ACSeS North East Branch: Annual Report 2006/07

The Branch started the year with its AGM at Darlington Town Hall, where Bernadette Livesey (Calderdale Council) was appointed Chair of the Branch, with Paddy Gascoigne (Blyth Valley) Vice-Chair. Garry Pointer (Tynedale) and myself were reappointed Honorary Branch Treasurer and Secretary respectively. Other appointments for the year were Rachel Dooris (Redcar & Cleveland) and Nick Dobson (Pinsent Masons), as representatives of the Branch on ACSeS Council.

The guest speaker invited to address the Darlington meeting, Local Government Ombudsman Ms Anne Seex, may have been instrumental in the meeting seeing the highest attendance of the year – 16 members. Ms Seex’s presentation was bold and uncompromising, flagging-up some challenges for local authorities which have since received (and continue to receive) the attention of Parliament within the Local Government & Public Involvement in Health Bill. Members took the opportunity to raise a number of issues with Ms Seex, including: the LGO disagreeing with professional officers’ judgements; judicial reviews; guidance on habitual complainants; allocation of cases; and the powers of the Ombudsman.

The December meeting at the Leeds offices of Pinsent Masons saw the attendance of Dudley Lewis, Director of the Local Government Group Training Unit, as guest speaker. Dudley informed the Branch of the many training opportunities for Branch members over the coming year, including more regional courses, and proposals to develop management training courses for local authority lawyers. The Branch noted the unique status of the LGG Training Unit as the only training provider exclusively owned by, and provided for, the local government legal service, and agreed to encourage Branch members to regard LGG as their primary external provider of legal training.

As it was the first meeting since the publication of the Local Government White Paper, Strong & Prosperous Communities (launched by the Prime Minister at Leam Lane, Gateshead), the Branch took the opportunity to discuss members’ initial thoughts on the implications for their authorities.

In March the Branch met in Huddersfield at the offices of Kirklees Council, where the topics for discussion included the new Local Government & Public Involvement in Health Bill and the draft Revised Model Code of Conduct.

At the final meeting of the year, held at the offices of Gateshead Council, the Branch welcomed the President of ACSeS, Meic Sullivan-Gould. Meic gave a full, informative, and entertaining account of the key issues currently being addressed by the ACSeS at both the national and local levels, including: ACSeS’ vision, strategy and business plan; incorporation of the Association; local government reorganisation; CIPFA Code of Corporate Governance; skills development for local government law practitioners; and the ACSeS Annual Conference in November.

Meic’s presentation prompted a good deal of debate, and it was pleasing to note that he singled out the meeting as one of the best branch meetings he had attended as president.

The Branch’s new members to join this year were: Ms Maria Lucas (initially Calderdale and now North Tyneside Council); Mr John Bates (Humberside Police Authority); and Mr Richard Robinson (Past Service Member).

The Branch enjoyed excellent hospitality from those authorities and partner-firms providing venues for our meetings. My thanks go to the Branch members and their colleagues who have assisted in making those arrangements.

On behalf of the Branch I would like to thank Bernadette for her very capable chairmanship (and one hundred percent attendance!) at Branch meetings, and her work for, and input into, the Branch throughout the year.

The Branch’s finances continue to be at a very healthy level (subject to the fortunes of our bank, Northern Rock!), overseen by Branch Treasurer Garry, to whom the Branch’s thanks are also extended.

Finally, I would like to thank my Gateshead colleague, Gillian Warnes, for the excellent support she has provided to me and to the Branch over the last year. 

Mike Barker
19 September 2007

Honorary Secretary


