                 CPL(08)26 
COMMITTEE ON STANDARDS IN PUBLIC LIFE

146TH MEETING HELD ON WEDNESDAY 23 APRIL AT 35 GREAT SMITH STREET, WESTMINSTER

Present:                   Sir Christopher Kelly KCB

                                Dr Elizabeth Vallance JP

                                Baronness Maddock 

                                Oliver Heald MP 

                                Dr Brian Woods-Scawen DL CBE 

                                Sir Derek Morris MA Dphil 

                                Rt Hon Alun Michael JP MP 

Apologies:              Lloyd Clarke QPM 

                               Dame Patricia Hodgson DBE 

Speaker:                  David Prince (Standards Board for England) 

                                Glenys Stacey (Standards Board for England) 

                                Paul Hoey (Standards Board for England) 

Secretariat:              Charles Ramsden, Secretary 

                                Peter Hawthorne, Assistant Secretary 

The Agenda was agreed.  

1. The minutes of the previous (145th) meeting of 20 February, circulated in draft on 29 February, were approved, with the following amendments:  

Paragraph 5(ii) (“12th Inquiry possibilities”) delete “some” in line three.  Paragraph 7 (“Handling of the media – Committee Protocol”) in line one delete “expressed difficulties” and insert “drew a distinction with occasions”; in line two delete “that are held” and insert “they hold”, and in line three, after “Where possible members”, delete the rest of the paragraph and insert: “will inform the Secretariat – preferably beforehand – when dealing with the media, seeking advice if necessary.  They should make it clear when they are talking on behalf of the Committee and when not”.   
The following actions were noted as completed or ongoing:  

MPs’ Pay and Allowances:  a number of external best practice sources had been identified, and the statement of Principles had been prepared and finalised, issuing on 10 April.  A timetable for any further work was contained in the paper for item 3 (below). 
Freedom of Information: proposals for seminar were in the paper prepared for item 4 (below).  

Accountability of Public Bodies: a paper had been discussed at the Awayday on 12 March.  

Civil Service legislation had been published as part of the Draft Constitutional Renewal Bill on 24 March. 

Awayday 12 March: see below.
Media Handling Protocol: this will be re-circulated by the Secretariat for clearance in correspondence. 

Website Re-design: a number of members had responded to the questionnaire from True Digital.  The company are due to meet Sir Christopher during w/b 28 April.  

2. The notes of the 12 March Awayday, circulated in draft on 31 March, were approved.  [Action – Secretariat to (i) track action points within those notes and indicate responsibility, timescale etc; (ii) remind members of “their” supported Principle in order to progress word on possible revisions to descriptors]. 
Register of Interests 

3. The latest Register was reviewed.  [Action – Secretariat to ensure all members’ entries are based on a uniform layout, tidy up any outstanding detailed points and re-circulate by email to members for clearance].  
MPs’ Pay & Allowances 

4. The Chair felt that the Principles for the review of allowances had been pitched correctly, and the reaction had generally been favourable, although one or two MPs had so far written raising issues or concerns about the Committee’s statement.  
5. In discussion, the Committee endorsed the further handling proposals set out in the Secretariat paper – in particular, members felt that, following the Principles, the Committee should not attempt to respond in detail to the MEC Issues paper, but should await that Committee’s emerging conclusions in late May.  In the interim, it would be helpful if the Secretariat got up to speed on the recent proposals for reforming the Communications Allowance, to give the Committee a better view on whether, thus reformed, it would be consistent with the Principles  [Action – Secretariat] 
6. More generally, the Committee considered its potential role in the Allowances debate as an independent body.  Although a case could be made for differences between the situation of MPs and their devolved counterparts, it looked odd that, while similar reviews were also in prospect or had recently concluded in both Scotland and Wales, the Westminster review was the only exercise being carried out with no independent element. This did very much underline the validity of the Committee’s position. 
Seminar Programme 

7. The Committee considered the revised programme for three “Standards Seminars” in the Secretariat paper.  It was agreed that: 

(i) Accountability – the working title should be changed to something more neutral.  The Secretariat should prepare a short (2-page) note on accountability issues and questions, and circulate it next week to the Committee.  Once agreed, this could act as the basis for drawing in speakers, and a couple of speakers should be invited to explore some of the issues.  However, speeches should be short with considerable time for discussion, break-out groups etc.  

(ii) FoI.  As the second event, this should be in October rather than in the recess.  The Secretary should get the ball rolling by talking to Richard Thomas and Robert Hazell.  The event should go beyond straightforward “for or against” considerations, to the real value added (or otherwise) of FoI; 
(iii) The Media & Standards.  The focus should be on the interaction between the media, politicians and public office-holders and public perceptions.  Speakers should be provocative but rational.  
[Actions – Secretariat to prepare and circulate early note on accountability issues; change working titles as shown above; circulate Chair’s free dates in first two weeks in July; explore key stakeholder contacts and October dates for FoI event.  Members to comment on Accountability note and give availability on possible July dates for first event once Chair’s availability is known].  
Local government Standards – Update presentation from David Prince and Glenys Stacey (CEO and CEO Designate, Standards Board for England)

8.   David Prince and Glenys Stacey spoke to the update note circulated with the meeting papers, drawing out particularly the points shown in their presentation slides (attached at Annex A).  The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 came into force on 1 April 2008, with the regulations relating to the Conduct of Local Authority Members in England taking effect from 8 May.  This would complete the implementation of the relevant Standards recommendations in the Committee’s 10th Report.  The climate for implementation was generally satisfactory, with a good relationship between the Standards Board and the Department of Communities and Local Government (DCLG), underpinned by Ministerial support for high standards of conduct in local government, most recently in the “Unlocking Talent in Our Communities” consultation.  

