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Introduction by the Chairman

We have had a busy year promoting and monitoring high standards of Conduct across the District Council and working with all the Town and Parish Councils across the District. The use of our new powers to assess and review Code of Conduct Complaints has been a major focus of our work.

We have also continued to take a robust role in actively promoting and enhancing the Council’s openness, accountability and probity and will continue to do so in the coming year.

We are committed to promoting and upholding the highest standards of conduct from those elected to the District Council and Parish Councils in the Forest of Dean area.  We hold the view that elected Members and Councillors should always conduct themselves in public in a manner that is beyond reproach and does not invite criticism or complaint.  We will not, though, be drawn into personal issues or personality clashes, nor will we allow the proper complaints process to be used as a means of furthering personal grievances or differences of opinion.
We would like to thank the Monitoring officer and her staff for their advice and support throughout the year.



Marcia Gallagher 


Tony Elkington



     Chairman 


Vice-Chairman


Role of The Standards Committee

The purpose of the Standards Committee is to promote and maintain high standards of conduct by Members of the District Council and Town and Parish Councils in the Forest of Dean, and to assist them to observe the Code of Conduct.  The Committee seeks to raise the profile of probity and conduct both in the Council and externally. It does this by advising on the adoption and monitoring of relevant Codes of Conduct and behaviour.  It monitors Complaints relating to breaches of those Codes and Procedures, and recommends training to Officers, Members and Parish Councillors.

In addition, the Committee has powers to deal with allegations of breaches of the Members Code of Conduct, including the initial assessment and review of Complaints, deciding if a formal investigation is required, hearing cases of breaches of the Members’ Code of Conduct, determining whether a breach has been committed and, where necessary, imposing appropriate sanctions.  The Committee is supported by the Group Manager, Legal and Democratic Services (Monitoring Officer) and a Committee Officer.

The Committee was first established in February 2000, prior to the requirement for Councils to establish a Standards Committee as set out in the Relevant Authorities (Standards Committees) Regulations 2001, which came into force in August 2001.

Membership of the Committee

The membership for the Committee for 2008/09 was:

	Independent Members


	Councillors
	Parish Representatives

	Ms Marcia Gallagher (Chairman) (resigned 1 May 2009)

Mr. Anthony Elkington (Vice-Chair)

Mike Jones

Ashley Cooper

Richard Cockroft (joined July 2009)

 (Representatives appointed on rolling 4-year terms of office following public advert).
	Cllr Norman Stephens

Cllr Terry Hale

Cllr Frankie Evans

Cllr Georgina Bensted

Cllr Paul Hiett

(Representatives appointed at Annual Council).
	Mr. Edward Camilleri

Mrs. Mary McGhee

Mr. Christopher Howell

Mr. Peter Street

(Representatives are nominated by the Forest of Dean Parish Forum of Parish Councils for a 4-year fixed term).


Work Programme for 2008/2009

The full Standards Committee met four times between May 2008 and May 2009.

In addition, the Assessment Sub-Committee met on 13 occasions.  

Note: The Review Sub-Committee met on 1 occasion on 12 August 2009 and there have been 2 Hearing Sub-Committees as at 13 August 2009.

The following is a summary of the Committee’s activities:

Local Consideration of Code of Conduct Complaints

The Standards Committee (England) Regulations 2008 came into effect on 1 May 2008, which gave the Standards Committee new powers to receive and assess Code of Conduct Complaints.  At its meeting in June 2008 the Committee made the following arrangements to carry out these duties:

· Set up and agreed the remit for an Assessment Sub-Committee to carry out the first stage assessment of Code of Conduct Complaints;

· Set up and agreed the remit for a Review Sub-Committee to consider complaints where the Complainant has requested the review of a decision where the Assessment Sub-Committee have determined to take ‘no further action’;

· Agreed the Complaints Form to be submitted based on the Standards Board requirements;

· Agreed Assessment Criteria on which the two Sub-Committees would make their decisions;

· Authorised the Monitoring Officer to introduce new procedures for the conduct of investigations and hearings to comply with such regulations and statutory guidance as may be issued from time to time and to arrange appropriate publicity for the new arrangements in accordance with the Regulations and Guidance.

