Broads Authority

Standards Committee

Minutes of the meeting held on 6 June 2007

Present:

Mr M Cook (in the Chair)




Mr N Hancox





Ms R Varma

In Attendance:
Mrs S A Beckett – Administrative Officer  

Mr K R Hounsome – Solicitor

23  
Apologies for absence

Apologies for absence were received from Mr A Mallett and Mr S Revell.

24
Minutes


The minutes of the meeting held on 8 March 2007 were confirmed as a correct record and signed by the Chairman. 

25
Points of Information arising from the Minutes


(1)
Minute 20: Councillor Involvement in Planning Decisions 

The Solicitor confirmed that a meeting of the Planning and Standards Committee Working Group had taken place on 24 April 2007 to consider the guidelines issued by the Department for Communities and Local Government concerning Councillors Involvement in Planning Decisions. The group had concluded that the current practices of the Authority adequately addressed the guidance given within the final report but where relevant further consideration be given to improving procedures, particularly through member training and regular review of the Scheme of Delegation. As a result there would be a review of some of the Authority’s procedures and suggested changes to the Planning Code of Conduct for Members and Officers. A report was due to be submitted to the Planning Committee in July.(subsequently amended to August 2007)

26
Declarations of Interest
There were no declarations of interest. 

27
Review of the Code of Conduct

The meeting considered a report by the Solicitor, which summarised the provisions of the new model Code of Conduct issued by the Department for Communities and Local Government in April 2007 and recommended a new Code of Conduct for adoption by the Authority. The Code of Conduct Guide for members issued by the Standards Board dated May 2007 was circulated 

separately.

The Committee considered each of the main points set out in the report under Summary of Changes.

In accordance with the advice from the Standards Board it was agreed that the ten General Principles should be adopted and set out as a non-enforceable preamble (rather than an Annex) to the Code of Conduct to remind members and the public of the principles underlying the code.

With regards to “bullying” although not specifically defined, guidance was given within the Guide for Members.  This would be included in the training.

With reference to Use of Resources and Publicity, although in practice and previously this had not been an issue for the Authority, members should be reminded to have regard to the matter and the Local Authority Code of Publicity under the Local Government Act 1986.  This would be covered in the training.

The Solicitor confirmed that with reference to registering Gifts and Hospitality, the Register of Interests form would need to be updated.  The obligation to disclose such interests to any relevant meeting would cease after three years had passed.

With reference to the definition of personal interest, the new code picked up on business interests.  It was noted that “interests relating to membership or position of control or management in outside organisations” should be qualified with the phrase “to which a member has been appointed to by the Authority”.  

Amendments had been made to the list of Personal Interests and prejudicial interests to be declared, with the latter’s definition being generally narrowed.  There was no longer the need to declare an interest as a member of another Authority, except where the member speaks on the matter.

The Solicitor referred to the original “exceptions” made for members of the Authority with navigation/toll payer, farming and landowning interests. Under the new Code of Conduct these had been removed. The Solicitor was of the view that members with a “general” financial interest in those areas would not generally have a prejudicial interest, depending on the circumstances, on the basis that the interest would not be so significant as to affect the member’s judgement of the public interest.  He proposed to advise members of the Authority on this basis.

The Committee then considered the Code in detail.  It was considered that it would be helpful if there could be footnotes to the Code of Conduct to indicate where the Code applied and to which Committee, i.e. whether it was a decision making Committee and/or advisory.  The matter needed to be dealt with in context.  The Committee discussed how the Code might apply to working groups, given that those with specific expertise were on those groups due to their specialist knowledge.  

It was agreed that duplication should be avoided and that the Authority should have its own tailor made Code of Conduct. 

The Solicitor confirmed that training sessions for all members of the Authority and co-opted members of the Navigation Committee and Standards Committee would be carried out in the period following the full Authority meeting on 29 June 2007.  It was suggested that these be held before or after Authority or Committee meetings.

RESOLVED

(i)
that the Standards Committee recommends to the Broads Authority, the adoption of the Code of Conduct as set out in Appendix A to the report with the amendments as discussed;

(ii)
that a special meeting of the Standards Committee be arranged following the meeting on 29 June 2007 in order to:

· finally approve the format of the Authority’s revised Code of Conduct; and

· to agree the  training material on the new Code of Conduct  for members and co-opted members on the Authority.

Post Script:  It was subsequently agreed, following advice from the Solicitor, that a special meeting of the Standards Committee take place on 8 August 2007 and that the following course of action be recommended to the Authority: 

Following the special Standards Committee meeting on 8 August 2007, the Code should be available to members and co-opted/independent members before they attend their first meeting at which the Code will apply. Training should be on the days when meetings are arranged. Therefore it is proposed that:

· the new Code will apply to the Authority and its Committees from (and including) the full Authority meeting on 28 September 2007;

· training will be arranged for the closed morning/briefing session on that day;

· training for the Navigation Committee, in particular the co-opted members, take place immediately before its first full meeting after that date ie 25 October 2007 (members would have the opportunity to attend on 28 September);

· Standards Committee meeting on 8 August 2007 will also act as a training session;

· there is no need for a special session for the Planning Committee; and

· anyone who is unable to attend the training on the above dates will be given 1 to 1 training.

 

28
Annual Report of the Standards Committee

The Committee considered a report by the Head of Administration and Committee Services on the draft annual report of the Standards Committee to the Broads Authority.  This would be submitted to the Authority at its annual meeting in September 2007.

Members were requested to provide, in particular, an ethical assessment of the activities of the Authority and what, if necessary, the Authority could do to improve its ethical standards.

The Committee’s assessment was that the ethical standards of the Authority were very high and the Standards Committee had not encountered any problems in this respect.  It was agreed that a paragraph to that effect should be included within the annual report to the Authority. 

It was felt that members should be aware that when exercising their right of free speech they should be careful not to make disparaging or disreputable remarks, particularly if these could bring the Authority’s name into disrepute.

With the introduction of the new code of conduct the Standards Committee wished to take the opportunity to reinforce the message of maintaining those high standards.

It was noted that the new Code of Conduct would be introduced as from the September meeting of Authority and that this could be reflected in the Annual Report.

With reference to the section on the meeting of Authority members in closed session, the Chairman suggested that as a way of looking to the future and focussing the minds at future non-minuted member meetings, the topics and issues outlined in the State of the Park Report, adopted at the previous Authority meeting in May, should be used. 

.

RESOLVED

that the report be submitted to the Broads Authority’s Annual meeting on 28 September subject to amendments as suggested.

29
Supplementary Agenda Item : Maintaining High Ethical Standards: Letter from the Standards Board

The Committee received a letter from the Standards Board for England dated 23 May 2007 on the responsibility for upholding high ethical standards and this being essential for an effective local democracy.

RESOLVED

that the contents of the letter be noted and fully endorsed.

30
Date of Next Meeting

RESOLVED

(i) that a special meeting of the Standards Committee be held in August 2007, the date subsequently agreed as 8 August 2007; and 

(ii) it was noted that the scheduled next meeting of the Committee was timetabled for 3 October 2007.

The meeting concluded at 3.45pm.

Chairman
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