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Introduction

The Standards Committee was set up in November 2001 as part of the ethical framework introduced by the Local Government Act 2000.  Its three key areas of responsibility are:

· To advise the Council on the adoption of and any revisions to the Code of Conduct for Oxfordshire County Council, to monitor its operation, and to assist councillors and co-opted members to observe its provisions;

· To promote high standards of conduct by councillors and co-opted members;

· To deal with reports from the Monitoring Officer or an Ethical Standards Officer of the Standards Board on their investigations into allegations of breaches of the Code of Conduct.

The purpose of this report is to update Council on the Committee’s activities over the last year.

Membership

I am pleased to report that the Council has been successful in recruiting two additional independent members to the Committee.  Council appointed Nina Alphey (a qualified Chartered Accountant who is currently a full-time DPhil research student at Oxford University) and Ann Griffiths (a trained nurse who currently works as an independent management consultant to the NHS) as members of the Committee in November 2007.  The Committee now has four independent members.

Members’ Code of Conduct

One of the Committee’s responsibilities is to advise the Council on the adoption of the Local Code of Conduct for Members.  I reported in last year’s annual report that the Committee had commented on the draft Code of Conduct.  This year, the Government issued a revised model Code and councils were required to adopt it by 1 October 2007.  The Committee considered the Code and recommended Council to adopt it without amendments.  Council adopted the model code, without amendment, on 19 June 2007 and it came into effect on 1 July 2007.  The County and district councils in Oxfordshire all adopted the same code to ensure there would be no inconsistency or potential confusion for the councillors who sit as district and county councillors.  The Council’s Planning Code of Conduct has also been updated in line with the new code.

The Monitoring Officer has undertaken two training seminars for members on the Code of Conduct and three training seminars for members on the Planning Code of Conduct.  In addition, all members of Council have been issued with a guide on the Code of Conduct published by the Standards Board.  The Committee has viewed a film, which the Board produced, to help councillors understand their obligations under the Code.  The film is available to all members of Council if they would like to view it.

The Monitoring Officer has also provided members with specific guidance on the changes to declaring personal and prejudicial interests and to requirements on registering gifts or hospitality.  

Complaints and the ‘local filter’

The Standards Board for England will soon no longer receive complaints centrally.  It will be the responsibility of the Standards Committee to receive and make initial assessments of new misconduct allegations relating to this authority, to consider requests to review decisions to take no action and to conduct hearings to determine complaints which have been investigated.  This is known as the ‘local filter’.  The Standards Board expects in future to investigate the very serious cases, very complex cases and cases which, if investigated locally, would lead to severe disruption of business.

The Department for Communities and Local Government has issued a consultation paper on orders and regulations for implementing the new proposals.  The Standards Committee met on 14 February to consider and comment on the proposals.  The Committee’s responses to the questions posed in the consultation document, together with requests for further clarification on some points, have been sent to the Department.  

The Committee will need to set up a clear operational structure for undertaking its new functions and it is likely that the Committee will need to set up sub-committees to undertake the different stages.  

During the year, the Committee has considered case studies as part of its training to gain experience in dealing with cases.  In addition, with the forthcoming changes to the handling of complaints, the opportunity has been taken to arrange a specific training session on local filtering for members of standards committees jointly with the district councils in Oxfordshire in March.  

The authority will have to publish the new arrangements for dealing with complaints so that the public will be aware of the new role of the Standards Committee.

The Standards Board will be monitoring the new local arrangements and the authority will be required to report information on cases received and cases investigated to it on a regular basis.

Ethical Governance Audit

In April 2006, the Standards Committee agreed to ask the Audit Commission to undertake a full ethical governance audit to assess how well the authority was meeting the ethical agenda.  

The Commission targeted its work on the Council’s compliance with statutory requirements and its behaviours, culture and values.  Its aim was to:

· Provide the Council with an independent evaluation of its ethical arrangements;

· Establish a baseline position so the Council could measure future progress;

· Identify key improvement opportunities; and 

· Help the Council develop an action plan to deliver improvements and set the next two to four years’ work programme for the Standards Committee.

The Commission considered in its audit:

· Whether the Council was complying with Part III of the Local Government Act 2000;

· How the Council ensured the Standards Committee was working effectively;

· The extent to which members and officers understood and were aware of ethical issues and their responsibilities under the respective codes of conduct; and

· Whether training on ethical issues was satisfactory.

The Committee considered the Audit Commission’s audit report ‘Ethical Governance – Voluntary Improvement Study’ at its meeting in April 2007.  Early indications from the study were reported in last year’s annual report but I have taken the opportunity to report this year on the final report.  The Audit Commission’s main conclusion was that the Council was proactive in developing and upholding high standards of ethical governance.  This and the positive leadership and contributions provided by the Monitoring Officer had led to the high standards of ethical governance found during the audit.

The comparative analysis of the Council’s survey results against those from other local authorities showed that the Council was doing as well as, and in many areas better than, its peers.  The few areas where the Council appeared to be underperforming against the national comparators were explored with members and senior officers at workshop sessions.  A number of action points were agreed at the workshops and the Commission translated these into an action plan.

The Commission found that the Council complied with Part III of the Local Government Act 2000, the Standards Committee worked effectively, members and officers understood and were aware of ethical issues and their responsibilities under their respective codes of conduct and training was provided on ethical issues.

The Commission also commented that the Council accepted that there was scope for improvement and the national agenda for ethical governance was changing as a result of the Graham Committee’s tenth report on Standards in Public Life and the Local Government White Paper.  

Work Programme

The Committee has drawn up a work programme of issues it wishes to consider arising from the Monitoring Officer’s annual report, the action plan in the Audit Commission’s report on the findings from its full ethical governance audit and issues it has raised itself at meetings of the Committee.  The Committee has prioritised the issues to be considered over a three-year period to 2010.

Conclusion

Standards of conduct have remained high in the Council and promoting an awareness and understanding of the new Code of Conduct through training seminars has an important role to play in maintaining the high standards.  The Committee welcomed the findings of the Audit Commission’s study on understanding and awareness of ethical issues within the authority and that the Committee worked effectively.  Setting and prioritising a work programme this year will enable the Committee to focus on specific issues as well as continuing to monitor standards within the authority.  Finally, there will be new challenges for the Committee as it will in future be responsible for receiving and assessing new allegations of breaches of the Authority’s Code of Conduct.    

Robert Elmore

Independent Chairman of the Standards Committee

March 2008
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