
 
 
 

 
 
Report of:   Head of Law and Governance                                               
            
To:   Standards Committee 
   
Date:   11 March 2011     Item No: 8    

 
Title of Report:  End of Year Report May 2010 – April 2011  

 
 

 
Summary and Recommendations 

Purpose of report:  To enable the Committee to consider and approve the 
draft End of Year Report May 2010 – April 2011 
 
 
Key decision: No 
 
Portfolio Holder: N/A 
 
Scrutiny Responsibility:  N/A 
 
Ward(s) affected: All 
 
Report Approved by  
 
Legal: Jeremy Thomas 
Finance  
 
Policy Framework: N/A 
 
Recommendation(s): 1)That the Committee consider the draft End of Year 
Report May 2010 – April 2011, make any amendments and approve the 
report for presentation to Council on 18th April 2011; 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Purpose of Report 
 
1. It is proposed that the attached draft End of Year Report will be presented 

to Council on 18 April 2011. Producing an annual report setting out the 

 



role and work of the Committee each Council year represents good 
practice and helps to raise the profile of the Committee. 
 

2. It is proposed that the end of year report will be presented as being from 
the Committee.  The Chair has had sight of an early draft and made useful 
amendments.   

 
Recommendation 
 
3. The Committee is asked to consider whether it wishes to make any 

amendments and then to approve the report for presentation to Council on 
18 April 2011. 

 
Name and contact details of author:  Helen Lynch, Law and Governance 
 
Background papers: None 



 

    
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Report of:  Standards Committee                                                
            
To:   Council 
   
Date:       18 April 2011     Item No:     

 
Title of Report:  End of Year Report May 2010 – April 2011  

 
 

 
Summary and Recommendations 

Purpose of report:      To summarise the work of the Standards Committee 
during the period May 2010 to April 2011. 
 
Key decision: No 
 
Portfolio Holder: N/A 
 
Scrutiny Responsibility:  N/A 
 
Ward(s) affected: All 
 
Report Approved by  
 
Legal: Jeremy Thomas, Head of Law and Governance 
Finance  
 
Policy Framework: N/A 
 
Recommendation(s):  That Council notes the report. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
1. The general functions of the Standards Committee are to promote and 

maintain high standards of conduct by Members and co-opted Members 
and assist Members and co-opted Members to observe the Oxford City 
Council’s Code of Conduct. 
 

2. The Committee has specific responsibility for advising the Authority on the 
adoption or revision of a code (e.g. the Member Code of Conduct, the 

 



 

    
 

Planning Code of Conduct, the Code on the Use of IT equipment etc), 
monitoring the operation of a code and advising, training or arranging to 
train Members and co-opted Members in respect of a Code.  This 
responsibility also extends to cover the 4 Parish Councils within the City. 
Further information on the role of Standards Committees can be found on 
the Standards for England website at: www.standardsforengland.gov.uk. 
 

3. The remit of the Committee, which is wider than many other Standards 
Committees, also includes the monitoring of the Members Register of 
Interests, Ombudsman complaints, corporate complaints and the whistle-
blowing policy. 
 

4. The Committee has had another active year in exercising these functions. 
This report sets out the membership of the Committee and summarises 
the work carried out over the period May 2010 to April 2011. 

 
Membership of the Committee 
 
5.   The membership of the Committee remains largely unchanged from the  

year 2009-10, with John Lay (Chair), Anne Gwinnett (Vice-Chair), Martin 
Gardner, Meryll Dean and Chris Ballinger continuing as voluntary 
Independent Members. Councillors Brundin, Craft, Sanders and Smith 
remain as the elected Members of the Committee. Councillor Dick Wolff 
was appointed to the Committee following his election to the Council in 
May 2010.  Fred Mogridge and Nils Bartleet continued as a Parish Council 
Representatives. 

 
6. The Committee continues to be supported by Officers drawn exclusively 

from Law and Governance. 
 

Complaints Monitoring and Investigations 
 
Code of Conduct Complaints 

 
7.  The arrangements introduced in 2008 for the handling of complaints 

against Members continue to work well. 
 

8.  The Committee has established an Assessment Panel, which makes an 
initial assessment of the complaints received and a Review Panel, which 
reconsiders decisions of the Assessment Panel if requested to do so by 
the Complainant. This is a statutory right of review and is not therefore 
discretionary. 
 

