
HIGH PEAK BOROUGH COUNCIL

Report to Standards Committee

Thursday 14th March 2019

Appendix: The Committee on Standards in Public Life Report on
Local Government Ethical Standards dated January 2019

1. Reason for the Report: 
 

1.1. To inform the Committee about the outcome of the Local Government 
Ethical Standards Review. 

2. Recommendation

2.1 That the Committee notes the contents of the report.       

3. Executive Summary

3.1 The Committee on Standards in Public Life (CSPL) considers that 
robust standards arrangements are needed to safeguard local 
democracy, maintain high standards of conduct, and to protect ethical 
practice in local government. 

3.2 In 2018, the Committee on Standards in Public Life undertook a review 
of local government ethical standards. The Council responded to the 
consultation exercise which informed the report. The full details of the 
outcomes of the review, including best practice and recommendations, 
are found in the CSPL’s report which is enclosed in the Appendix.  A 
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summary of the report’s findings are included in section 6 of the report 
below.

4. Implications

4.1 Community Safety - (Crime and Disorder Act 1998)

None.

4.2 Workforce

None.

4.3 Equality and Diversity - Equality Impact Assessment

An equality and diversity impact assessment has not been carried out 
for this report.   

4.4 Financial Considerations

None.

4.5 Legal

The implementation of many of the recommendations within the report 
would require legislative change. 

4.6 Sustainability

None.

4.7 Internal and External Consultation

This report considers a central government consultation exercise.  

4.8 Risk Assessment

None.

5. Background and Detail

5.1 In 2018, the CSPL undertook a review of local government ethical 
standards. The CPSL considers that robust standards arrangements 
are needed to safeguard local democracy, maintain high standards of 
conduct, and to protect ethical practice in local government.  The 
consultation period ran from 29 January to 18 May 2018. 

5.2 The terms of reference for the Committee were to:
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1. Examine the structures, processes and practices in local 
government in England for: 

a. Maintaining codes of conduct for local councillors. 
b. Investigating alleged breaches fairly and with due 

process. 
c. Enforcing codes and imposing sanctions for 

misconduct. 
d. Declaring interests and managing conflicts of 

interest. 
e. Whistleblowing. 

2. Assess whether the existing structures, processes and 
practices are conducive to high standards of conduct in 
local government.

3. Make any recommendations for how they can be 
improved. 

4. Note any evidence of intimidation of councillors, and 
make recommendations for any measures that could be 
put in place to prevent it.     

5.3 The CSPL’s report was published on the 30th January 2019.  A copy is 
attached as an appendix to this report. 

6. Summary of the Findings 

6.1 There is a list of recommendations within the report at page 14. The key 
findings include: 

6.2 Codes of Conduct. 

The previous standards regime was centralised and overseen by the 
Standards Board for England which was abolished in 2012. Although 
the CSPL’s report has not recommended a return to the previous 
centralised system, it did find that there is inconsistency between codes 
of conduct in local authorities. It is recommended that the Local 
Government Association should produce a new national ‘model code’ 
which takes into account  changes to  the political environment, such as 
the increasing use of social media in public life, with the discretion for 
individual authorities to adapt the model code to fit local circumstances.       

6.3 Bullying

The subject of bullying is referred to in the report. There is a 
recommendation that behaviour should be more closely regulated and 
allegations of bullying should be investigated even when a Member is 
acting outside of their official capacity. In relation to Parish and Town 
Councils, it is recommended that complaints about bullying should be 
reported in the name of the Council itself rather than expecting Clerks to 
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lodge complaints in their own names.   

6.4 Social Media

The report recognises the increasing use of social media generally, and 
the increasing amount of complaints about Members using social media 
inappropriately. It is recommended that there should be a ‘rebuttable 
presumption’ that Members using social media should be ‘presumed’ to 
be using it in their capacity as elected Councillors. The definition of 
‘acting in official capacity’ is recommended to be widened to include 
‘purporting to act in official capacity’. 

6.5 Sanctions 

It is widely recognised that sanctions for member misconduct are not 
significant enough.  The CSPL report recognised that Members are 
elected with a public mandate and, therefore, no other body (other than 
the public) should be able to interfere with a Member’s ability to 
represent their electorate. The CSPL report did not, therefore, support a 
power to disqualify Members from office, however, it did recommend 
that a power to suspend a Member for up to six months would be a 
more significant and proportionate sanction if it was available to 
standards committees. 

6.6 Independent Person

The role of the Independent Person is recommended to be 
strengthened.  The report recommends that the Independent Person 
should be consulted at each stage of the complaints process and then 
they should be responsible for signing off any decisions to suspend if 
the six month suspension power is introduced. It is further 
recommended that the Independent Person should be given legal 
protections and be appointed for a fixed term of two years renewable 
once. 

6.7 Monitoring Officer 

The CSPL recognised the increasingly central role of the Monitoring 
Officer, described in the report as the ‘lynchpin’ of the arrangements for 
upholding ethical standards in an authority. The CSPL also noted the 
perception that the role is becoming more difficult and that there are 
often conflicts, for example, when having to oversee an investigation 
into a senior elected member. In recognition of the above, it is 
recommended that Monitoring Officers should be given more protection 
and the statutory protection from dismissal which currently exists in the 
role should be widened to include other forms of disciplinary action such 
as suspension or formal warnings.      

6.8 Local Government Ombudsman 

The CSPL recommends that the role of the Local Government 
Ombudsman should be enhanced by giving it power to hear appeals 
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from members in cases where a Member has been suspended for 6 
months.   

6.9 Parish and Town Councils

It is recognised that Parish and Town Councils need more support in 
promoting ethical standards.  It is recommended that Parish Clerks 
should be required to hold an appropriate qualification to enable them to 
support systems of good governance. It was further recommended that 
Monitoring Officers in principal Councils should be provided with 
adequate training, corporate resources and support to enable them to 
support Parish and Town Councils.

       
6.10 Disclosure of Interests

The report has found the current arrangements for declaring interests 
are too narrow, unclear and do not meet the expectations of Councillors 
or the public. The current requirements for registering interests should 
be updated to include categories of non-pecuniary interests. The 
current rules on declaring and managing interests should be repealed 
and replaced with an objective test, in line with the devolved standards 
bodies in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.    

6.11 Intimidation of Councillors

The CSPL found that the intimidation of Councillors is less likely to exist 
at local government level but where it does exist, it is equally severe 
and distressing.  It is more likely to affect high profile women and is a 
problem more likely to be encountered because of the increased use of 
social media. The report recommends a change to the Relevant 
Authorities (Disclosable Pecuniary Interests) Regulations 2012 to clarify 
that a member does not need to include their home address on the 
interests register. 

7. Next Steps

7.1 Most of the recommendations in the report will require primary 
legislation to implement and, therefore, any changes will be subject to 
parliamentary timetabling. The changes relating to registrable interests 
and non disclosure of members’ addresses will require secondary 
legislation and could be implemented more quickly. CSPL intends to 
monitor the implementation of its recommendations in 2020. 

Mark Trillo
Executive Director (People) and Monitoring Officer


