Independent Members’ Forum

Berkshire, Oxfordshire and Wiltshire Standards Committees

Notes of a meeting of the Forum held at South Oxfordshire District Council
Offices, Crowmarsh Gifford, Oxfordshire on Friday 29 February 2008.
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. Welcome

Mrs Sylvia West, Independent Chairman of the South Oxfordshire District Council
Standards Committee, welcomed participants to the meeting.

. Notes of the previous meeting
The Forum received the notes of the previous meeting held on19 October 2007.

. Standards Board for England

John Williams and Josephine Simpkins, policy advisors at the Standards Board for
England updated the Forum on current issues.

The Department of Communities and Local Government (DCLG) had just finished
consulting on new regulations for the implementation of the local assessment
framework. The Standards Board had submitted a response as a consultee. They had
also worked with the government on making the regulations as user-friendly as possible.
The DCLG should be preparing the regulations to lay before Parliament, but the Board
had received no information about any changes or when the regulations would come
into force.

It was possible that the implementation date for local assessment would now be 1 May,
especially as the regulations had not been published yet. The Standards Board had a
dedicated local assessment section on their website and would update it once they had
more information. This section would also disseminate guidance, information about best
practice and sample complaints. Advice on mediation would form part of the guidance.

Forum members felt that 1 April was too soon and a three month delay might be
preferable to allow for recruitment and training of new committee members.

Consultation on the code of conduct had been put back to May at the earliest because of
the work on local assessment and the ethical framework.

The Board’s role would change under the new arrangements. Standards committees
were able to undertake their role effectively now. They needed to have arrangements in
place to deal with complaints as soon as local assessment started. The Board would
provide strategic support and guidance, monitoring and quality control, a helpline,
networking contacts, and consideration of cases referred by committees. Monthly
bulletins would still be produced, and the annual assembly held.



The Board would not automatically investigate cases referred to them and expected only
‘too hot to handle’ cases and those where there was a conflict of interest to be referred.
There were a number of sanctions open to the Board in cases where standards
committees were not operating effectively, but it was unlikely these would be needed.

Standards committees would have to produce an annual report for the Standards Board
and the public in a format yet to be agreed. Copies of the Slough Borough Council
annual review were circulated by Paul Lipscombe for information.

Initially, complaints from the public would still go to the Board. These would not be
passed on but referred back to the complainant to re-send to their local committee. At
this stage, committees needed to remember they were not investigating the case but
simply whether the allegation disclosed a breach of the Code of Conduct. If the
committee decided that it did, then it had a number of options including mediation,
training, referral or investigation.

Committees must keep to the statutory timescales. Memberships of the initial sub-
committee considering the complaint and the appeals sub-committee must not overlap,
but membership of the committee considering an investigation could overlap with either.
Authorities might want to consider joint arrangements, especially for the appeal stage.

Some complaints may seem trivial at the initial stage, but if more information were
provided with an appeal, the committee may decide to investigate. In the pilots,
committees were more inclined to refer 'grey area’ cases than the Board.

The Board had suggestions for recruiting independent members, including articles in
local papers, radio adverts and new items, or recruiting from the police or fire authority
independent members.

The meeting broke up into three groups to determine whether to refer for investigation
four of the sample cases provided by the Board for training on the local assessment
process. After discussion, Mr Williams and Ms Simpkins led the discussion and
feedback.

. Open Forum

The meeting thanked Mr Williams and Mr Simpkins for their input, South Oxfordshire
District Council for hosting the meeting, Mrs Kathy Fiander for the administration, and
Mrs West for chairing the meeting.

. Date and venue for the next meeting.
26 September 2008 at Cherwell District Council offices.



