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Standards Committee shortlisted for national award 
South Cambridgeshire District Council has not always had 
the best reputation for standards and ethics, but there had 
been recognition recently of the great improvements that we 
have made. First, I am delighted to tell you that we have been 
shortlisted in the Standards & Ethics category of the Local 
Government Awards.  Three of us made a presentation to the 
judges at the end of January: I will let you know how we get 
on. 
 
In addition, our Standards Committee has been named on the Standards for England website as 
an example of notable practice: see 
http://www.standardsforengland.gov.uk/News/PressOffice/PressReleases/title,26627,en.asp 
 
The researchers speak highly of the Council’s website, but the particular area for which the 
committee is commended is “Recruitment and Retention.”  The report notes how the number of 
non-elected members has been increased so that each of the three panels (Assessment; Hearing; 
and Review) can have a non-elected chair and so that there are enough independent members to 
act as cover in case of unforeseen circumstances.  It also praises the manner in which the 
Committee undertakes the recruitment of non- elected members. 
 
We shall have vacancies for two independent members later in the year.  Councillors are not 
eligible, but if you know anyone else who might be suitable, do encourage them to apply.  If you 
are a Parish Councillor who fancies joining the Standards Committee, see below for our article on 
the recruitment of a parish representative for the committee. 
 
Kathy English 
Chairman 
 
Parish Council member vacancy – will you fill it?
The four-year term of Dave Kelleway of 
Teversham Parish Council will be coming to 
an end this summer, and we’ll be writing to all 
South Cambridgeshire parish and community 
councils soon to ask that their Annual 
General Meeting agendas include an item for 
nominations to the vacancy.  The process is 
straightforward: parish and community 
councils nominate candidates by a set 
deadline, and candidates submit personal 
statements which will then be circulated to all 
parish and community councils along with 
ballot papers. 
 
Parish Council Members are co-opted onto 
the Standards Committee by the District 
Council to represent the parish and 
community councils and meetings, bringing 
the perspective and local knowledge of a 
parish councillor to the table, being a point of 
contact for parish councillors, and bringing 
feedback from, and providing feedback to, 
parish and community councils and meetings.  
The Standards Committee meets quarterly on 
the second Wednesday of March, June, 
September and December, usually at 10 am, 

and extraordinary meetings have been 
scheduled in the past when there are major 
items for consideration, such as national 

consultation on new 
Codes of Conduct.  Every 
member of the Standards 

Committee serves on, 
or is a substitute 
member for, one of the 
local assessment, 
review or hearings 

panels established in 
2008 when power to 
determine local matters 

was handed to the District Council. 
 
It is the law that at least one Parish Council 
Member be present whenever parish council 
matters are discussed, and that at least one 
Parish Council Member be on local 
assessment, review and / or hearings panels 
when considering a case involving a parish 
councillor.  These meetings are also held 
during the day and, other than public 
hearings, in private and there is restricted 
access to reports. 
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If you’d like to see a Standards Committee 
meeting before making up your mind, the 
next one is on Wednesday 10 March 2010 at 
10 am in the Swansley Room at South 
Cambridgeshire Hall, Cambourne.  If you’d 
like a copy of the agenda, please visit 

www.scambs.gov.uk/meetings a week before 
the meeting, where one will be available 
electronically, or contact Holly Adams (see 
contact details at the end of the newsletter), 
but this is a public meeting so you don’t need 
to confirm attendance in advance – please 
feel free to turn up!

Parish Liaison Working Group 
Ask ten people to draw a cat and you get ten different pictures.  Ask ten people to describe a 
Parish Council and you get ten different descriptions!  Why?  Across South Cambs there are 90 
Parish Councils, 10 Parish Meetings and 1 Community Council – diverse in their size, meeting 
practice, range of activity and the level of their community engagement – and hence in public 

perceptions.  How do we know this?  In discussions at the 
Standards Committee areas of local practice are often raised to 
illustrate particular points and the Committee has become 
increasingly aware of the variation in approaches to some 
fundamental practices, some of which relate to an awareness of, 
and adherence to, the Code of Conduct, and others to the extent to 
which good practice guidelines are followed.  A wealth of 
information is available to support and guide both Parish Council 
Clerks and Councillors:  the extent to which this is fully 
disseminated is uncertain. 

