NORTHUMBRIA POLICE AUTHORITY

STANDARDS COMMITTEE – 20 NOVEMBER 2006 

ISSUES FROM THE STANDARDS BOARD FOR ENGLAND

REPORT OF THE CLERK

1.
PURPOSE OF THE REPORT

1.1 To inform the Committee of recent issues to have been highlighted by the Standards Board for England.

2.
Standards Board Bulletins

2.1 Since the last meeting of the Committee, four news bulletin have been issued by the Standards Board for England and are included in the appendix to the report.

4.
STANDARDS BOARD INVESTIGATIONS/ADJUDICATION PANEL FOR ENGLAND

4.1
The Standards Board has publicised details of three recent cases: 

4.1.1 It is alleged that four Members of the Metropolitan Police Authority failed to treat another Member with respect and brought their office or Authority into disrepute. 

They allegedly criticised, interrupted and ridiculed the other Member at Authority meetings, as part of a pattern of behaviour intended to undermine the Member. The Ethical Standards Officer (ESO) considered that the Members’ criticism of their colleague and the views he expressed at Authority meetings was within the reasonable bounds of political debate and was consistent with their conduct towards other Members, taking into account the Member’s own conduct during the meetings. The ESO found no evidence that the Members targeted their colleague and tried to undermine him as part of a pattern of behaviour.

It was alleged that the four Members agreed to systematically undermine their colleague after he suggested that a political magazine’s editor be prosecuted for inciting racial hatred and discriminated against their colleague on racial grounds and victimised him for seeking the prosecution. The ESO found no evidence that the Members had entered into such an agreement and he considered that they did not discriminate against their colleague on racial grounds or try to victimise him.

It is further alleged that the Members made a malicious and spurious complaint to the Standards Board for England about their colleague and persuaded a member of the public, who allegedly belonged to their political party, to make another wrongful complaint to the Standards Board about the Member. The ESO did not consider that the Member’s complaint was spurious or malicious and found no evidence that the Members tried to persuade a member of the public to make a wrongful complaint to the Standards Board and noted that he was a member of a different political party.

The four Members allegedly provided a local newspaper with details of complaints against the Member regarding the disposal of Authority property, before those complaints were officially submitted to the Standards Board. The ESO was unable to determine how the newspaper got hold of the information, but noted that even if a Member had passed the information to the paper, this would not have amounted to a failure to comply with the Code of Conduct.

Finally, it was alleged that the way in which the four Members treated their colleague was an abuse of process. The ESO did not consider that the Members’ behaviour was an abuse of process.

The ESO considered that the Members had not breached the Code of Conduct by being disrespectful to their colleague, or brought their office or Authority into disrepute. In reaching this view, the ESO took into account advice on equality and diversity issues from a specialist consultant. He found there was no evidence of any failure to comply with the Code of Conduct.

4.1.2 A complainant alleged that the Member of the Metropolitan Police Authority improperly sought to influence the Authority decision on an issue in favour of a charity with which he was associated. He allegedly phoned and texted some Members, urging them to vote in support of the charity, and sent a letter containing misleading information for the same purpose. He also allegedly disclosed a confidential Authority document to the charity.

The ESO considered that he had not acted improperly when he lobbied for the charity, he did not seek to exert pressure on anyone to support the charity, he was not dishonest, his interest was well known to Members and he did not have any personal stake in the matter. The ESO considered that he did not disclose confidential information to the charity, as the information was already known to them and they had originally submitted some of it. The ESO considered that the Member did not have to withdraw from the meeting, as the Authority did not formally consider the matter in which he had a prejudicial interest.  Finally, the ESO did not consider that the Member had brought his office or Authority into disrepute by deliberately misleading the Monitoring Officer about a request to access Authority property, which he visited on behalf of the charity. The ESO found that there was no evidence of any failure to comply with the Code of Conduct.

4.1.3 It was alleged that a Member of Surrey Police Authority and Surrey County Council contacted a complainant in a Police re-investigation of a case before the Police had done so and without authorisation. This compromised the management of the Police investigation and undermined the confidence of the complainant’s family in the integrity of the inquiry. The ESO noted that the Member did not tell the Police or the Authority before he contacted the complainant and considered that he did not have proper regard to his role as a Police Authority Member, which is markedly different from that as a County Councillor. The ESO considered that the Member brought his office as a Police Authority Member and the Authority into disrepute by contacting the complainant and speaking to them about the publication of a confidential review of the Police investigation. He saw no evidence that the Member’s actions compromised the impartiality of those who worked for or on behalf of the Authority.

Is was alleged that the Member had disclosed information given to him in a confidential briefing by a senior police officer but the ESO considered that, on the balance of probabilities, that he had not.

It was alleged that the Member conducted himself in a way that brought the Authority into disrepute with the Police and which threatened their good relationship. The ESO considered that while the Member’s actions caused difficulties for the relationship, they were not sufficient to amount to a failure to comply with the Code of Conduct.

The ESO also considered whether the Member brought his office or Authorities into disrepute when he made comments to the media in his capacity as a Police Authority Member seeking publication of the confidential review. The ESO considered that the Member did not consider the obligations and implications of his role as a Police Authority Member when he made the comments to the media and that he gave his own views and did not give enough weight to the reasons why the review was not published. The ESO noted that the Member was fully aware of the reasons through correspondence from the Police and Members’ briefings. These included the potential effect on related enquiries and legal restrictions. The ESO also considered that the Member did not give a balanced picture of what the published summary of the review stated. The ESO considered that the Member had acted in a way that brought his office as a Police Authority Member and the Authority into disrepute and, taking all circumstances into account, found that no action needed to be taken in relation to these matters. 

5.
EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES IMPLICATIONS 

5.1       It is considered the report has no equal opportunities implications.

6.
HUMAN RIGHTS IMPLICATIONS

6.1      It is considered the report has no human rights implications.

7.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

7.1
There are no financial implications arising from the report.

8.
RECOMMENDATION

8.1        The Committee is requested to note the report.