9. Each panel consists of 2 Independent Members and one elected member. 
Where a complaint concerns a Parish Councillor, one of the Committee’s 
Parish Council Representatives will also sit on the panels.  Members of the 
Committee who sit on an Assessment Panel, cannot sit on the Review 
Panel relating to the same complaint. The Panels are comprised of any 
members of the Committee who are available provided that the correct 



 

    
 

panel composition outlined above is achieved. 
 

10. On receipt of a complaint, the Panels must assess the allegations and 
decide: 

 
• that no further action is required; or 
• that the matter should not be referred for investigation but that other 

action (such as issuing guidance) should be taken; or 
• that the matter should be referred to the Monitoring Officer for 

investigation; or if the matter is sufficiently serious 
• that the matter should be referred to the Standards Board for 

England.   
 

11. Where the Panel decides that a matter should not be investigated the 
Complainant may request a review of that decision. 
 

12.If a matter is referred for investigation, this will be carried out by a person 
appointed by the Monitoring Officer.  Following that investigation, the 
whole Committee must determine whether; 
 
• The member had not failed to comply with the Code of Conduct; or 
• The member had failed to comply with the Code of Conduct but that no 

further action needs to be taken; or 
• The member had failed to comply with the Code of Conduct and that a 

sanction should be imposed. 
 

13. The Committee can impose any one or a combination of the following 
sanctions; 

 
• Censure; 
• Restriction of up to a maximum of 6 months of that member’s access to 

the premises and/or resources of the Authority. This is provided that 
any such restrictions are reasonable and proportionate to the nature of 
the breach, and do not unduly restrict the member’s ability to perform 
their functions as a member; 

• Partial suspension of that member for up to 6 months; 
• Full suspension of that member for up to a maximum of 6 months; 
• A requirement that the member submit a written apology in a form 

specified by the Standards Committee. 
 

The Committee may also recommend that the member completes relevant 
training to avoid further breaches of the Code. 
 

14. When a complaint is received, the Monitoring Officer notifies the member  
concerned and the relevant Group Leader that a complaint has been made 
and that it will be considered by the Assessment Panel. At this stage, the 
Member is not invited to make any representations about the complaint.  
The Assessment Panel considers the complaint and determines whether 
(on the information provided by the Complainant) the complaint is serious 



 

    
 

enough, if proven, to justify the range of sanctions available to the 
Committee.  Therefore, at this stage the Member concerned is not asked 
to make any representations about the complaint. If a complaint is referred 
for investigation, the Member concerned is asked to respond to the 
complaint as part of that investigation.  In accordance with the Standards 
for England Regulations, the Assessment Panel meets in private and 
cannot hear representations from either the Complainant or the Member 
concerned. 
 

15.  The Committee considers the Assessment Panel decision notices.  
This process acts as a public promulgation of the decisions reached and 
promotes a consistency of approach as between individual members of the 
Committee. 
 

16.  In view of the proposed abolition of Standards for England (see below for 
further detail) there is no longer a requirement for the Monitoring Officer to 
submit quarterly reports to Standards for England detailing the complaints 
received and the outcome of such complaints. 
 

17.  The Committee can only consider complaints that relate to a breach of the 
Code of Conduct such as allegations of bullying, failing to treat others with 
respect, failing to register an interest, or bringing the Authority into 
disrepute.  Complaints will only be referred for investigation: 

 
• if they believe it is serious enough, if  proven, to justify the range of 

sanctions available to the Committee; or 
• If it is part of a continuing pattern of less serious misconduct that is 

unreasonably affecting the business of the Authority and there is no 
other avenue left to deal with it, short of investigation; or 

• If it is an anonymous complaint but includes documentary or 
photographic evidence indicating an exceptionally serious or 
significant matter. 
 

When deciding whether to refer a matter for investigation, the Panel will 
have regard to the length of time that has elapsed since the alleged 
conduct occurred. 
 

18. The Committee will not consider complaints if: 
 

• They are not sufficiently serious to merit the imposition of one of the 
sanctions available to the Committee; 

• They appear to be malicious or politically motivated;  
• The same, or a substantially similar allegation has already been the 

subject of an investigation; 
• The complaint concerns acts carried out in the member’s private life, 

when they are not carrying out the work of the Authority 
• The act complained of happened so long ago, there would be little 

merit in conducting an investigation now; 



 

    
 

• There is insufficient information available to justify referring the matter 
for investigation. 
 

