STANDARDS COMMITTEE

Friday 11 March 2011
PRESENT: John Lay (Chair), Anne Gwinnett (Vice-Chair), Councillors Clark Brundin, Gill Sanders, Val Smith and Dick Wolff (City Councillors); Chris Ballinger, Meryll Dean and Martin Gardner (Independent members); Fred Mogridge (Parish Council representative)
COUNCIL Officers PRESENT: William Reed (Democratic Services Manager); Alec Dubberley and Helen Lynch (Law and Governance).
48.
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE
Councillor Craft
49.
DECLARATIONS OF INTERESTS

None made. 
50.
MINUTES
Resolved that the minutes (previously circulated) of the meeting held on 10 December 2010 be confirmed as a correct record.
51.
PARISH COUNCIL PERIODIC REPORT

The Committee was advised that at a recently held Parish Council liaison meeting a brief overview of the proposed changes as a result of the Localism Bill was given. There was nothing further to report
The Committee noted the position.

52.
ASSESSMENT AND REVIEW PANEL DECISION NOTICES

The Committee was presented with the one decision notice (previously circulated, now appended) of an Assessment Panel held since the last meeting.
Resolved to note the report.
53.
PLANNING CODE OF CONDUCT

The amended draft (previously circulated, now appended), based on the changes discussed at the December meeting, was presented for final approval.

The Democratic Services Manager gave a summary of the Administration’s proposed changes to democratic structure. In doing so he explained the following:-

· The planning functions currently carried out by six Area Committees would be transferred to two new geographically based planning committees with an ad hoc appeals committee. The Planning Code of Conduct would therefore need to be further revised to reflect the new structure.

· The planning element of compulsory training for Councillors would still be mandatory even if the member did not sit on one of the new Committees.

· Single member Executive decision making would be introduced meaning that the City Executive Board would meet less often and decisions would be taken by individual Board members.

· Area Committees would be replaced with area forums that would meet on a quarterly basis to discuss community based issues.

· The proposals were currently the subject of public consultation and final decisions would be reached by full council on 18 April.

Resolved to note the position

54.
LOCALISM BILL – IMPLICATIONS FOR THE STANDARDS REGIME

The Head of Law and Governance submitted a report (previously circulated, now appended) informing the Committee of proposals in the Localism Bill that would affect the Committee.
The Committee welcomed Helen Lynch (Legal Services) to summarise the report as follows:-
· The Localism Bill was currently in the Committee Stage of the legislative process and having been first presented to Parliament in December 2010.

· The Bill would remove the statutory requirement for local authorities to have a standards committee meaning the current arrangements for assessment and review panels would cease. There would still be a requirement for local authorities to “promote high standards of conduct”. Authorities could, however, choose to keep operating a committee for standards albeit with reduced powers.
· Standards for England would close with none of its functions being transferred to other bodies.

· Authorities might want to adopt a voluntary code of conduct, although there would be no requirement to. This might be done by adopting the existing code, creating a new one or anything in between. It would be necessary for all members to sign up to the code for it to be capable of enforcement although the exact enforceability of any such code was still unclear. 
· From informal discussions with other Oxfordshire authority officers, it appeared that there was little appetite for voluntary codes of conduct.
· The range of sanctions currently available to standards committees would not be available. The maximum penalty for a breach of a voluntary code would be censure. 

· A separate criminal process would apply for the failure to declare financial interests, although the Bill was unclear on this. 

· Responsibility for the designation of politically restricted posts would transfer from the Standards Committee to the Chief Executive. 

During the Committee’s discussion, the following points were made:-

· It was felt that the retention of independent members would be integral to the success of any new standards committee. It was also commented that it would be inappropriate for the Audit and Governance Committee to take on any standards functions because no independent members sat on the committee.
· Elected members felt that a voluntary code might give Councillors protection from maliciously motivated complaints and might go some way to restoring confidence in public figures following the recent parliamentary expenses scandal.

· Members of the committee felt that Committee should continue in a non-statutory role, maintaining its independent members. The Committee would also welcome the introduction of a voluntary code of conduct.

Resolved:-
(1) To ask that officers monitor the Localism Bill’s passage through the legislative process in order to make a report back to the September meeting.

(2) To record that the Committee would RECOMMEND to Council that a voluntary code of conduct is established as well as the continuation of a Standards Committee in a form to be determined.  

55.
DRAFT ANNUAL REPORT

The Head of Law and Governance submitted a report (previously circulated, now appended) summarising the work of the committee for the current Council Year.
The following points were highlighted:-

· One complaint investigation was ongoing with a draft report being issued imminently. Two complaints were being assessed on Monday with one review panel due to meet straight after. The annual report would be updated to reflect this before final publication.

· The comments made in relation to the future of the standards regime would be included in the annual report. 

· There had been a fall in the number of complaints and it was felt that this was in part due to a greater awareness of the complaints process by members.
Resolved to:-

(1) Note the report;
(2) Ask that a response on the Localism Bill proposals is included; and
(3) Approve the report so that it can be presented to Council in April

56.
MEETING WITH GROUP LEADERS AND CHIEF EXECUTIVE
The Chair reported that a very positive meeting had been held with two Group Leaders and the Chief Executive. The Committee had received thanks at that meeting for the work that it did to promote high standards in the Council.
The Group leaders present shared the view that the work of the Committee should continue once the Localism Bill became law, with a voluntary code of conduct put into place.

Resolved to note the position.
57.
WORK PROGRAMME FOR 2011/12

The Committee discussed the work programme for the next Council Year. It was decided that pending the outcome of the Localism Bill’s passage into law, the Committee should plan its work up until December only.
Resolved to ask officers to draw up a work plan for May to December of the next Council Year for approval at the June meeting with the 2010/11 programme forming the basis for the programme.

58.
DATES OF FUTURE MEETINGS
10 June 2011

9 September 2011

9 December 2011
9 March 2012

It was decided that the Committee should alternate its start time between 3 pm and 9.30 am.
The meeting commenced at 3.00 pm and closed at 4.15 pm.
