STANDARDS IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT – THE ANNUAL REPORT OF THE STANDARDS COMMITTEE 2009/2010
Terms of Reference
The Standards Committee was established on 15th October 2001 under Section 53 of the Local Government Act 2000 and it first met on 19th November 2001.
The Committee promotes and maintains high standards of conduct by the Members of Rochdale Metropolitan Borough Council.  The Committee advises on the Code of Conduct (and assists, revises and consults thereon when required).  The Standards Committee facilitates Members training on Conduct issues and helps Members to observe the Code of Conduct.  When necessary, the Committee also holds local hearings and determines complaints against Members.
The Committee is scheduled to meet four times per year with the scope for additional meetings, convened with the agreement of the Chair, if particular circumstances appertain.

Membership
The Standards Committee presently has a membership of 15, comprising seven elected Councillors (appointed in accordance with the Council’s political balance) and eight independent members.  In accordance with the Local Government Act 2000, the Leader of the Council and the Mayor are precluded from membership of the Committee and whilst a member of the Council’s executive body (The Cabinet), is eligible to be a member of the Committee, that member would not be eligible to act as Chair of the Standards Committee.  The Committee is chaired by an independent member.
Presently the membership of the Standards Committee comprises:

i. Mr. Brian Tootill (Independent Member) (Chair of the Committee)
ii. Mr. Robert Connoly (Independent Member)

iii. Mr. John Parker (Independent Member)
iv. Mr. Duncan Rigby (Independent Member)

v. Mr. Warren Sheridan (Independent Member)

vi. Mrs. Angela Slater (Independent Member)

vii. Mr. William Uttley (Independent Member)

viii. Mrs. Ellen Wintle-Yates (Independent Member)

ix. Councillor Wera Hobhouse (Liberal Democrat)

x. Councillor Lambert (Labour)

xi. Councillor Ann Metcalfe (Conservative) (Vice Chair of the Committee)

xii. Councillor Lil Murphy (Labour)

xiii. Councillor Rush (Liberal Democrat)

xiv. Councillor Todd (Liberal Democrat)

xv. Councillor Dennis Whittle (Liberal Democrat)

Mr. Tootill, was appointed to the Committee in 2005, and has chaired the Committee since 2005, Mr. Sheridan and Mrs. Wintle-Yates were appointed in 2007, and Mr. Connoly, Mr. Parker, Mr. Rigby, Mrs. Slater and Mr. Uttley were appointed in 2008. 
During the course of 2009/10 the average attendance at meetings of the Standards Committee was 89%, which is viewed as an indication that Rochdale is committed to raising standards.

The Standards Committee is supported by the Borough Solicitor/Monitoring Officer, who is the principal advisor to the Committee. Our Monitoring Officer started in Rochdale in July 2009 and brings with her the experience of delivering effective Standards at Rossendale Borough Council contributing to them winning the award for Standards and Ethics.
Principal Activities in 2009/2010
a. Complaints against Members
Since May 2008 complaints about Members of the Council, and Independent Members of the Standards Committee, with respect to the Code of Conduct for Members and Co-opted Members, have been delegated to the relevant local authority to determine. Previously complaints were submitted directly to the Standards Board for England. 

During the course of 2009 a total of 11 complaints were received (comprising complaints against 16 Members of the Council in total). Also there were two complaints outstanding from 2008 that the Committee had to determine. 

Each complaint has been subject to an initial Assessment Sub-Committee to determine if there may have been a breach of the Code of Conduct. A number of these complaints were referred on for local investigation by the Monitoring Officer. In some cases there was found to be no breach of the Code of Conduct and the cases were closed. After the Monitoring Officer has completed her investigation a Consideration Sub-Committee is established to determine if the case should be referred to a formal hearing or have no further action (at which all interested parties have the right to attend and/or be represented in person subject to confidentiality rules). One case was referred for a formal Hearing but the complaint was withdrawn immediately prior to the Hearing.
A number of cases are still outstanding and meetings of the various Sub-Committees are being established to expedite their determination.

During the course of 2009/10 the Committee has received reports that have revised the policies and procedures for dealing with Complaints against Members. This had led to a simplification of the process making it easier to understand and more transparent for Members, (potential) complainants and officers alike.