Each of the Sub-Committees comprise 3 Members drawn from the pool of the whole Standards Committee, to include 1 Independent Member (Chair), 1 District Councillor and 1 Parish Representative.  

A Consideration and Hearing Sub-Committee was established by full Council on 21 May 2009 to deal with hearings and consideration of Monitoring officer Investigations 

Throughout the year, the membership of each of the Sub-Committees has been rotated to give all Members of the Committee experience in the different roles, whilst ensuring that no single Complaint is both assessed and reviewed by the same Standards Committee Member.

Summary of Complaints May 2008-May 2009  

Between May 2008 and May 2009, 30 Code of Conduct Complaints were received.  9  (30%) of the Complaints related to District Councillors and 21 (70%) related to Town or Parish Councillors.  22 of the Complaints were made by members of the public; 3 by Council Officers and 5 by Councillors.  

The Assessment Sub-Committee met on 13 occasions to consider these complaints.  The Table below shows the outcome of each assessment.

	Complaints 2008/9
	

	Outcome
	No. (%)

	No Further Action 
	11 (37%)

	Investigation
	 4 (13%)

	Referred to Standards Board for England 
	5 (17%)

	Referred to Monitoring Officer
	 9 (30%)

	Withdrawn 
	 1 (3%)

	Total
	30


Note: 

Following May 2009, Complainants requested reviews in 5 of the decisions of ‘no further action’ by the Assessment Sub-Committee.  In 3 cases, the Review Sub-Committee upheld the original decision and 2 were referred to the Monitoring Officer.

The Authority has submitted quarterly on line updates of the progress of Complaints to the Standards Board for England, and submitted an Annual Review of the operation of the Standards Committee in May 2009, following approval of the submission by the Committee.  The Committee receives regular reports on the progress of Complaints at each meeting.

Planning Code of Conduct

In September 2008, the Standards Committee considered introducing a Code of Conduct for Members and Officers dealing with planning matters.  The draft Code was based on National Guidance and Best Practice and was designed to ensure best standards in probity in relation to the whole of the planning process across the Council.  The Code was seen as an opportunity to give the public greater confidence that the Council carries out its planning responsibilities fairly and openly.  The draft Code was reported to the Development Control Committee for comment and recommended to the Full Council Meeting on 26 February 2009.  It was approved and now forms part of the Constitution.  The Code has proved extremely useful to Members of the Development Control Committee in dealing with lobbying in relation to more controversial planning applications. It has also been useful advice to District Council Members who also serve at Town and Parish Council level.

Code of Conduct for Members and Employees

In October 2008, the Committee considered and authorised the Monitoring Officer to respond to the Department of Communities and Local Government Consultation on Codes of Conduct for Local Authority Members and Employees by 24 December. 

This response included comments on the proposed revisions to the Members’ Code of Conduct, and on the proposed introduction of a requirement for Authorities to incorporate a Code of Conduct for Employees, based on a statutory model Code of Conduct, into the terms and conditions of employment of their employees.

Member/Officer Protocol

At its March 2009 Meeting, the Standards Committee considered the Member/Officer Protocol which forms part of the Council’s Constitution.  The purpose of the Protocol is to identify expected standards of behaviour for Officers and Members in their relationships with each other.  The Committee agreed that whilst the Protocol set out the principles, it did not reflect the recently adopted Cabinet-style governance of the Council, nor did it provide real practical guidance for Members and Officers working together to run the Council.  At its meeting, the Committee agreed to consult all Members and Senior Officers about these matters asking them to indicate further areas where the Protocol could be improved.  

