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Changes to Standards framework 
We’re not much better informed about the Government’s plans than we were in June.  The abolition of 
Standards for England has been confirmed; it likely will have closed by late 2011.  On 20 September 
2010, Communities Minister Andrew Stunnell announced that the abolition of the ‘Standards regime’ 
would encompass the existing Code of Conduct, standards committees and Standards for England; 
however, the same announcement made clear that there would still be some form of a mandatory 
Code of Conduct, as the Government intends that allegations of misconduct, including a failure to 
register or declare an interest, will become criminal offences and dealt with in the court system. 
 

What will happen locally? 
It is possible that part of the Localism Bill will enable county and district councils to set up their 
own Code of Conduct and method for responding to allegations to seek resolution without 
recourse to the courts.  If we went down this route, it would affect only the District Council as 
the authority establishing and agreeing it, although parish councils probably could opt to sign 
up.  It wouldn’t replace the new national system, but could provide a local alternative as an 
informal means of resolving differences.  Nevertheless, the complainant would still retain the 
right to complain under the new national system regardless of participation in a local process, 
although the outcome of a local process surely would be taken into consideration by the court 
as part of the trial. 
 
What can we do? 
We’ll continue to keep you informed of new developments as soon as we learn of them, and to 
provide advice and guidance on the existing Code, which still remains in effect, and on new 
legislation.  If the Government consults on these changes, we will let you know how to make 
your formal representations and invite you to the Standards Committee meeting when the 
District Council’s response is formed. 
 
In the meantime, please discuss this with your Parish Council colleagues.  If you have strong 
views, contact your Member of Parliament (http://www.writetothem.com/).  Communities & 
Local Government has a feedback form (http://www.communities.gov.uk/corporate/contact) 
through which you can make representations.  Please copy monitoring.officer@scambs.gov.uk 
into any responses to help the Standards Committee develop a response which represents the 
views of all of South Cambridgeshire’s councils. 

 
In the meantime… 
The existing Code of Conduct remains in effect and likely will do so until 
late 2011, as it will take time to repeal and replace the various legislation 
supporting the Standards framework.  Please make sure you understand 
the Code, especially interests being declared – and minuted – correctly, 
and make sure you leave the room if your interests preclude your 
participation.  Failing to declare interests properly or to take appropriate 
action after declaring an interest has led to several Standards Hearings.  

From late next year onwards, the failure to declare interests could lead to a 
criminal record.  Please get in touch if you have questions: we’re happy to visit your meetings 
if you invite us. 

 
Personal and prejudicial interests reminder 
You have a personal interest in a matter: 
 when it relates to or is likely to affect any of the interests you have declared on your written 

registration of interests or  
 where the matter would affect the well-being or financial position of you, your family members, 

or any people or bodies with whom you have a close association (which could include friends 
and business colleagues) to a greater extent than other residents in your village. 

 
You can still participate in the business of a meeting after declaring the existence and nature of your 
personal interest.
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A personal interest becomes prejudicial if it: 
 affects your financial interests or is about a regulatory matter – that is, if it relates to 

planning, licensing or employment issues and 
 a member of the public, who knows the relevant facts, would reasonably think that your 

personal interest is so significant that it is likely to prejudice your judgement of the matter. 
 
Interests and the nature of the interest must be declared as soon as it becomes apparent during the 
meeting that you have an interest.  If you have declared a prejudicial interest and if members of the 
public are allowed to speak at the meeting, you may make representations, give evidence or answer 
questions about the matter, but you must leave the room immediately after you have finished 
speaking, or if the committee decides that you have finished, whichever is earlier.  If there is no right 
for the public to speak at the meeting, you must leave immediately after declaring your interest. 
 
Pre-determination and bias: these are not part of the Code of Conduct, but a matter of common law.  
Members should be aware of giving the impression that they had predetermined a matter, or 
appearing to be biased in favour of a particular outcome, before hearing representations from all 
sides, and should declare a conflict of interests relating to possible predetermination and not 
participate.  Members are not required by law to leave the room after such a declaration. 
 
Minuting interests: Please ensure that your declaration and the nature of your interest are recorded 
accurately in the minutes, as well as what actions you took in relation to that interest, such as leaving 
the meeting room for the duration of that item.  Although the Clerk writes them, minutes are the 
property of the Parish Council and the Parish Council ultimately has responsibility for ensuring that 
they are being done correctly. 