Standards for England have set a target of 20 working days in which Assessment Sub-Committees should meet to initially assess complaints against Members and the Committee has in the main been able to meet this target. The Committee has subsequent to this advised agreed to lower this target to 10 working days. Likewise a 20 working day target for Consideration Sub-Committees to deal with Investigation reports exists, which the Committee has agreed in Rochdale should be reduced to 10 working days. 
Since the Council agreed to lower the target to having hearings within 10 working days all five complaints that the Council has received have met this target.
Summary of Complaint 2009/10
Assessment Sub Committees = 13
Review Sub Committees = 0

Consideration Sub Committees = 3
On average following receipt of a complaint we have held an Assessment Sub Committee meeting to consider the complaint after working 18 days.
b. Communications Strategy

The Standards Committee at its meeting in December 2009 agreed a Communications Strategy that will raise the profile of the Committee both within and without the Council, via the Council’s web site (with individual pages dedicated to the Standards Committee) as well as raising the profile of the Committee, giving the Corporate Media Team a “hands on” role in publicising Standards Committee casework. 
c. Work Programme
During 2009/10 the new Monitoring Officer ensured the Standards Committee did for the first time adopt a Work Programme, that was subsequently approved by the Full Council. The Work Programme enabled the Committee to present, and consider its areas of work, priorities and focus during the Municipal Year.  As the Standards Committee’s workload increased, and continues to increase, in the light of an ever changing legislative framework, and the Committee itself becomes more embedded into the Council’s overall democratic structures it is important that the Committee has a clear and transparent Programme to work to. This also helps the Committee to maintain focus, and to respond to new initiatives as and when they arise. A Work Programme also helps the Committee to carry out its statutory duties.
During 2009/10 the Committee considered the following as part of its Work Programme: -
i. Agreement of protocols for key Council officers (i.e. Section 151 Officer and Monitoring Officer)

ii. Governance Work, including amendments to the Committee’s and Sub-Committee’s operating arrangements, changes to the Council’s Constitution, consideration of a report that outlined the principles and values of good governance and improvements to the Council’s web site

iii. The development by the Monitoring Officer of a new Committee reporting template 
iv. Joint Standards Committee and Audit Committee meeting to explore ways of joint working

v. Development of a Whistle-blowing Policy and development of an Officer’s Register of Interests

vi. Development of a Communications Strategy

vii. Development of a Confidential Information Protocol

viii. Regular meetings between the Chair of the Standards Committee, the Monitoring Officer and the Chief Executive, and with the Section 151 Officer
d.
Training
The Standards Committee has received ongoing training that has been incorporated into its regular meetings, such as on 8th December 2009 when the Committee viewed the DVD entitled “The Code Uncovered”. In addition the Monitoring Officer has delivered two specific training courses on 22nd October and 19th November 2009. The training on 22nd October 2009 was concerned with issues relating pre-disposition and pre-determination of planning applications. The event was well attended with 23 Councillors and six Independent Members of the Standards Committee attending. This training event also led to a change in the Council’s operating system insofar as lobbying forms for Members of Township Planning Sub-Committees and the Regulatory Committee are routinely issued with the agenda papers for these meetings. The training on 19th November 2009 was attended by 18 Members of the Council and eight Independent Members of the Standards Committee and was concerned with issues relating to “Going Local” the new localised regime for dealing with complaints against Members. In addition the Council’s Member Training and Development Officer Committee’s attended the Committee’s meeting on 2nd March 2010 to discuss the provision of training for members and Independent Members.

e. Attendance of Members on Outside Bodies
The Council at its Annual meeting in May receives a report detailing the attendance record of all Council representatives on the Joint Authorities and related Sub-Committees of each Greater Manchester Joint Authority.  This initiative arises from a special meeting of the Standards Committee in 2002 when a Member’s attendance of the Greater Manchester Transport Authority (Executive) was scrutinised.  As a consequence of this hearing the Council also undertook to monitor the attendance of Members on these outside bodies and stipulated that attendance levels should not fall below 75% per year. The most recently published attendance records were submitted to the Annual Council meeting in May 2009 and showed that for all of the Outside Bodies to which Rochdale MBC appoints the attendance record was in all cases was over the required minimum of 75%.
f. Joint Standards Committee and Audit Committee
In recognition of the overlapping work of the Standards Committee and the Audit Committee on 2nd March 2010 the first joint meeting of these two bodies was held. The principal purpose of the meeting was to consider a report updating Members on the Confidential Reporting Policy (Whistle-blowing Policy). As a result the Committees agreed that in future years there will be at least an Annual Joint Meeting of the two bodies to discuss issues of mutual concern. In addition the Committee at its meeting in March 2010 considered a report on joint working that explored the scope for joint working with the Council’s Overview and Scrutiny Committees. 

g. Register of Interests/Gifts and Hospitality
The Monitoring Officer, in consultation with the Committee continues to monitor, and update wherever necessary, the Register of Members Interests and the updated Register is available at meetings of the Standards Committee for Members’ inspection and perusal. Likewise the Members’ Register of Gifts and Hospitality is kept and maintained by the Monitoring Officer.