19.  The Complaints process has been developed in accordance with 
guidance issued by Standards for England, which can be viewed at 
www.standardsforengland.gov.uk 

 
Complaints received 
 
20.  Since May 2010 to date, 4 complaints have been received and considered 

by the Standards Committee.  In 2 of the cases the Assessment Panel 
decided that the matters did not merit being referred for investigation. In 
one instance the Panel referred the complaint to the Monitoring Officer for 
investigation, which is currently ongoing. Arrangements are being made to 
convene an Assessment Panel to consider the fourth complaint. 

 
21. In one case (considered in December 2010) the Complainant requested a 

review of the Assessment Panel’s decision to take action. Arrangements 
are currently being made to convene the Review Panel. 
 

22.  The last annual report also referred to a pending review. In that instance, 
the Review Panel convened in July 2010 and decided that no further 
action should be taken.  
 

23. The complaints received this year related to 6 different sections of the 
Code. In some cases, one complaint related to more than one section.  
The relevant sections of the Code and the number of times they were cited 
by complainants is set out below: 
 
Section of the Code    No. of times cited 

 
Failure to treat others with respect   2 
Failing to declare interests    2 
Bullying       3 
Bringing the Authority/Office into disrepute  3 
Improperly conferring an advantage   2 
 

24. One complaint arose out of a Member’s behaviour at an area committee.   
Another arose out of a Member’s behaviour at a private meeting between 
a member and constituent. The remaining two complaints relate to 
members alleged failure to declare interests at meetings of the Authority.  
 

Time Taken to Deal with Complaints 
 

25. Standards for England recommends that Assessment Panels aim to  
consider a complaint within 20 working days of receipt.  The average time  
between receipt of a complaint and the meeting of the Assessment Panel 
for this Committee is 14 days.  This is an improvement from an average of 
19 days as reported last year. 
 



 

    
 

26. Decision notices are issued within an average of 2 days (down from 6 last 
year) after the Assessment Panel/Review Panel meetings. Standards for 
England recommends that Committees should aim to issue a decision 
notice within 5 working days.  

 
Trends 

 
27.  The Committee is pleased to note that the number of complaints received 

this year is much lower than for the period May 2009 – April 2010 when 10 
complaints were received. The Committee is also pleased that the number 
of complaints which merit investigation remains low.  This reflects well on 
the ethical behaviour of the Authority.  

 
Corporate Complaints 
 
28. As part of its monitoring role and in seeking to ensure high standards of 

governance, the Committee has continued to monitor the number of 
corporate complaints about Council services received.  This included 
consideration of the Authority’s response to those complaints. 
 

29. Where appropriate the Committee may request further detail or 
      explanation in relation to some information reported. The Committee may 

also make recommendations to the Authority as to how the number of 
complaints may be reduced and how complaints of a particular type might 
be avoided in the future   
 

30. Feedback received from customers and the subsequent action taken is 
recorded on either the Council’s new Customer Relations Management 
(CRM) system or, for those services for which CRM has yet to be 
introduced, a parallel system on which the same type of information is 
recorded. This allows information to be captured in a consistent way 
across services and means that the Council can learn from and direct 
resources to resolve customer concerns.  
 

31. The new system has been trialled since April 2010 and Service Heads 
have reviewed complaint handling arrangements in their respective areas 
so that robust procedures are in place for identifying and resolving issues 
raised by customers.  Following the outcome of the trial, Customer 
Services will be responsible for the management of the complaints system.  
Once the process has been fully operational for approximately 6 months, 
an audit of the complaints handling process will be carried out.  The 
Committee welcomes the new approach in recording feedback and looks 
forward to hearing the outcome of the audit. 
 

Ombudsman Investigations 
 
32. The Committee is also responsible for monitoring the Authority’s  

handling of Ombudsman investigations.  The Committee is kept up to date 
twice yearly with all complaints referred to the Ombudsman and where 
appropriate makes recommendations or suggestions for dealing with  



 

    
 

matters of concern arising from such complaints. 
 

33. In the last year the ombudsman has considered 16 complaints against the 
Authority.  In 2 cases the Ombudsman made recommendations, which 
resulted in local settlements, which resulted in the Complainants being 
paid £250 and £150 respectively. In 2 cases, the Ombudsman exercised 
his discretion not to investigate and 5 cases were outside the 
Ombudsman’s jurisdiction. In respect of the remaining 7 cases the 
Ombudsman found that there had been no maladministration.  The 
Committee is pleased to note that the Ombudsman has not issued any 
formal reports against the Council. 

