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COUNCIL MEETING

19 July 2007

GATESHEAD METROPOLITAN BOROUGH COUNCIL

	


report of the Standards Committee – MEMBERS’ CODE OF CONDUCT 


Purpose of the Report

1. The Standards Committee met on 31 May 2007 to consider the revised Code of Conduct for Members and agreed to recommend that the Council adopt the Code as set out in the appendix to this report.


Background

2. The Local Government Act 2000 required all councils to adopt a local Code of Conduct based on a model issued by the Government in November 2001. Gateshead Council approved the new Code of Conduct in March 2002 and it came into effect on 1 May 2002. All councillors are required to undertake to observe the Code of Conduct when they complete their declaration of acceptance of office following their election to the authority.

3. In February 2005 the Government asked the Standards Board for England to carry out a review of the Code and following the receipt of this review in December 2005, the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister published a discussion paper setting out the Government’s vision for a future conduct regime for Members and officers. The Standards Committee received a report on this document in January 2006. The Local Government White Paper also gave an undertaking to amend the Code of Conduct “to allow councillors to speak out on licensing and planning issues that matter to their local neighbourhoods”.

4. The Standards Committee had the opportunity to respond to a further consultation from the Government on changes to the Code of Conduct in February 2007 and the revised Code was published in April.

Current Position

5. The Revised Code of Conduct came into force on 3 May 2007 and every local authority must have adopted it by 1 October 2007 by a resolution of the full Council. Guidance from the Standards Board for England suggests that councils should adopt the Code as it stands without amendment. The draft Code of Conduct for Councillors is attached as Appendix 1.

6. The main changes in the Code are:

· Members who occupy Council houses or have children at a community school will be able to participate when the Council considers housing and education matters.

· Members will be allowed to have the same rights of audience as the public at meetings, even if they have a prejudicial interest, although they cannot participate in the decision-making process.  A member is able to participate fully in any discussion where he/she shares an interest with a majority of residents of the ward/electoral division.

· The new Code makes clear that it covers only official conduct and not events in a member’s private life, unless they amount to criminal conduct.

· The general conduct rules now include offences of bullying, and intimidation and victimisation.

· The offence of failing to report breaches of the Code by other members is deleted.  

· A new public interest defence is introduced for breach of confidentiality.

· The ability to include informal meetings within the definition of “meeting” to which the rules on disclosure and withdrawal apply.

· A prohibition on Councillors providing references for a candidate for promotion or appointment as an officer of the Council.

· Ensuring Council resources are not misused by making Councillors responsible when they authorise others to use such resources.

· In reaching decisions Councillors must do so solely on the merits of the circumstances and in the public interest.  They must also have regard to advice given by the Chief Finance Officer and the Monitoring Officer.

7. Every Councillor will also be required to complete a new registration of interests form within 28 days of the Council adopting the Code. Transitional arrangements will allow misconduct allegations made prior to the adoption of the revised Code to be dealt with under the old Code arrangements.


Recommendations

8. The Standards Committee has had the opportunity to consider the Revised Code of Conduct and recommends: -

(i) That the Revised Code of Conduct for Members be adopted by the Council;

(ii) That the Code comes into effect from 1 September 2007.

Richard Bell

Chair
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