 
The Standards Committee has decided it is appropriate to investigate this area further, and has 
established a Parish Liaison Working Group to explore approaches that may lead both to an 
informed understanding of concerns and practices across all Parish Councils, and also provide a 
means of highlighting good, effective practice.  Following an initial meeting of the group, work is 
underway to create a questionnaire designed to collect information to provide a coherent picture 
relating to:   
• consideration of the Code of Conduct at Parish Council level, especially regarding 

declarations of interest; 
• the extent to which meetings and related papers are made accessible to the public; 
• the adoption of Standing Orders; 
• the adoption of financial regulations; 
• appropriate audit arrangements; 
• consideration of ‘good practice’ checklists by all councillors; 
• awareness and use of the ‘Parish Council Toolkit’; and 
• clerking arrangements. 
 
The analysis of the information collected will inform the direction of future support and training. 
 
Chris Tomsett, Parish Member, Standards Committee and 
Chairman, Parish Liaison Working Group 
 
What Kind of Dog? 
‘A guide dog, not a watchdog and certainly not a lapdog’.  These are words that I 
heard at Standard for England’s Annual Assembly in October, which have stayed 
with me ever since.  The speaker was describing the role of the Chairman of a 
Standards Committee but, for me, this phrase is a summary of what the 
Committee itself should be. 
 
We should not be lapdogs.  It is very important that we listen to and learn from 
other peoples’ ideas and experiences.  It is essential though that we then make 
our own decisions and do not allow others, be they members or officers, to make 
them for us. 
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We would prefer not to be watchdogs.  Of course, part of our function is to adjudicate on 
complaints about the behaviour of councillors and we need to ensure that we do that competently 
and fairly.  It would be wonderful, however, if one year there were no complaints. 
 
That is why we aim to be guide dogs.  To let all councillors know what is expected of them, to 
provide information and guidance and to share examples of good practice in the hope that 
ultimately there will be nothing to complain about.  
 
Kathy English 
 
Standards Committee Statistics 

We’re very proud of our record in assessing all complaints promptly and 
well within the statutory completion target of twenty working days – so 
far this year we’ve had 11 complaints and our rolling average 
completion time is 13 working days.  What does this mean to you?  We 
are aware of the difficulties faced by all involved when a complaint is 
made, and the effect not knowing the outcome has on both the 
complainant and the subject.  We want to ensure that we have given full 

consideration to the complaint and evidence supplied, and that we respond to 
all parties within a reasonable time.  We are the second largest Standards Committee in the 
country, which allows for efficient working: even at short notice we can call a local assessment 
panel meeting which includes Parish Members and Independent Members without any possible 
conflicts of interest and, should the decision be challenged, we have enough members to set up a 
completely separate Review Panel to reconsider the matter, again with public and parish council 
representation and without conflicts of interest. 
 
Of the 11 complaints received, five have been made by members of the public, four from district or 
parish councillors and one from parish clerks or council officers.  Seven complaints have been 
about parish councillors and four complaints about district councillors.  We have decided to take no 
further action on three cases, referred five cases for local investigation and three cases to 
Standards for England to investigate.  A review of a “no further action” decision was sought for one 
case from the previous year, and the Review Panel upheld the original decision.  Of the cases 
referred for investigation, in one case it was concluded that there had not been a breach of the 
Code of Conduct, and three related cases, which were investigated together, will be the subject of 
a public determination meeting of the Hearing Panel in the spring.  The outcome of the referral of 
three related cases to Standards for England is awaited. 
 
