NORTHUMBRIA POLICE AUTHORITY

STANDARDS COMMITTEE

29 MAY 2002

Present: Mrs M E MacArdle (Chair)


     Councillors: Foster, Napier, Packham and Thompson


     Mr Brown and Dr Snape

Apology: Mrs Pearson

1. Appointment of additional Independent Member  

Following interviews for the above position, the appointment of Dr C Snape has been recommended to the Police Authority.

RESOLVED - That the information be noted.

2. Minutes

RESOLVED - That the minutes of the last meeting held on 24



 January 2002 be confirmed as a true record and 



 signed by the Chair.

3. Update on implementation of the New Ethical Framework

The Authority has previously agreed to adopt the model code of conduct as set out in the Police Authorities (Model Code of Conduct) Order 2001 with effect from 1 May 2002 (minute 258(ii) – 2001/02). 

A Members’ Training Seminar on the new ethical framework was held on 10 April 2001. It was well attended and feedback indicated that the Members found it very helpful.

Additional Members’ training seminars will be arranged when required as part of the Committee’s continuing role in giving guidance and advice to the Authority on standards related issues.

As previously reported, the position for the second Independent Member of the Committee was advertised and fifteen applications were subsequently received.

The Chair of the Committee and C Stockwell, representing the Clerk, interviewed four people and recommended to the Authority that Dr C Snape be appointed.

Members of the Authority have been asked to sign an undertaking to observe the Members Code of Conduct and to register financial and other interests. A copy of the Standards Board for England guidance booklet about registering and declaring interests and registering gifts and hospitality was also provided.

RESOLVED – That the information be noted.

4. CONSULTATION PAPER ON LOCAL INVESTIGATION AND 

DETERMINATION OF MISCONDUCT ALLEGATIONS

The Department of Transport, Local Government and the Regions (DTLR) has circulated a consultation paper on the drafting of regulations governing the ways in which allegations investigated by Ethical Standards Officers at the Standards Board could be referred to Authorities.

The initial response to the consultation paper is as follows:-

The paper is substantial and complex. The Standards Board want the Section 66 regulations introduced as soon as possible to avoid the risk of being burdened with more cases than it can handle.

The Authority welcomes the consultation and the fact that it is being entrusted , through its Standards Committee, with the responsibility of handling at least some allegations of misconduct.

The suggested general process is sound but the following comments on the detail are made:-

The Monitoring Officer should not be precluded from at least trying to  

establish that clear evidence exists to support any allegation.

Complaints with no substance should not go to the Standards Board.

There may be unnecessary delays with the requirement of all Code 

of Conduct complaints  received by the Authority being referred to its 

Standards Committee who then has a duty to refer it to the Standards

Board. If there is no discretion, the referral could equally well be made

by the Monitoring Officer who would then report to the Standards       

Committee for information.

Greater clarity is needed for when the Ethical Standards Officer  

(ESO ), on completion of a report, refers it to the Standards 

Committee to determine the outcome. If the ESO’s findings are taken

           on trust, the Committee may have to impose a sanction it has not 

           tested. If it considers the matter afresh, the principle of avoiding 

           duplication is breached.


The alternatives where the Monitoring Officer carries out an 

investigation and is required to conclude either that there is no evidence of a breach of the Code of Conduct or there has been a breach, are too stark. He should be able to conclude that there is insufficient evidence to conclude one way or another.

The proposal that only five Members of the Standards Committee, selected by the Independent Chair, should consider a report on an allegation undermines the integrity of its Members. If this is based on a concern about freedom from political influence, it is easier to influence a smaller group than a larger one. 

It also puts the Chair in an invidious position of having to decide which Members to exclude from the hearing.

It is helpful and realistic that the Standards Committee should not be referring casual remarks made in debate, etc. to the Standards Board. It is important, however, that this principle is spelled out very clearly in Government guidance.

RESOLVED – That a final response be circulated to the Members of 



  the Committee and submitted to the Authority for 



  approval in the appendices to the minutes.

5. STANDARDS OF CONDUCT FOR OFFICERS

The 2000/01 District Audit Management Letter recorded that the Authority’s overall arrangements for fraud and corruption do not currently meet all the measures identified as good practice by the Audit Commission. 

It is proposed that the Policy Statement on Fraud and Corruption, modelled on the Gateshead Council’s policy, which has been approved by the District Auditor as being fit for purpose, be adopted.

The introduction of the Gateshead Council’s Confidential Reporting Code, which has been accepted by the District Auditor and the trade unions representing the Council’s employees, is also proposed.

The Members’ register of hospitality and gifts has now been established as part of the Authority’s response to the Members’ Code of Conduct. 

Registers of interest for Members have now been completed. Arrangements for the Authority’s support staff will need to be put in place to record interests in contracts with the Authority and to register hospitality and gifts offered and/or accepted/declined, with a value of £25 or above.

The Authority’s support staff do not currently work to a formal code of conduct embodied in their terms and conditions of employment. The Standards Board for England is to produce a new national code of conduct for local authority employees. It is presumed that this will also apply to Police Authority employees.

RESOLVED – (i)
That the anti-fraud and corruption policy and the



        
confidential reporting code, as included in the 



        
appendices to the minutes, be recommended to

 

                   
the Authority for adoption, following appropriate




        
trade union consultation.




   (ii) 
That the position on the Members’ registers of 




         
hospitality and gifts and interests be  noted.

(iii) That the Authority be recommended to introduce a 

register of interests for support staff, following

appropriate trade union consultation.

(iv) That the position on the code of conduct for 

support staff be noted and the Authority be recommended to await publication of the proposed national code of conduct for local authority employees before considering a further report on its implementation.

6. PROGRAMME OF MEETINGS

RESOLVED – (i) That the following programme of meetings be 



       agreed:-



       Wednesday, 10 July 2002 (after Finance Committee



       Meeting)



       Monday, 14 October 2002 at 10.00am 



       Monday, 20 January 2003 at 10.00am



       Monday, 14 April 2003 at 10.00am



    (ii) That ad hoc meetings of the Committee be held for 



         training purposes or if an investigation of a breach 



         of  the Code of Conduct  is required.

