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23 January 2009

To Eleri Jones

DCLG

Local Government Finance,

Workforce, Pay and Pensions

5/F5 Eland house,

Bressenden Place,

London

SW1E 5DU

By email to 

eleri.jones@communities.gsi.gov.uk 

Dear Eleri Jones,

Consultation on Proposals to amend the Accounts and Audit Regulations

This consultation has come to the attention of the Association of Council Secretaries and Solicitors (ACSeS), and on behalf of the Association’s members, who are predominantly Monitoring Officers and Heads of Legal and Democratic Services in local authorities in England and Wales, I wish to make the following comments specifically in relation to the proposals on reporting remuneration.

Firstly, as far as I can ascertain, the consultation is not included in the consultations on the corporate pages of the DCLG website as intimated in Annex C. It should not be presumed that a letter addressed to Chief Executives and Directors of Finance is always brought to the attention of other senior officers in local authorities. It would appear there is a strong possibility that the consultation may not have come to the attention of many senior officers who would be affected, in particular, by the proposals on page 2 in relation to the publication of senior managers’ remuneration. You may therefore wish to review the validity of the consultation exercise.

It is probable that the majority of members of ACSeS would be affected by the proposals on reporting remuneration and we wish you to note such interest and include the Association in any further consultation on this issue. We suggest that the same consideration might be applied to other associations representing senior officers in local government, and also relevant trade unions.

Additionally, members of the Association are generally involved in advising their local authorities on FOI and data protection issues, and therefore members and the Association have considerable experience in these issues. Indeed, the Association has a standing portfolio for information governance and a portfolio holder specialising in this area of interest.

It is accepted that the principle of disclosure of local authority information to the public is continuing to develop and indeed, local authorities have, in general, adopted positive policies in favour of open government. Equally, local authorities have implemented strategies to safeguard personal and confidential information that is by law protected from publication.

It is the case that the actual remuneration of local authority employees generally remains protected, subject to disclosure of pay bands of specific posts where requested under FOI, on the basis that pay bands are already frequently included in public advertisements of job opportunities in local government.

There is some advantage in local authority annual reports including remuneration information of senior employees in that subsequent FOI requests can be referred to such information.

There is, however, a clear basis for distinguishing the method of reporting such information of local government officers from that of senior civil servants. Senior local government officers essentially, in the main, live locally to the local authority they serve. They are frequently known and recognised in the community. There is therefore considerably more scope for local government officers being personally embarrassed and harassed by persons commenting on their remuneration within the community in which they live and serve. Additionally, local authority websites (which may subsequently be the obvious means of access to such information) are more readily accessible and known within the community than those of government departments. We would therefore urge that, as far as practical, the names of individual officers are not identified within annual reports in relation to their remuneration.

It would be practical for annual reports to relate to the tiers of officer structure within a local authority, indicating the number of officers within each tier and the pay bands applicable to the tier. This would provide more relevant information than at present, but provide the safeguards that data protection principles require and meet the concerns expressed above to avoid personal embarrassment and aggravation.

It is noted that the draft Freedom of Information (Parliament) Order proposed further constraints on the disclosure of information relating to MPs expenses. It is accepted that there should be an element of consistency as between elected representatives and central and local government employees in these matters, subject to our comments above. It may be appropriate to await any debate and the outcome of this draft Order and subsequent proposals before proceeding much further with the proposals in relation to remuneration in this consultation.

I look forward to ACSeS being involved further, in the event of the issue on reporting remuneration by local authorities being pursued.

Yours Sincerely
Anthony Kilner

A. Kilner

Policy and Development Officer
Association of Council Secretaries and Solicitors   Registered office; 1 Park Row, Leeds LS1 5AB
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