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MINUTES of the meeting of the STANDARDS COMMITTEE held in the Rose Room, Endeavour House, Ipswich on Wednesday 14 September 2011 at 10.30 a.m.
PRESENT: 

Mrs M E Anderson (Chairman, Independent Community Member), Mr Phillip Key and Mr Graham Moss (Independent Community Members) and Councillors Peter Gardiner, Anne Gower, Inga Lockington and Charles Michell.
10. Apologies for Absence and Substitutions
Apologies for absence were received from Councillor Joanna Spicer (substituted by Councillor Anne Gower) and Councillor David Wood (substituted by Councillor Inga Lockington).

11. Declarations of Interest and Dispensations
Councillor Anne Gower declared a personal interest in Agenda Item 5 (Equality Impact Assessments) by virtue of the fact that she is a member of a one of the Council’s Fostering Panels.
12. Minutes of the Previous Meeting
The minutes of the meeting held on 5 July 2011 were confirmed as an accurate record and signed by the Chairman.

13. Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) Annual Review 2010/11
The Committee considered at Agenda Item 4 a report by the Head of Strategic Finance concerning the Annual Review of the Local Government Ombudsman for 2010/11.

Mr Richard Shaw, Assistant Local Government Ombudsman, made a presentation to the Committee.  He outlined the role of the LGO and spoke about the complaints against Suffolk County Council handled by the LGO in 2010/11.  There followed a general discussion, during which Mr Shaw answered members’ questions.  Tracey Quennell, Link Officer, Liz Whitby, Head of Customer Rights, and Pauline Martin, Customer Care Manager, contributed to the discussion.

The following were among the points noted:

i) The number of enquiries and complaints relating to the Council had increased from 61 to 89.  This appeared to be part of a national trend whereby increasingly people were taking their complaints to the LGO.

ii) In 2010/11 the LGO had forwarded 56 Suffolk cases for investigation.  The main areas of complaint were:  school admission; special educational needs (SEN); child protection; and adult social care.  Complaints about children’s services were higher than might be expected for a county council the size of Suffolk.
iii) In 2010/11 46% of the Suffolk cases investigated by the LGO had resulted in local settlements.  This proportion was somewhat higher than the norm.
iv) There had been a particularly serious case where the Council had failed to carry out a child protection investigation, despite there being evidence to suggest that such action was appropriate.  The Council had already agreed to pay the complainant’s legal costs of £16,759.15, and it also agreed to pay compensation totalling £4,250.  (Further details about the case were set out in the Information Bulletin at Agenda Item 7).
v) The Council had achieved a significant improvement in the time taken to respond to first enquiries from the LGO.  The average time taken in 2010/11 was 25 days, within the LGO’s target of 28 days.

vi) The Committee had previously asked for an update on the time taken by CYP to respond to complaints.  This information was included in the Information Digest at Agenda Item 7.  The Customer Care Manager confirmed that there had been a positive improvement in CYP response times.

Decision:  The Committee agreed:
a) To note the contents and detail of the Local Government Ombudsman’s Annual Review for 2010/11 and the covering report.

b)
To include in its annual report to Council a comment about the value of investing in an effective complaints procedure, and the importance of ensuring that the Council fulfilled its statutory obligations with regard to complaints about children’s services.
Reason for decision: 

a)
The Committee was required to review performance regarding complaints handling and to consider the annual review from the Local Government Ombudsman.

b)
The Committee heard that there was a potential problem with regard to some complaints relating to Children and Young People’s Services (CYP) getting “stuck” at Stage 1 of the complaints procedure.  Under the Statutory CYP procedures, if the complainant was not satisfied by the end of Stage 1 of the complaints procedure (in house), the Council had a statutory duty to proceed to Stage 2, involving an external investigation.  However, in cases where it seemed that little or nothing could be gained by carrying out an external investigation, the Council had been advising complainants it would not progress their complaint to Stage 2 of the procedure, inviting them to refer to the Ombudsman if they were not happy with that decision.  The Assistant Ombudsman explained that the LGO was not willing to take on cases where the Council had not fulfilled its statutory obligation to carry out an external investigation.  Members heard that the decisions not to proceed to Stage 2 were never taken on purely financial grounds.  The Committee wished to draw the Council’s attention to the fact that investing in good complaints handling procedures could save money in the long run, because referral to the LGO often meant lengthy enquiries by the Ombudsman and recommendations for local settlements, which could be costly in monetary terms and officers’ time.
Alternative options:  None considered.
Declarations of interest:  None declared.
Dispensations:  None noted.
14. Chairmanship of the Meeting
The Chairman, Mrs Margaret Anderson, was unavoidably obliged to leave the meeting before the close of business.  She therefore proposed that Mr Graham Moss should take her place as Chairman.  Councillor Charles Michell seconded the proposal, and it was agreed that Mr Moss would chair the rest of the meeting.