9.   Looking ahead, the key challenges for the Standards Board would be: 

· working with local authorities to embed processes and understanding of the new system – particularly the 50% or so that had not had any experience of investigations under the previous very centralised regime;

· carrying forward work with the Audit Commission on evaluating the impact of Standards Committees;
· exploring how public confidence in the system can be raised;
· managing a very different role of “strategic regulator” within the same resource envelope as before;
· pushing the Government on the much-delayed national Officers’ Code, where the discrepancy in treatment  between members and officers was causing increasing problems;
· closing the accountability gap in partnerships – the Board shared government’s reluctance to devise specific new systems, but felt that local authorities themselves should be encouraged to exert greater control. 
10.  Concluding, the Chair thanked the Standards Board for its 
        presentation and welcomed the continuing productive relationship between the Committee and the Board during and since the10th Inquiry.  The Committee noted the progress made in implementing its Report, and the future challenges for the Board. The Board should feel able to consult the Committee if it needed assistance on specific aspects of its agenda to drive up local government standards.   
Open Meeting / Annual Report 

11.    The Committee agreed the content and timetable proposals for the  

   Annual Report set out in the Secretariat’s paper.  

12. On the Open Meeting, it was agreed that: 

a. it was important to be clear what results are being sought from the event this year.  Preparations need to bear that in mind; 

b. Committee members should be involved in the discussion and questions, probably mediated through the Chair.  A brief and Q&A material should be produced to facilitate members’ involvement [Action – Secretariat]; 
c. a conscious effort should be made to assert the Committee’s GB-wide remit in the key-note speech, Q&A etc; 

d. a guest speaker would not be necessary.  

Electoral Issues – Update 

13. The Committee noted the position set out in the Secretariat paper.  Some very recent developments post-dating the paper were also noted: 

i. an FT article (22/04) suggesting that there would be no further moves on Party funding before the Election, leaving the White Paper to deal primarily with changes to the Electoral Commission; 
ii. a Report by Michael Pinto-Duschinsky (23/04) suggesting that the notion of an “arms’ race” on Party expenditure – and therefore the need for additional state funding – was a myth. 

14. In discussion, it was agreed that, in statements about electoral reform, the Committee should draw attention to the need for better quality in the electoral roll, as well as the need to change the basis for registration.  Politically-active members gave examples from their experience of eg the same person appearing twice in neighbouring streets and the lack of action in removing names from the register after death. 

Constitutional Renewal Programme – Draft Civil Service Bill 

15. The Committee generally endorsed the proposed approach in the Secretariat paper.  Particular points were:  
i. the continued failure to reach actual, live legislation on the Civil Service was a matter of significant concern.  The failure of Government to achieve anything in this respect justified the Committee in continuing to press on the recommendations of the Ninth Report (2003).  The continued failure to include a provision requiring Ministers to uphold the impartiality of the Civil Service was also important; 

ii. the Committee should take the opportunity of asserting its UK-wide credentials to probe the Bill’s treatment of English, Scottish and Welsh Civil Service Codes, since the existence of separate Codes raised the possibility of different standards;
iii. the degree of any Parliamentary scrutiny of the Codes as they were envisaged by the Bill should also be examined;
iv. the Secretariat should consult the First Civil Service Commissioner about the significance of the opt-out exception to fair and open competition; 

[Actions – Secretariat to pick up points in paragraph 15 above, in preparing the Committee’s response to the consultation on the draft Bill].  

Name of The Committee 

16. Brian Woods-Scawen introduced his note, which proposed a possible change for the Committee to style itself “The Nolan Committee” primarily to end confusion with eg the Standards Board, the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards etc, but also to reconnect with the origins of the Committee, as a strong, unique brand. 
17. In discussion, members generally felt that the proposal was worth serious consideration, and that there might well be scope for greater use of “Nolan Committee” as a working title or strap-line alongside the formal title.  The change would need ratification by all Committee members and consideration of its logistic implications in terms of stationery, reports etc.  [Note – Chair has subsequently circulated a note on taking forward this discussion.  Action – Secretariat to produce a note for the next meeting on the creation of a Committee strap-line or working name, and the logistic implications of this].  
Current Issues & Concerns 

18. The Committee noted the items in the paper.  Interest was expressed in the MEP position on disclosure of allowance abuses, and employment of family members.  The Chair mentioned a meeting he had had the previous day with Sir Hayden Phillips to discuss Party funding and honours.  
Secretary’s Report 

19. The Committee noted the Report.  The Secretary explained the role of acting as an “FoI guinea-pig” for the Constitution Unit research into the effects of the Act.  

AoB 

20. It was noted that the Chairman of the Electoral Commission had written to Parliamentarians on 4 April (sample letter attached at Annex B) setting out the Commission’s work in countering electoral malpractice.  

Secretariat 

April 2008  