During the last municipal year, the first year of the local assessment regulations (2008), we 
received 18 complaints, of which: 
• 12 merited no further action; 
• 1 referred for other action (training); 
• 3 referred for local investigation (two 

found no breach, third referred for 
hearing); 

• 2 referred to Standards for England 
for investigation, which decided to 
take no further action; 

• 2 sent for review, both times decision 
to take “no further action” upheld; and 

• 1 public hearing, plus 1 other public 
hearing for a matter dating from the 
previous (2003) regulations.

 
• Ten were made by members of the 

public 
• Eight were made by district or parish 

councillors 
• No complaints were made by parish 

clerks or council officers 
 
The average time for completing initial 
assessments was just under sixteen working 
days.  The Standards Committee came in 
under budget and is on schedule to do so 
again this year.
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Dispensations Update 
The Standards Committee has the authority to grant dispensations to allow councillors with 
interests to remain in a meeting, participate in discussions and vote.  According to the Standards 
Committee (Further Provisions) (England) Regulations 2009, a dispensation may be granted to a 
member if the Standards Committee concludes that a written request for a dispensation 
demonstrates that the authority would be unable to transact business relating to a specific matter 
because: 
 more than 50% of the members would be unable to vote on that matter unless they had a 

dispensation; or 
 the number of members unable to vote on a matter without a dispensation would alter the 

political balance of the meeting sufficiently to prejudice the outcome of a vote. 
 
So far this year we have granted dispensations (usually for four years or until the end of the 
individual member’s term of office, whichever is soonest) to: 
 all members of Coton Parish Council from items relating to the Coton Recreation Ground 

Trust, of which all members of the Parish Council automatically become Trustees upon 
election or co-option to the Parish Council; 

 all members of Eltisley Parish Council from items relating to Eltisley Village Green Trust 
and the Allotments for the Labouring Poor, for both of which Eltisley Parish Council is the 
sole Trustee; 

 five of the seven members of Eltisley Parish Council from issues concerning Caxton End, 
Eltisley: more than 50% of the Parish Council, as homeowners on Caxton End, could be 
unable to participate without a dispensation when such issues are on agendas, as matters 
relating to that road could affect their personal or financial well-being; 

 all members of Foxton Parish Council from items relating to Foxton Recreation Ground 
Trust, a registered charity of which Foxton Parish Council is the sole Trustee; 

 all members of Gamlingay Parish Council for financial or regulatory matters relating to 
Gamlingay Community Centre, for which the Parish Council is the holding / custodian 
Trustee; and 

 six of the seven members of Horseheath Parish Council from any items concerning land 
availability for low-cost (affordable) housing and planning applications on exception sites, to 
enable the Parish Council to remain quorate when discussing general issues about such 
matters.  Once specific sites have been identified and the parish councillors know whether 
it affects their landholdings or land in close proximity to property or land they own, the 
Standards Committee has advised that they will need to re-consider the matter of 
prejudicial interests and, if appropriate, re-apply for more specific dispensations. 

 
Dispensation requests from seven of the nine members Barton Parish Council, all of whom are 
Trustees of the Barton Recreation Ground Improvement Group (BRIG), and a request from a 
recently co-opted Gamlingay Parish Councillor, will be considered at the Standards Committee’s 
10 March 2010 meeting, which you are more than welcome to attend. 
 
If you think you need a dispensation, please contact one of the SCDC officers below.  Councillors 
must apply for dispensations themselves, as they are granted to a named individual and not to the 
parish council as a whole.  We need to know the details of the matter for which a dispensation is 
requested and the length of time for which a dispensation is required (up to a maximum of four 
years).  Forms are available from www.scambs.gov.uk/standards or from Holly Adams. 
 
Getting in touch 
Contact details for the Standards Committee are available on the Committee’s website, 
www.scambs.gov.uk/standards, or by contacting: 
Fiona McMillan 
Deputy Monitoring Officer, SCDC 
01954 713027 
fiona.mcmillan@scambs.gov.uk 
 

Holly Adams 
Democratic Services Officer supporting 
Standards Committee, SCDC 
01954 713030 
holly.adams@scambs.gov.uk 

 