Mrs Anderson left the meeting at 11.40 a.m.  Mr Graham Moss took the chair.
15. Equality Impact Assessments (EIAs)
The Committee considered at Agenda Item 5 a report by the Director of Public Protection, Social Inclusion and Diversity, providing information about the way in which Equality Impact Assessments related to UK equality legislation and formed part of the County Council’s policy and service development.  Shammi Jalota, Equalities Lead Advisor, presented the report and answered members’ questions.
The Committee noted that local authorities were no longer legally obliged to undertake EIAs, but they were under a general duty to have due regard to equality issues.  It had therefore been decided to continue carrying out EIAs at Suffolk County Council, but the process would be amended to make it less bureaucratic.

Decision:  To note the contents of the report on Equality Impact Assessments at Agenda Item 5.
Reason for decision:  The Committee was satisfied with the information provided, and endorsed the decision to continue carrying out Equality Impact Assessments.
Alternative options:  None considered.
Declarations of interest:  Councillor Anne Gower declared a personal interest in this Agenda Item, by virtue of the fact that she is a member of one of the Council’s Fostering Panels.

Dispensations:  None noted.
16. Draft Annual Report To Council
The Committee considered at Agenda Item 6 a draft annual review of the work of the Committee in 2010/11, including the Forward Work Programme for 2011/12.

Members had already agreed an addition to the Annual Report, as set out in Minute 13 above.  They were asked to let the Committee Administrator know by email if they had any further comments.  The report would be updated to include decisions taken at this meeting.
The Chairman had indicated that she would like to discuss with the Committee what she should include in her address to the Council when she presented the Annual Report on 15 December 2011.  It was agreed to include this on the agenda for the Committee’s next meeting on 29 November 2011.

Decision:  The Committee agreed that an amended annual report based on the draft at Agenda Item 6 and incorporating amendments suggested by members, be circulated to the Committee for final approval before submission to the meeting of the Council on 15 December 2011.

Reason for decision:  The Committee’s terms of reference required it to submit an annual report to Council on its activities.

Alternative options:  None considered.

Declarations of interest:  None declared.

Dispensations:  None noted.

17. Information Digest
The Committee considered and noted the Information Digest at Agenda Item 7.
Paragraph 5 of the Digest referred to an informal meeting between the Chairman and the Leader of the Council which took place on 5 September 2011.  Before leaving the meeting, the Chairman had given an oral report about the meeting, which she said had been a positive one where the Leader had expressed his full support for the Committee.
Among other matters, Mrs Anderson and Councillor Bee had touched upon the recent inquest into the death of the late David White, Deputy Monitoring Officer.  They had discussed the current Standards regime, the new procedures envisaged by the Committee once new legislation came into force, and how these might meet the criticisms about the current arrangements expressed by some councillors.  The Chairman had spoken about the importance of Article 6 of the Human Rights Act in relation to any new standards arrangements.
The Chairman had also talked about her wish to revive the “Raising the Standard” newsletter and given her personal views about the idea of having one standards committee for the whole county.  She had emphasised the importance of each council having a committee to act as a “beacon” for ethical issues.

In relation to this latter point, it was agreed that once the exact terms of the Localism Bill were known, the Committee should spend some time discussing how to raise its profile among councillors and the general public.

Paragraph 8 of the Digest referred to the Council’s Whistle-blowing Procedure which had recently been updated by Peter Frost, Interim Head of Audit Services, who was present to hear members’ comments and answer their questions.
Members made the following suggestions:
a) That paragraph 7.2 be re-worded to emphasise the role of the Monitoring Officer as an independent person with whom concerns could be raised.

b) That the Procedure should also make clear what options were open to a whistle-blower if he felt unable to approach the Monitoring Officer.

c) That councillors should be advised what they should do if approached by a whistle-blower.

d) That the revised document should be publicised throughout the Council.

Decision:  To note the contents of the Information Digest at Agenda Item 7.
Reason for decision:  The Committee was satisfied with the information provided.
Alternative options:  None considered.

Declarations of interest:  None declared.

Dispensations:  None noted.

18.
Forward Work Programme
The Committee considered the Forward Work Programme at Agenda Item 8.  Members had already agreed to include an item on the next agenda about the Chairman’s presentation to Council on 15 December 2011.  (Minute 16 above refers.)  The Committee had also agreed to consider ways of raising its profile at a future meeting.  (Minute 17 above refers.)
19.
Urgent Business
There was no urgent business.
The meeting closed at 12.05 p.m.
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