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COMMITTEE ON STANDARDS IN PUBLIC LIFE

145th MEETING HELD ON WEDNESDAY 20 FEBRUARY 2008
AT 35 GREAT SMITH STREET, WESTMINSTER
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Dame Patricia Hodgson DBE


Speaker                           Sue Gray (for civil service legislation only)
Secretariat:
Charles Ramsden, Secretary


Peter Hawthorne, Assistant Secretary





Jan Ashton, Secretariat Manager




Matthew Dowding, Secretariat Co-ordinator


Chair’s opening remarks

The Chair welcomed Matthew Dowding to the Secretariat and noted that this would be Jan’s last meeting as she was leaving the Secretariat and the Civil Service.  
The Agenda was agreed.

1. The Minutes of the previous (144th) meeting of  17 January 2008 were approved, with the following amendments: 

(i) Paragraph 4 (“Future Work Programme”) insert, after the action note in this paragraph:  “The issue of whether the Committee should explore the media’s role in influencing public perceptions of public standards also remained a live issue, and should be considered at the Awayday along with the Committee’s own strategy for handling its media relations [Action: Secretariat to prepare Awayday material on both these aspects of interacting with the media]”.   (ii)  Paragraph 9 (“Any Other Business”), revise to read:  “An open meeting was discussed and it was agreed that the Committee should follow recent annual practice by having one, either in April or May.  This could provide a useful opportunity for the Committee, in presenting its Annual Report for 2007/08 and forward plans for 2008/09, to put across a coherent and shared view of its thinking on current public standards issues”.  
The following actions were noted as completed or ongoing:

Appointment of new Committee Members: The selection process has now been completed and the Chairman was pleased to announce the forthcoming appointments of Sir Derek Morris and Dame Denise Platt, and nomination of Oliver Heald MP as the new Conservative Party representative.  These names should remain confidential until a formal announcement was made later in the month.   
Register of Interests

2. The latest issue of Register of Interests was reviewed and will also be circulated by email to Committee members for updating.
MPs’  Pay and Allowances
3. The Chair began by noting the recent public proposals by Tony Wright MP, that the Committee conduct its own review of MPs’ allowances. The Committee agreed that this issue (whether or not widened to include pay) needed to be addressed because of the amount of public comment and concern, but felt that there were number of options available;

(i) To adopt a ‘wait and see’ approach until  the current Members Estimate Committee (MEC) Review into this matter reported later in the year.

(ii) To launch an enquiry, either “full” or “small”.

(iii)  To provide evidence to the Parliamentary review.

4. After discussion, the Committee agreed: 

· the provision of evidence – perhaps in the form of “professional advice” from the Committee – was agreed to be the preferred approach; 

· this should be at the level of principles for setting the structure of Parliamentary pay and allowances, and should not get into calculations of individual elements.  Potentially the principles should have wider application than just the Commons, being relevant also to the Lords and to the devolved administrations;

· the process would potentially be a 2-stage one, but the second stage would be dependent on the outcome of the MEC review, and whether this was generally in line with the Committee’s suggestions;

· the work would need to take into account (i) UK public sector best practice; (ii) UK private sector best practice; (iii) some international comparators.  Advice should be sought from someone authoritative about what constitutes best practice.  Decisions would have to be taken about the extent to which the evidence was based on common sense and the Committee’s own experience; and to what extent it should go beyond these factors to be “evidence-based”;

· the Secretariat, using suggestions from Committee members and commissioning work as necessary, should start to pull together a first draft (4/5 pp) for the Awayday;

· an announcement would be made in the light of the Awayday and in the context of the Committee’s work programme more generally.  The announcement should be soon enough to enable a plan and timetable to be signed-off at the April meeting, and the work to be well-advanced by the May (Open) meeting;

· the proposed approach would enable concerned interests to feed in ideas to the Committee (possibly in the context of a seminar) but would not involve formal evidence/hearings as such;

· key stakeholders, starting with the Speaker, would need to be informed prior to the announcement;

· careful consideration would need to be given to the role of the political representatives in this work, to involve perceived conflict of interest.  This might involve these members contributing their expertise to the work, but not being involved in formulating its conclusions.      

