NORTHUMBRIA POLICE AUTHORITY

STANDARDS COMMITTEE

17 OCTOBER 2005

PRESENT:

Mrs M E MacArdle (Chair)

Councillors Foster, Packham, Thompson and Dr Snape

APOLOGIES: 
Councillor Napier and Mr Brown

7.
MINUTES

RESOLVED -
That the minutes of the last meeting held on 

18 July 2005 be confirmed as a true record and signed by the Chair.

8.
MEMBERS’ CODE OF CONDUCT – STANDARDS BOARD FOR ENGLAND RECOMMENDATIONS

The Members’ Code of Conduct came into force in May 2002.  The Standards Board for England was asked by the Government to conduct a review of the effectiveness of the Code and address the issues that have arisen in the three years since it was adopted.


The Standards Board for England consulted widely on the review and the Committee sent a response (minute 2 – 2005/06).

The Standards Board for England’s recommendations to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister were submitted.  Their aim is to simplify and clarify the Code wherever possible while retaining its underlying principles.


In regard to the rules around declarations of interest, the Standards Board for England consider that there should be a better balance between the need to protect public decision making from inappropriate influence and recognition of Members’ role as advocates for their local communities. Therefore, interests that arise solely from service on another public body (or charity or pressure group) should be treated differently, and more liberally, than those that arise from a Member’s private life.


Other recommendations put forward by the Standards Board for England include:

· There should be a specific provision on bullying

· Members should be able to disclose confidential information where it can be demonstrated that such disclosure is in the public interest

· On disrepute, certain behaviour outside of official duties should continue to be regulated but it should be limited to unlawful activities

· Local protocols on use of resources should be enforced locally; serious misuse of resources, particularly for political benefit, should be regulated nationally

· The duty to report breaches of the Code should be abolished.  There should be protection against intimidation of complainants and greater efforts should be made to discourage vexatious complaints.


The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister will now consider the proposed changes and submit an Order for Parliamentary approval. It was anticipated that any changes to the Code would be agreed by the end of 2005. It is not clear whether this timetable will still be met.


RESOLVED -
(i)
That the recommendations submitted by the


Standards Board for England to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister be noted.

(ii) That a further report be submitted when the 

Government publishes its detailed proposals for changes to the Members’ Code of Conduct.

9.
LOCAL HEARINGS INTO ALLEGATIONS OF MISCONDUCT


Since November 2004, Ethical Standards Officers can refer an allegation of misconduct for investigation by the Monitoring Officer of the Authority concerned and determination by the Standards Committee.  This is in addition to an Ethical Standards Officer’s previous power to refer a case which he/she has investigated to the Standards Committee for determination.


There has been a rapid increase in the number of cases dealt with locally.  Since January 2005, 34% of cases have been referred for local investigation and another 9% of cases for local determination.  The Standards Board for England’s target is that half of all cases will be investigated or determined locally by 2007.

In view of the policy to move to greater use of local determination, it is essential that the Committee is ready to deal with any cases referred to it.  

  In February 2004, the Committee undertook training in the form of a mock hearing.  It is suggested that this exercise should be repeated. Also, the Standards Board for England is to publish a DVD on local hearings, which will also be shown to the Committee.

When Standards Committees first drew up their hearing procedures, some adopted a three-stage procedure, considering first the findings of fact, then the question of whether the Code had been breached and finally the sanction, if any, to be imposed.  The Committee would retire at each stage then return and announce its findings. Other Standards Committees, including this Committee, opted for a simpler procedure of hearing all the evidence, then retiring once only to consider findings of fact and penalty.


The three-stage procedure has, in practice, gained widespread acceptance and it may now be appropriate to amend the Committee’s procedure accordingly.


RESOLVED -
(i)
That further training on local hearings be 







provided at the next meeting of the 







Committee and all Members of the Authority 







be invited.






(ii)
That the three-stage hearings procedure be 




adopted and a revised procedure be 







submitted at the next meeting.

(iii)
That the position of Councillor Members of the Authority who are subject to two Codes of Conduct be clarified.

10.
STANDARDS BOARD FOR ENGLAND FOURTH ANNUAL ASSEMBLY OF STANDARDS COMMITTEES


The Fourth Annual Assembly of Standards Committees took place in Birmingham on 5-6 September 2005. Further to minute 12(ii) – 2004/05, Mr Brown and Dr Snape represented the Committee and gave feedback on the event.

The round up of the Assembly published by the Standards Board for England was also submitted.

RESOLVED – That the information be noted.

11.
ISSUES FROM THE STANDARDS BOARD FOR ENGLAND

The Standards Board for England is to relocate to Manchester. The move will bring with it over one hundred jobs and will be completed by 2007. Staff will begin to move later this year as part of a gradual process to minimise disruption to the Board’s work.

The Standards Board for England had spoken with nearly one thousand delegates during its series of roadshows. Eleven locations were visited and debate focused on the review of the Code of Conduct.    Delegate feedback rated the events as very or fairly good measured 100% at seven venues and between 88% and 98% for the remainder.

Three recent case summaries published by the Standards Board for England, relating to Members of Police Authorities, were submitted.


The Committee has previously asked the Standards Board for England to include breakdowns on the nature of allegations by type of Authority in their published statistics (minute 4 – 2005/06).  The monthly statistical analysis of allegations now produced by the Standards Board for England was submitted.


RESOLVED – That the information be noted.

