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Local g6vernment standards

38. Under the Localism Act 2011 the new local government standards regime came into efiect on 1
July 2012. The Committee welcomed the introduction of a mandatory requirement for local
authorities to adopt a focal code of conduct based on tﬁe Seven Principles of Public Life and the
intention to encourage a greater sense of local responsibility for standards and to reduce the

number of vexatious complaints.

39. While we recognise that the new system needs time to properly bed in, we do, however, have

certain congerns:

* Due to the emphasis on local ownership of standards we would expect the new regime, like the

previous one, to function well in those areas where party leaders are prepared to provide the

necessary leadership and example. It is likely to do less well where such ieadership is
inadequate.’ History suggests that problems are most likely in areas with monolithic political
cultures and correspondingly little political challenge, where partisan rivalry Is most bitter and
tit-for-tat accusations most common, or in those predominantly rural areas with significant

numbers of independent members without the benefit of party discipline,

¢ Under the previous arrangements lacal authorities and an independent tribunat had the power
to suspend members for varying periods of time as a sanction against poor behaviour. The
only sanctions now avallable, apart from through the use of a political party's internal
discipline procedures are censure or criminal prosecution for deliberately withholding or

misrepresenting a financial interest. We do not think these are sufficient. The last few years

have seen a number of examples of inappropriate behaviol;?‘w;hlch wouid not pass the strict
tests required to warrant a criminal prosecution, but which deserves a sanction stronger than
simple censure. While censure ma\) carry opprobrium in the political arena it is often
considered unacceptably Ieniént by the public relative to other areas of their experience.
Coercion of other members or officers is one category of offence with which it will be difficult

to deal adequately under the new arrangements,

¢ Under the previous arrangements allegatidns about poor behaviour were determined by
standards committees independently chaired by individuals who were not themselves
members of the local authority. Under the new arrangements every local authority must
appoint at least one independent person whose views it _wiﬂ seek, and take into account,
before making its decision on an allegation that it has 'decfd‘ed to investigate. We doubt that
this will be sufficient to provide assurance that justice is being done and, equally impo&ant,

that.it is seen to be dore.

® Not forgetting that in several prominent recent cases it is the behaviour of leaders themselves that have been
under question, '




UNCLASSIFIED

* in the transition to the new system local authorities may have lacked proper time to prepare. In

40.

early june 2012 we wrote to all local authorities in England to ask about their preparations for
implementing the new regime which came into force on 1 luly 2012. The Committee was
concerned that so fate in the day, nearly half of those who responded had yet to adopt a new
code and around four fifths had yet to appoint an independent person. The fact that the
Regulations and Order which took effect from 1 luly were laid only on 6 June cannot have

helped their preparations.

White inevitably there have been various teething problems with the new regime, the Committee
will continue to monitor the implementation and its effectiveness, particularly in relation to public
confidence that any wrongdoing is tackled promptly and transparently in the absence of any

external investigation and scrutiny.



