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COUNCIL MEETING
22 July 2010
Report of Chair of the Standards Committee 
	Richard Bell, Chair of the Standards Committee


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. This report outlines the work of the Standards Committee during the last year and highlights some of the key issues addressed during my term of office as its’ Chair. 
STANDARDS COMMITTEE WORK IN 2009/10
2.
The Committee in July recommended the Council to approve an increase in membership of one independent member. This was to allow flexibility for attendance at Assessment and Review Sub-Committee meetings and hearings, as necessary.  The Council approved this recommendation.

3.
Subsequently two new independent members were appointed Mrs Judith Common and Mr David Milburn. Unfortunately we have recently been advised that due to work commitments Mr Milburn has had to resign as a member of the Committee.
4.
Also at the July meeting the Committee agreed that it would review its ongoing work to ensure that it accords with best practice. It was noted that a number of areas identified as good practice are currently undertaken through the committee’s work.  

5.
Prior to its October meeting, the Committee undertook a joint training session with Northumbria Police Authority’s Standards Committee. Joint training between authorities is recommended as good practice by the Standards Board for England. The training session focused on a review of the local procedure and lessons which could be learnt from a number of case studies. There was also an interesting and useful question and answer session.

6. Also in October the Annual Assembly of Standards Committees took place. This was attended by on 12-13 October 2009 by Councillor J Mitchinson together with Dr C Snape, an independent Standards Committee member from Northumbria Police Authority, and the Monitoring Officer.  

7. At the Annual Assembly an interesting and informative DVD was shown. This was designed to help Standards Committee members and local authority officers involved in the assessment of complaints. It highlighted the four stages of the assessment process, looking at important and contentious issues. These stages were pre-assessment, assessment, decision and review. 

8. This DVD formed the basis of another joint training event in April.  
9.
At all Standards Committee meetings the Committee receive reports on issues identified in the Standards Board for England’s bulletins.

LOCAL ASSESSMENT OF COMPLAINTS IN 2009/10
10.
In accordance with the procedure for the Local Assessment of 
Complaints there have been three meetings of the Assessment Sub 
Committee. This is a pre-assessment of complaints against councillors. 

11.
At the first meeting the Sub Committee referred the allegation to the 
monitoring officer for him to write to all members of the Council's 
Planning and Development Committee reminding them of the need to 
conduct themselves appropriately at all times in meetings of the 
Committee so that they are seen to consider applications in a fair and 
transparent way. The Monitoring Officer was also asked to ensure that 
members of the Committee were given regular and appropriate training 
on the Development Control Protocol on Good Practice, and generally 
on matters of conduct in meetings of the Committee. 

12.
At its next meeting the Sub Committee decided that no action should be 
taken on the allegations. The complainants asked for this decision to be 
reviewed. A meeting of the Review Sub Committee was then held to 
review the decision. The Review Sub Committee upheld the decision 
that no action should be taken on the allegations.
13. 
At the final Assessment Sub Committee meeting the allegation was 
referred to the monitoring officer for him to take steps to ensure that 
members of the Council are given appropriate training on the chairing of 
public meetings, managing contentious situations, and awareness of 
diversity issues.
STANDARDS COMMITTEE KEY EVENTS 
14.
The Standards Committee was established on 25 November 1999. At 
that time it consisted of five Gateshead Councillors and one independent 
member who would be chair. I was subsequently appointed on 27 
January 2000 as Chair of the Committee. The Standards Committee has 
increased in size over the years so that it now also provides for four 
independent members and two parish council representatives
15.
Councils were required to introduce a new code of conduct with 
effect from 1 May 2002. This placed a number of significant new 
requirements on councillors. Specifically, this required them to sign a 
written undertaking to observe the new code of conduct.  Councillors 
were also required to notify the Monitoring Officer of their financial and 
other interests.  

16.
In June 2003 regulations were issued which set out the regime within 
which standards committees were able to consider reports on alleged 
misconduct prepared by an Ethical Standards Officer (ESO) and referred 
to the monitoring officer. The Committee established a procedure for the 
conduct of hearings concerning allegations of misconduct to meet the 
relevant legislation and guidance issued by the Standards Board for 
England.

17.
The Committee in 2004 agreed the draft protocol on the role of  the 
Monitoring Officer for inclusion in the Council’s Constitution.
18.
Throughout 2004 the Standards Committee promoted and oversaw a review of the Council’s ethical framework. The Committee concluded that considerable effort was being put into making councillors and officers aware of the Council’s ethical framework and that the framework was widely understood and generally well observed. The Committee believed that the Council’s procedures and practices were open, accountable and ethically strong. Equally, it recognised that the  work as a Standards Committee could never be finished, and it would continue to do everything in its power to promote and maintain high standards of conduct in Gateshead Council.
19
In February 2005 the Government asked the Standards Board for England (SBE) to carry out a review of the Code of Conduct, which at that time had been in force for almost three years.  In December 2005, following receipt of the review outcome from the SBE, 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.  

20.
The Local Government White Paper in October 2006 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’.

21.
The Revised Code of Conduct for Members came into force on 3 May 2007 and every Council had to adopt it by 1 October 2007. The Standards Committee on 31 May 207 approved the new Code of Conduct for member which was subsequently adopted by the Council.
22.
The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 provided for a revised ethical conduct regime for local government.  The Regulations brought this regime into effect on 8 May 2008.  From that date, complaints concerning the conduct of local councillors came direct to the appropriate local authority for consideration by their Standards Committee, not to the Standards Board for England.

23.
In accordance with the Regulations and SBE Guidance, and to deal with the initial assessment of complaints, the Standards Committee established two Sub-Committees, to be chaired by Independent Members which allowed the separate functions involved in handling complaints to be carried out without conflicts of interest.

These are:

· an Assessment Sub-Committee, to deal with the initial assessment of a complaint, and

· a Review Sub-Committee to deal with a complainants right of review of a decision by the Assessment Sub-Committee not to take any action.

24.
To assist the Standards Committee and the general public, a suite of 
Gateshead Council specific documentation were produced which are 
now on the Council’s website..  
CONCLUSION
25.
The previous section of this report highlights only a part of the Standards 
Committee work over the last decade. It has always considered the 
latest guidance and advice from the Standards Board for England and 
how this can be applied and implemented in Gateshead to ensure 
continued high standards of conduct in Gateshead.
26.
The Committee has received regular training on standards issues and 
the processes for considering complaints against councillors. It has also 
advised the Council on relevant training programmes for all councillors 
to ensure that they fully understand the principles of good conduct and 
how they apply these in all aspects of their work as a Gateshead 
councillor.

27. 
It is a reflection of the high calibre and conduct of Gateshead 
councillors that the Standards Committee over the last ten years has 
had to consider few complaints against them.  

28.
I wish to conclude this report by thanking all current and former 
members of the Standards Committee, Gateshead Councillors generally, 
and the Monitoring Officer and Deputy Monitoring Officer for the support 
given to me in my role as Chair of the Standards Committee.
RECOMMENDATION

29.
The Council is recommended to note this report.
RICHARD BELL
CHAIR OF THE STANDARDS COMMITTEE
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