Not recommended: Planning application for new driveway at 1 High Street  
Councillor Bloggs declared an interest. The Parish Council recommended approval. 
Recommended: Planning application for new driveway at 1 High Street  
Councillor Bloggs declared a personal and prejudicial interest as the applicant was his 
daughter’s partner.  He withdrew from the meeting room and took no part in discussion of this 
item.  The Parish Council recommended approval.  Councillor Bloggs returned to the meeting 
at the conclusion of this item. 
 

If the Standards Committee received a complaint that Councillor Bloggs was trying to influence the 
outcome of this planning application and we had only the first minute as evidence, an investigation 
might follow just to establish what really happened.  If the same complaint were made and we had the 
second minute as evidence, the Standards Committee almost certainly would take no action.   

Not recommended: Grass cutting at The Close 
Councillor Bloggs declared an interest. Approved. 
Recommended: Grass cutting at The Close 
Councillor Bloggs declared a conflict of interests as a signatory of The Close Residents’ 
Association’s petition to the Parish Council to increase the frequency of grass cutting.  He took 
no part in discussion of this item.  Approved. 

 
Once again, if a complaint were received about Councillor Bloggs attempting to influence the Parish 
Council, with only a copy of the first minute as evidence, the Standards Committee would be unable 
to determine why he had declared an interest and what had happened at the meeting, and likely 
would refer the matter for investigation.  If the same complaint were accompanied with the second 
minute, the Standards Committee would know that not only did Councillor Bloggs not participate in the 
discussion, but also that it was not a Code of Conduct matter and the complaint would be dismissed. 
 
There’s always a lot of criticism about the time, stress and expense of investigations, particularly 
when all that’s necessary is to establish whether or not someone declared an interest and left the 
room, but without detailed minutes, how else can the Committee find out whether or not there is any 
merit to the complaint?  Investigations are expensive: correct minutes are free. 
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Parish Council Questionnaires 
Thank you again to all the Parish Councils who completed the questionnaire.  The Parish Liaison 
Working Group has analysed the responses and made some findings and recommendations: 
 Only one-third of Councils responded.  The Group speculated that this could be due to 

workloads, antipathy towards or disinterest in the Standards regime, or uncertainty about the 
Government’s plans for reform. 

 Training: responses indicated a low involvement in training by Chairs and, to a lesser extent, 
Clerks.  The Group saw these two people as key to the proper functioning of the authority, but 
also recognised that all Councillors should be encouraged to engage in appropriate training.  
There were indications that new parish councillors were displaying a greater willingness to 
engage in training than had previously been the case. 

 Training was provided through different agencies: those indicated in the returns were CPALC, 
SLCC, and SCDC, with additional routes to recognised qualifications for Clerks.  The Group’s 
recommended that SCDC takes a clear lead in Code of Conduct training, offered an annual 
basis at an early stage of the Parish Council year; however, due to the current uncertainty 
about what would happen with the local Standards framework, the Standards Committee has 
deferred a decision on progressing with formal training events until more information is 
available.  

 Standards Newsletter: the responses regarding this were generally positive and the Newsletter 
could perhaps be used as a vehicle to raise awareness of Code-related issues, including the 
use of case studies to form the basis of useful discussion at Parish Council meetings, e.g., 
“What would you do in this situation…?” 

 Visits:  the practice of Standards Committee members visiting Parish Councils was an 
effective way of awareness raising, and that this facility should continue to 
be offered.  Such a visit should not just be for observation, but to make a 
brief input on the Code, and address questions. 

 Other issues, particularly reviewing financial regulations, practice related to 
internal audit, and the desire for a general sharing of information: many of 
these fell outside the remit of the Standards Committee and the survey 
results have been passed to CPALC to help them prepare relevant training 
and guidance. 

 
Related to the responses you gave us about financial regulations…Communities and Local 
Government announced earlier this month that it will be bringing in new legislation dropping the 
requirement for all Parish Council payments to be signed by two members of the Council; however, 
Parish Councils will need clear financial regulations to ensure that payments are transparent, 
legitimate and not open to abuse.  NALC and the Society of Local Council Clerks will jointly be 
designing the series of checks and controls to be followed.  This legislation is expected to come into 
effect some time in 2011. 
 
Parish Council Member Election 
Don’t forget that the deadline for ballots is noon on Friday 22 October 2010.  We’ll announce the 
result that afternoon and the name of the successful candidate will be put before full Council on 25 
November 2010 for formal co-option. 
 
We’re here to help – if you need further information, please get 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 Team Leader, SCDC 
01954 713030 
holly.adams@scambs.gov.uk 

 


