4, page 3) under his report on the Council meeting. 
4. ACSeS Council Meeting – 8 April 2011
The Chairman informed the meeting that the Council meetings were to be held in London in the future which would make things easier for him and for future Chairmen to attend. The main items of discussion had been:

· The position relating to Land Charges – use was being made of the provision in the New Burdens fund and support from Bevan Britain. Members were informed that in order to receive the support their authority should be members of the LGA and so it was important to ensure that membership was renewed; 

· Discussions with Standards for England on penalties for misconduct post abolition of the code and on options for amending Section 80 of L.G. Act 1972. A first draft of a model code of conduct had been prepared and was to be considered by the group working on the code prior to wider consultation;

· A report summarising the current position on the review of the modular constitution and progress made was noted;
· The Annual Conference is to be held in Southampton between 15 and 17 November. The Secretary of State had declined an invitation to address delegates and it was hoped that Bob Kerslake would be a keynote speaker. A change in the title of the conference was being considered together with a theme that reflected the Government’s new agenda and also to avoid adverse publicity following that relating to the LGC awards ceremony. A new innovation was that members of SLG were to be invited to attend the second afternoon session free of charge;

· Arrangements were being put in place to redesign the Monitoring Officers conference along the lines of a Chief Legal Officers summit to be held in London on 5 July and also in Manchester. Subjects covered would include Alternative Business Arrangements, How to make Economies and Shared Legal Services (on which Quentin Baker was to be a speaker);

· A separate page on the ACSeS web site was being created for shared services matters and it was envisaged that all discussion would be web based;

· The current thinking was that the composition of the Bill was changing with some key aspects being dropped and that there was a rearguard action to include a mandatory code of practice;

· Discussions were on-going on a potential merger with SLG although no formal meetings had been convened. Branches seemed to be generally in favour. The Law Society was reviewing it’s internal grouping structure and this may include a new group for ‘in-house lawyers’ which could embrace local government solicitors. There would need to be a ballot of SLG members prior to any decision and eligible ACSeS members were encouraged to join;

· LGG were making organisational changes as a result of increased competition and ACSeS members were encouraged to make as much use of their courses as possible;

· Proposals to upgrade the ACSeS website were agreed including the format of the ACSeS page on the Local Government Lawyer website and a request was made for ‘web champions’ to come forward to update the website pages on a continuing basis;

· Relations with the Information Commissioners office and possible changes to FoI charging arrangements;

· Work was proceeding in London on the production of a generic code of conduct for members and when finalised the document will be shared for consideration and possible adoption;

· Some Council members had been served with notices regarding the non-payment of dues but the matter had now been settled. LGG was now acting as the Company Secretary and were to provide services following the retirement of Mark Hynes as Treasurer at the end of the Council year to prepare for his year as President. The Monitoring Officers defence fund is being fully utilised;
· Mirza Ahmad had requested contributions for the next edition of the A5 publication hopefully to be launched simultaneously with the updated website going live.
The Secretary informed the meeting that in his long association with ACSeS and ADS before it the Eastern branch had never had a member as President. Whilst fully understanding the current situation within local government he invited members to consider their interest in taking on this role and perhaps discuss it with their Chief Executive bearing in mind that the process is a three year one with candidates moving from 2nd to 1st Vice-President prior to commencing their year of office.
5. Secretary’s Report

(a) Membership

The Secretary reported with sadness the recent sudden death of David White, Interim Head of Legal Services with Suffolk County Council. The Secretary had attended the Memorial Service for David and on behalf of the branch both he and the Chairman had submitted entries for inclusion in the book of condolence to be presented to his family. David’s family had requested that, if wished, donations could be made to Cancer Research UK and he invited the meeting to consider whether a donation should be made. It was agreed that a donation should be made and that the Secretary and Treasurer should determine the amount.

The Secretary also reported that Eric Whitfield had left his position with Suffolk County Council but that he was continuing as a member of ACSeS and also with his role as Branch Treasurer for the time being. Anthony Roche, the new Head of Legal Services at North Herts DC had joined and would hopefully be attending the next meeting. In their comments on the situation at Suffolk County Council, members from Essex expressed the hope that there would not be any adverse implications for the Public Legal Partnership arrangements. 

