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54/99 
MINUTES


The Minutes of the meeting held on 28th January, 1999, were signed as a correct record.

55/99 
DISTRICT AUDIT MANAGEMENT LETTER - COUNCIL TAX ARREARS 1997/1998

The Director of Resources recalled that Spelthorne had a good record on Council Tax collection compared to national collection rates for district councils throughout England. 

The collection rate dipped in 1997/98 due to the implementation of the new council tax computer system. However, although reduced compared to previous years it was still above the average for non metropolitan districts for the 1997/98 year. 

The Director outlined some of the teething problems experienced over the last year and explained that the overall functionality of the new system was far more extensive than the mainframe system, allowing greater efficiency.

Considerable progress had been made in improving the system and the software suppliers had compensated the Council in part by supplying a management information software package plus free consultancy and training.

The District Audit Management Letter stated that 'despite the increase in council tax arrears the level of arrears as a percentage of the net debit was relatively low when compared with other districts which reflected a good overall performance'. 


RESOLVED that this information be noted.

56/99 
DISTRICT AUDIT MANAGEMENT LETTER - PROPOSED ANTI FRAUD AND CORRUPTION STRATEGY

The Director of Resources reported that the District Auditor in his Management  Letter indicated that arrangements in Spelthorne were satisfactory but that a formal policy statement needed to be adopted . 

It was not clear when a legal requirement to adopt a code might come in to force but the Local Government Management Board had just published an updated whistleblowing code and urged authorities to adopt their own code. 

The Director submitted a draft strategy statement prepared with the intention of providing a clear statement of the Council's approach towards fraud and corruption. The strategy when approved would be issued to staff and Members and become one of the Council's corporate policy documents.

The strategy statement needed to be supplemented by a detailed whistleblowing policy for staff, to set out in detail how they could raise concerns.  This would not be confined to financial malpractice but cover health and safety and other such areas. A copy of the LGMB revised model code was submitted. This reflected the provisions of the Public Interest Disclosure Act 1998 which aimed to give staff who raised issues about illegality, health and safety and environmental damage in their work place protection from victimisation. 


RESOLVED TO RECOMMEND:-


(I)
that the Anti Fraud and Corruption Strategy attached as Appendix A to the Management Team Report be approved and recommended to the Council for adoption; and


(ii)
that a draft whistleblowing policy for Spelthorne broadly based on the new LGMB model be prepared for consideration by this Committee.

57/99 
DISTRICT AUDIT MANAGEMENT LETTER - PREPARATION FOR YEAR 2000

The Director of Resources reported that significant progress had been made to date in preparing for the Year 2000 in terms of the use of computers and equipment dependant upon embedded systems. Spelthorne was above average when compared with non-metropolitan district and county Authorities.  The one area where it was behind the national average was testing, although this was one of the matters in which all authorities had made least progress. 

The external auditors, who reported Spelthorne's progress to the Audit Commission at the end of 1998, were favourably impressed with the state of preparations, although feedback in terms of national comparisons were still awaited. 26 activities had been graded and out of a potential maximum of 78 points, Spelthorne achieved 65. 

The Director summarised the areas of work and progress including emergency planning and contingency planning, and indicated those which required further attention. He reminded the Committee that the Director of Community would be reporting on Emergency Planning at the next meeting.

RESOLVED that the action being taken to address the millennium date problem, be noted and endorsed and that a further report be made when the budgetary implications, particularly in respect of Council buildings other than Knowle Green, become clearer. 

58/99 
DISTRICT AUDIT MANAGEMENT LETTER - FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE OF THE DSOs

The Chief Executive reported that the District Auditor's Management Letter had commented that it was pleasing to note that all the DSOs made a surplus in 1997/98, but added that the margin for the Refuse Collection DSO was very small. The District Auditor also recommended that the Council should closely monitor the performance of all the DSOs to ensure that they remained viable.  

Nationally the Audit Commission had expressed concerns about the possibility of losses by DSOs that could fall on the Council Tax payer. Current CCT legislation only required DSOs to break-even, not to make profits or a 5% rate of return. 

Each DSO area at Spelthorne was expected to break even or make a profit for the financial year 1998/99.  The only area of concern was Refuse Collection although a small profit should be achieved.

RESOLVED that the report be noted and the current monitoring procedures be endorsed.

59/99 
STANDARDS IN PUBLIC LIFE - CODES OF CONDUCT

The Chief Executive reminded the Committee of its terms of reference which included ensuring the Council operated to the highest ethical standards. He recalled that Lord Nolan's Committee report on Standards in Public Life had made a number of specific recommendations including that all local authorities should adopt local codes of conduct for Members and Officers, based on nationally agreed models, and locally agreed written protocols setting out clearly the relationship between Members and Officers. 

The government had indicated that it would publish a draft bill on new political structures in the spring and this might well include detailed proposals for the new codes of conduct for Members and Officers. 

Two recommendations on similar issues were made in the Nolan report specifically in relation to planning. The first was that members of a planning committee should receive training in the planning system, either before serving on the committee or as soon as possible after their appointment.  The second was that planning committees should consider whether their procedures accorded with best practice and adapt them if necessary, setting them out in a code accessible to Councillors, staff and members of the public.

It was felt that a small group of members and officers could usefully work together to look at examples of planning codes and protocols from other authorities, to consider the possibilities for Spelthorne and develop suggestions for consideration by the Committee. In relation to a planning code it was felt the Chairman of the Planning Committee should be asked to participate. 

RESOLVED:-

(i)
that the Committee notes the position and its responsibilities to ensure high ethical standards;

(ii)
that further consideration of local Spelthorne codes of conduct for Members and Officers be deferred until after the Local Government Bill is published;

(iii)
that a Member/Officer Working Party comprising Councillors G.G. Blampied, J.L. May and G. Paterson-Borland, Mrs A.K. Davey and B.T. Harris be established to consider and report to this Committee on the adoption of a protocol for Spelthorne;

(iv)
that a Member/Officer Working Party comprising Councillors G.G. Blampied, E. O'Hara, J.H. Went, and G.S. Ceaser, Mrs A.K. Davey and M. Peters be established to consider and report to this Committee on the adoption of a Planning Code of Conduct; and

(v) 
that both Working Parties report to the April meeting of this Committee.

60/99
FUTURE TRAINING/EVENTS

The Chief Executive reminded Members of the seminar featuring Professor Gerry Stoker on 23rd February and advised of a seminar on best value to be held on 17th March and a meeting of the Council to review the new business system on 7th April.
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