 
Localism Bill/Abolition of Standards for England 
 
34. Last year’s annual report referred to the proposed new Code of Conduct 

being delayed until after the general election in May 2010. However, the 
new coalition Government has announced changes to the standards 
regime, which mean that a new model Code will not be introduced. 
 

35. The proposed changes to the standards regime are set out in the Localism 
Bill, which was published in December 2010. The main changes are that 
Standards for England will be abolished, there will no longer be a 
requirement for Council’s to have a Standards Committee and Codes of 
Conduct will be voluntary rather than mandatory.  The Council will 
therefore need to consider whether it wishes to have a Code of Conduct 
and what role the Standards Committee will have (if any) once the 
Localism Bill is given Royal Assent.  The report attached at Appendix B 
sets out the proposals for the standards regime as set out in the Localism 
Bill and the implications and considerations for the Council going forward. 

 
 
Work Programme 
 
36. For the third year running, the Committee agreed a work programme, 

which allocated matters for which the Committee is responsible to the 
Committee’s four ordinary meetings in the 2010/11 Council Year.  The 
Committee is pleased to report that all items on the work programme have 
been completed as timetabled. A copy of the work programme is attached 
to this report at Appendix A.  The Committee considers it good practice to 
have a work programme.  The Committee will therefore agree a work 
programme for 2011/2012 Council Year, a draft of which will be made 
available to Group Leaders.   
 

Training 
 

37. All Members except one have attended training sessions on the Code of 
Conduct and Planning matters. Members who sit on the Council’s licensing 
committees also received Licensing training.  The Committee is pleased to 
note that the feedback from these sessions has been positive. The one 
Member who did not attend training had their allowance docked in 



 

    
 

accordance with the Council resolution made in April 2009. 
 

38. In addition to the compulsory training sessions, a one day induction 
programme was organised for newly elected members. This provided an 
introduction to local government and Oxford City Council generally. There 
was an opportunity for Members to meet Officers at a “Fresher’s Fair” at 
which all Service Areas were represented. Local educational 
establishments were also invited to attend the Fair to learn more about the 
work of the Council. 
 

39. On 4th March 2010, the Council hosted a training session on 
“Assessments, hearings, decisions and a new Code?” which was delivered 
by representatives from Standards for England.  The event was attended 
by approximately 100 Officers and Members from the Oxfordshire 
Authorities and West Berkshire Fire Authority.  The Committee is pleased 
that event was so well attended and received by all. 

 
40. At present there are no plans to hold further joint training events with the 

neighbouring authorities.  However, depending upon the outcome of the 
forthcoming changes to the standards regime, the Committee is keen to 
explore the possibility of further joint training sessions. 

 
Raising the Profile of the Committee 
 
41. The Committee has continued to raise its profile within the Council and 

Community.  The Chair and Vice-Chair have continued to meet every 6 
months with the Chief Executive and Group Leaders to discuss the work of 
the Committee and issues of ethical governance. The Committee 
welcomes the support of Group Leaders and their recognition of the role of 
the Standards Committee in promoting transparent local democracy.   
 

42. The Committee’s webpage was launched in October 2010. The page is 
accessible through the Council’s website and highlights the role and work 
of the Committee. 
 

43. The training sessions on the Code of Conduct provided a good 
opportunity to introduce the Independent Members of the Committee to the 
authority’s elected Members. 
   

Conclusion 
 
44.  The Committee will continue to monitor the progress of the Localism Bill 

and will report to Council as appropriate on the implications of the Bill as 
it passes through Parliament/receives Royal Assent. Subject to any 
changes which result from the introduction of the Localism Act the 
Committee will: 
 

i) continue to maintain its active role in ensuring the promotion 
and maintenance of high standards of conduct within the 
Authority. 



 

    
 

 
ii) continue to provide and promote training for all Members of 
the Council.   
 
iii) continue to assess and review complaints as and when they 
are received.      
 
iv) agree a Work Programme for the Council year 2011 -2012. 

 
 

Recommendation 
 

45. That Council note the report. 
 
 
Name and contact details of author:  Helen Lynch, Law and Governance, 
ext. 2806. 
 
Background papers: None 
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