(b) Future Meetings

The Secretary reported that the following were the dates of the remaining branch meetings in 2011;

8 July – The offices of Forest Heath District Council, Mildenhall, Suffolk – with an invited  speaker from the Centre for Public Scrutiny and possibly Julie Towers from Penna.
14 October (AGM) – The offices of Harlow Council, Essex – The President of the Association Susan Tovey will address the meeting and Gerry Budd, a past service member and former County Solicitor and Monitoring Officer at Cheshire County Council and now with Trowers, will come along and speak on issues relating to the Localism Bill. 
6. Treasurer’s Report
In the absence of the Treasurer the Secretary reported that the finances of the Branch continued to be sufficient to cover anticipated expenditure and that a request had been submitted to the National Treasurer for payment of the local levy for 2010/11.
7. County Meeting Reports

There were no reports from County Branch meetings but Mike White commented that the PLP was moving on apace. He referred to the extension of the case management system which was saving his authority £10k per annum. He offered to make a demonstration of the system to a future meeting and it was agreed that this might happen in July if Julie Towers is unable to attend or alternatively at the meeting in Harlow in October.
· Peter Heard reported that the Suffolk County Branch combined meetings with Monitoring Officers meetings and the group had met on 8 March 2010 with a further meeting due to take place on 14 June. There were no particular points of interest to raise at this meeting;

· Essex continued to meet under the auspices of their Legal Partnership arrangement which had become very active in the training field;

· Cambridgeshire did not have an ACSeS County branch but there were regular meetings of the Heads of Legal Services. There was an initiative being developed at the moment between Cambridge and Northamptonshire Counties to combine to provide back office services. 

· Norfolk had not held any ACSeS meetings but the Chairman reported that the majority of local authorities in the County were moving towards the introduction of a shared legal service arrangement which was to be implemented on 10 October. The arrangement had been developed taking elements from the current arrangements in Suffolk and Essex together with Lincolnshire. The proposal was to provide a single integrated service with a flexible structure and to co-locate the service in a single venue. Efforts were being made to locate the service within the greater Norwich area but away from the existing local authority buildings. The proposals were for a collaborative and equal partnership that would generate tangible cost savings for the authorities involved without the need for redundancies.
8. Collaboration with the Eastern Regional Branch of Solicitors in Local Government (SLG)
The Secretary reported that at the last ACSeS meeting it had been agreed that collaboration with the regional branch of SLG would be a way forward. Following the meeting he had made contact with the Treasurer of the Regional branch of SLG and asked a number of questions relating to the structure, meeting arrangements and funding of SLG in the Region. Some information had been received but further responses from the Chairman and Secretary were still awaited. 
The Secretary also referred to the recent establishment (in 2009) of the Association of Democratic Services Officers (ADSO) and reported that he had met the Regional representative to discuss the possibility of collaborative arrangements with that organisation. Whilst the Regional members have not yet started meeting, they are substantially more in number than ACSeS members in the east. The areas covered by the Association are committee, member and democratic services all of which used to be covered by ACSeS although in recent years the emphasis seems to have shifted more towards purely legal matters with the majority of Scrutiny and Monitoring officers being lawyers. 
The Secretary suggested that if there is to be collaboration, with SLG and ADSO there should be agreement on how any costs for speakers and refreshments should be allocated and the process for establishing the likely number of attendees at each meeting. Members present agreed that SLG members should be invited to attend the next meeting and that Colin Sweeney, the Eastern representative of ADSO should also be invited to attend to discuss possible areas of mutual interest and concern.

9. Any Other Business

(a) Standards for England    At a recent liaison meeting with Standards for England it had been stated that upon the demise of the body, any outstanding Section 18 cases were to be handed back to local authorities. Those present commented on local arrangements for dealing with Standards matters in their authorities. 
(b) Local Government Weekend School    Members commented that they had found the recent Weekend School to be a successful, well attended event with good speakers and good value for money.
(c)  Personal Appeal    Mike White informed the meeting that shortly after his recent engagement, his son had been diagnosed with leukaemia. To raise funds for the charity supporting research into the illness Mike, together with and the father of his son’s fiancée were to undertake a two day canoe trip down the river Stour and he invited members to sponsor him.  
10. CPD

2 hours