The Committee also invited the Leader of the Council and the Interim Head of Paid Service to its June 2009 Meeting to discuss the matter further.  It was also notable that the Improvement Board which is working with the Council to improve the Council’s performance has encouraged the Standards Committee to become more proactive in monitoring Protocols for Officer and Member relations and in promoting positive relations generally.  The Chairman and 

Vice-Chairman of the Committee wrote to all Members and Senior Managers on 25 March 2009 and a number of responses were received which were considered by the Committee at its meeting on 8 June.

As a result of these comments, the Member/Officer Protocol has been amended and is being recommended to Council in October for approval.

Staff Code of Conduct - Update

A draft revised Code of Conduct for District Council Employees was considered by the Standards Committee at its Meeting in March 2009.  The Committee approved the recommended approach to update the existing Code to provide a more ‘principles’ based Code based on the recent Government consultation on a mandatory Code of Conduct for Local Government Employees.

The Committee also suggested a number of amendments to ensure clear sign-posting to the Council’s Whistleblowing Policy and a suggestion that the financial threshold for registering gifts and hospitality to employees be increased to £10.00.

Revised Forms to register employees’ interests and gifts and hospitality were also approved.

The draft Code has been discussed with the Council’s Trade Unions through the Staff Joint Consultative Committee and a revised Code is being recommended to the Council to approve at its meeting on the 1 October 2009.

The work of the Standards Board for England

The Standards Committee has been kept informed of the work of the Standards Board for England throughout the year, and copies of the latest Standards Board Bulletin, Parish Council Standard and Case Reviews are made available at each Committee Meeting.  The Committee is advised by the Monitoring Officer on key issues arising from Standards Board publications and Annual Conference and the implications for its work and for the conduct of the Council.

Annual Governance Statement

In June 2009, the Committee received the updated Annual Governance Statement which had been approved by the Audit Committee and Council.  The Committee noted their role in providing assurance that the governance arrangements and systems of internal control were operating effectively.

Parish Councils

Work was ongoing with Parish and Town Councils during the year, to help them promote and maintain ethical standards in their Councils, and offering the Standards Committee’s assistance wherever required. This work is assisted by the presence of 4 Town and Parish representatives on the Committee.

Two training sessions were presented to Parish Councils on the principles of the Members’ Code of Conduct and its interpretation in sample cases during November 2008 and January 2009.

At its Meeting on 8 December 2008, the Committee was advised that a number of Parish and Town Councils had not returned their Register of Interests Forms following the Parish Elections in 2007.  Following that meeting, letters were sent to 40 Town and Parish Councillors requiring them to return their Forms.  The initial letter generated an excellent response with 37 Forms received by the due date. The 3 outstanding Councillors were reported to the Assessment Sub-Committee of the Standards Committee.  Prior to the Assessment Sub-Committee Hearing, all 3 Councillors returned their Forms.

The Standards Committee is authorised to grant dispensations to Town and Parish Councillors on matters with which they would otherwise not be permitted to deal because they had a prejudicial interest.

This power to grant dispensation is extremely useful for those Parishes where Councillors also serve on other local bodies.  This often happens in relation to individual Committees, local trusts and Parochial Church Committees.  If the Town and Parish Councils wish to decide matters in relation to these other bodies, then Councillors will find they have a prejudicial interest and have to leave the meeting.  This often happens in relation to paying grants to external bodies or arranging insurance.  In some of the smaller Town and Parish Councils, this may mean that because of the number of Councillors who have to declare an interest and withdraw there is no longer a quorum.  The Standards Committee has promoted its ability to grant dispensations and during the year handled a number of applications for dispensations for the Committee to consider from the following Councils:

· Lydney Town Council

· Staunton (Coleford) Parish Council

· Newland Parish Council 

· Pauntley Parish Council

· Rudford and Highleadon Parish Council

The Committee have also sponsored the Monitoring Officer to produce regular newsletters to all Town and Parish Councils updating them on matters to do with the Code of Conduct and upholding high standards.  A Monitoring Officer 

letter was produced in August 2008 on prejudicial interests and one in January 2009 on dispensations. 

August 2009