[Action – Secretariat to identify “experts” and possible sources of help, sketch out timetable for work and prepare first cut of principles for discussion at March Awayday].  
12th Inquiry Possibilities
5.  The secretariat had produced two papers for discussion of possible subjects for a 12th enquiry.
(i) Freedom of Information:  After considering the paper and feedback from a recent meeting the Chair and Patricia Hodgson had had with Michael Wills, the relevant MoJ Minister,the Committee decided that this was not the best subject to pursue at the moment. Instead the Committee will arrange a Seminar in the future for this area to be considered as a possible subject for the future.  [Action – Secretariat to consider timing / attendance for a possible FoI Seminar].    
(ii) Accountability of Public Bodies:  The Committee had an extensive discussion about the current lack of clarity around the accountability of many types of public body – including the internal structures of some government departments – often caused by the successive overlay of different policy approaches over time which then left confused “footprints” in overlapping or incompatible accountability patterns.  The Committee acknowledged that this set of issues and its effect on public service standards and propriety, has potentially huge scope for a subject for a 12th enquiry.  Although the initial paper had provided a good start, considerably more work is needed to try and define the Committee’s preferred approach.  [Action –  Secretariat to produce a further paper with more detailed possibilities for discussion at the awayday].
Civil Service Legislation
5. Sue Gray, Director of Ethics and Propriety in the Cabinet Office spoke to the Committee regarding the Civil Service provisions  which form part of the Constitution Renewal Bill due to be published in draft form in March.  At 18-20 clauses and several schedules, it would constitute the largest single item in the Bill.  Sue outlined some similarities and differences to the draft Civil Service Bill of 2003/4.  Committee members noted that the new Bill is on its Active Monitoring programme, and that there would be a 12-week consultation period between publication and the Summer Recess, during which the Committee could consider and put forward its views.  [Action – Secretariat to liaise with Cabinet Office and MoJ as necessary in the run-up to publication]. 
Awayday programme for 12th March

6. Members felt that the Budget, - also 12 March - should not affect their attendance through the awayday.  New members joining the Committee would also be invited to the event.  
The current draft agenda for the awayday was discussed.  It was confirmed that Peter Hennessey would talk to members in the morning. Howell James (Permanent Secretary in charge of Government communications and therefore a very experienced but not an “independent” source of expertise)  had agreed to address the late afternoon session on the media. In view of previous items, the Committee agreed to drop FoI as a 12th Inquiry session, and instead to concentrate on Parliamentary pay and allowances; and Accountability.  It was also proposed that the Committee should consider progress and next steps in the review of the seven principles of public life.  
[Action – Secretariat to revise draft Awayday agenda to take these points on board].  
Handling of the Media – Committee Protocol

7. While the current protocol is adequate members expressed difficulties when approached by the media in relation to other capacities that are held. Where possible members will seek advice and when dealing with the media will make it clear when they are talking on behalf the Committee and when they are not.
[Action – Secretariat to revise draft Protocol to reflect different capacities in which members may be called to speak; and where the Chair is expected to be unavailable for some time].  .
Active Monitoring Programmes
8. The active monitoring programme was reviewed; the Committee concluded that the role of elected mayors could form a potential area of interest in the future.
Current Issues & Concerns

9. The Committee noted current issues and concerns.
      Secretary’s Report
10. The Secretary spoke to his paper covering events over the last month.

11. It was decided that the minutes of future Committee Meetings would be circulated to Committee members shortly after the meeting for any comments as well as being included in more final form in the monthly papers.  [Action – Secretariat].  
12. The Chair asked to be shown the Secretariat’s choice for the re-design of the website before the contract was signed.  Some members would be prepared to help test out proposed new site structures for navigation etc [Action – Secretariat].  
Any Other Business

13. It was confirmed that the open meeting and publication of the Committee Annual Report will take place at the May meeting (15/05).

14. The Chair on behalf of the Committee thanked Jan Ashton for her hard work and wished her well for the future.
Date of next meeting 

The next committee meeting will be the awayday on  12 March 2008 to be held at Church House.
Secretariat
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