The Committee has at it two most recent meetings in December 2009 and in March 2010 approved in principle proposals designed to see, in the interests of openness and transparency, the introduction of a mandatory Register of Interests for Officers. The document is presently being consulted thereon with the Authority’s Joint Consultative Committee and its Employment Committee. 
h. Changes to the Council Website

We have introduced a stand alone web page for the Standards Committee on the Council’s website as well as posting agendas, reports and minutes from meetings online.  Using the Modern Gov software we are developing our ability to communicate the work and role of the Standards Committee.
North West Independent Members Forum
The North West Independent Members Forum has now been disbanded due to a lack of volunteers. However Rochdale’s Independent Members, that contributed to the Forum, in recent years found it to be a useful body from which to learn how other authorities operated and to make contact with Independent Members from other areas.
Future Activities
An important issue that is set to take up an increasing amount of the Committee’s time in coming months is the further development of the “Going Local” agenda for dealing with complaints against Members. The Committee is due to meet imminently to discuss a consultation undertaken by Standards for England that will attempt to improve the way in which complaints are dealt with, and to rationalise policies and procedures relating thereto.

The Council’s Democratic Services section, which assists the Borough Solicitor/Monitoring Officer in supporting the Standards Committee are working on the introduction of a new computer software programme that will lead to improvements to the Council’s web site and give grater prominence to the Standards Committee and also help to make the work of the Committee and its various Sub-Committees more efficient and less time consuming.
A Work Programme for 2010/11 is presently being worked on, for submission to the next ordinary meeting of the Committee scheduled for Tuesday, 15th June 2010. Issues that will require further consideration will include: -

a. Establishment of an Ethical Governance Team
b. Re-launch of the Governance Board Structure and report matters to the Standards Committee

c. Establishment of Governance Champions in each of the Council’s Service areas

d. Consideration of “Core Brief” items on Standards and Ethics

e. Consideration of a leaflet on how to complain and what the procedure entails

f. Appointment of two Deputy Monitoring Officers and formalisation of an Investigating Officer to support the work of the Monitoring Officer

g. Development of a governance section on the modern.gov website
h. Performance information on Standards to be reported to the June 2010 Standards Committee 

i. Review the numbers of Independent Members of the Standards Committee

j. Remuneration Panel meetings to consider the payment of allowances to Independent Members

k. The appointment, at the first meeting of the Committee in 2010/11 of an Independent Member of the Committee as Vice Chair

l. Re-launch of the Democratic Services Working Group to consider amendments to the Council’s Constitution
m. To embed the Officers Register of Interests 
Conclusion

The work of the Standards Committee is full and varied and the likelihood is that it will increase over the coming months and years. The Committee has made great strides during the year to increase its profile and in rationalising its procedures. The introduction on 8th May 2008 of the “Going Local” agenda has effectively transformed the role and function of the Standards Committee. 

Local Authorities now have greater responsibility for their own ethical agenda, with Standards Committees and Monitoring Officers having an essential role to play in ensuring that the Code of Conduct is adhered to and in championing high standards throughout the authority.

Further Information
Further information relating to the Standards Committee can be found on the Council’s website www.rochdale.gov.uk where reports, agendas, minutes and more general information relating to the meetings of the Committee are stored.  Also available on the website are details of the Anti-Fraud and Corruption Strategy and an outline of the Confidential Reporting Policy.  Article No.9 of the Council’s Constitution specifically details the roles and functions of the Standards Committee.  The Members Code of Conduct is detailed at Part 5 of the Constitution as is the Code of Conduct for Members and Officers dealing with planning issues.  The Standards Board for England’s website is also an excellent resource for all issues relating to Standards (www.standardsboard.gov.uk).
Linda Fisher
Borough Solicitor and Monitoring Officer
PT/Committees/Reports
