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THE CONSTITUTION OF THE COMMITTEE IS AS FOLLOWS:

County Councillors: R. Stow (Independent Member)
R Williams-Flew
P. Easy
M. Gibson
I. Cameron (Community Committee Member)
Frances Taylor

Public Information

Access to paper copies of agendas and reports

A copy of this agenda and relevant reports can be made available to members of the public
attending a meeting by requesting a copy from Democratic Services on 01633 644219. Please
note that we must receive 24 hours notice prior to the meeting in order to provide you with a hard
copy of this agenda.

Watch this meeting online
This meeting can be viewed online either live or following the meeting by visiting
www.monmouthshire.gov.uk or by visiting our Youtube page by searching MonmouthshireCC.

Welsh Language

The Council welcomes contributions from members of the public through the medium of Welsh or
English. We respectfully ask that you provide us with adequate notice to accommodate your
needs.


http://www.monmouthshire.gov.uk/

Aims and Values of Monmouthshire County Council

Our purpose

Building Sustainable and Resilient Communities
Objectives we are working towards

Giving people the best possible start in life

A thriving and connected county

Maximise the Potential of the natural and built environment
Lifelong well-being

A future focused council

Our Values

Openness. We are open and honest. People have the chance to get involved in decisions that
affect them, tell us what matters and do things for themselves/their communities. If we cannot do
something to help, we’ll say so; if it will take a while to get the answer we’ll explain why; if we can’t
answer immediately we’ll try to connect you to the people who can help — building trust and
engagement is a key foundation.

Fairness. We provide fair chances, to help people and communities thrive. If something does not
seem fair, we will listen and help explain why. We will always try to treat everyone fairly and
consistently. We cannot always make everyone happy, but will commit to listening and explaining
why we did what we did.

Flexibility. We will continue to change and be flexible to enable delivery of the most effective and
efficient services. This means a genuine commitment to working with everyone to embrace new
ways of working.

Teamwork. We will work with you and our partners to support and inspire everyone to get involved
S0 we can achieve great things together. We don’t see ourselves as the ‘fixers’ or problem-solvers,
but we will make the best of the ideas, assets and resources available to make sure we do the
things that most positively impact our people and places.

Kindness: We will show kindness to all those we work with putting the importance of relationships
and the connections we have with one another at the heart of all interactions.
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MONMOUTHSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL

Minutes of the meeting of Standards Committee held
at County Hall, Rhadyr, Usk - Remote Attendance
on Monday, 21st March, 2022 at 10.00 am

PRESENT: R. Stow (Independent Member) (Chair)

R. Williams-Flew (Independent Member)

P. Easy (Independent Member)

M. Gibson (Independent Member)

I. Cameron (Community Committee Member)

OFFICERS IN ATTENDANCE:

Matt Phillips Chief Officer People and Governance and Monitoring
Officer

Joanne Chase Solicitor and Deputy Monitoring Officer

Ben Davies Solicitor and Deputy Monitoring Officer

Richard Williams Democratic Services Officer

APOLOGIES:

County Councillors: D. Evans and S. Woodhouse

1. Opening comments from the Chair

The Chair welcomed Marion Gibson to her first meeting as an Independent Member of
the Standards Committee and thanked the Committee members who participated in the
interview panel and the Deputy Monitoring Officers for managing the recruitment
process.

2. Declarations of Interest

None received.

3. Confirmation of Minutes

The minutes of the Standards Committee meeting dated 18" October 2021 were
approved as an accurate record.

4. Review of the ethical standards framework

We received a verbal update by the Chief Officer People and Governance and
Monitoring Officer regarding the review of the Ethical Standards Framework. In doing
so, the following points were noted:

e Feedback regarding the online Standards Conference held on 9" February 2022
was received.

e The Richard Penn report into the Ethical Standards Framework was the
predominant item discussed at the conference.
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MONMOUTHSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL

Minutes of the meeting of Standards Committee held
at County Hall, Rhadyr, Usk - Remote Attendance
on Monday, 21st March, 2022 at 10.00 am

e There was a focus on training in the Code of Conduct and it had been raised that
this had not been mandated as a piece of training, in particular for community
councils.

e The Penn report did not address the issue of mandating training with an outright
recommendation.

e The Penn report concluded that there is a good Ethical Standards Framework
with a recommendation that there should be a form of local resolution established
to facilitate prior to complaints being submitted to the Public Services
Ombudsman for Wales.

e The Standards Conference was well attended and supported. At the conclusion
of the conference there was a call to support the Penn Report with a caveat that
there would be a further request for standards committees to feedback their
views on the Penn Report.

e The Welsh Government representative had confirmed at the conference that
there would be no legislative changes before May 2022.

e It was noted at the conference by the Ombudsman that the proposals if
implemented would mean that conduct complaints would be dealt with in the
same way as services complaints. Concern was expressed that this would
reduce independence in standards regulation and was a step towards the system
being operated in England.

e Welsh Government had confirmed that Feedback from standards Committees
would be welcomed. The Chair had therefore drafted the one-page response to
be submitted to Welsh Government, as agreed at the October 2021 Standards
Committee meeting (attached to the agenda).

The Standards Committee supported the Chair's one-page response (outlined in the
agenda) which identifies three major issues to be submitted to Welsh Government as an
initial submission. A formal detailed response can also be submitted in due course in
which mandatory training can be further discussed for all community councillors as well
as enhanced training for community council chairs.

The initial submission will also be submitted to the Public Services Ombudsman Wales
(PSOW) with a request for data relating to the number of complaints received regarding
community council conduct.

5. Code of conduct training

We received a verbal update by the Chief Officer People and Governance and
Monitoring Officer regarding the Code of Conduct training undertaken during the Covid-
19 pandemic and details of induction training for councillors from May 2022. In doing so
the following points were noted:
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MONMOUTHSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL

Minutes of the meeting of Standards Committee held
at County Hall, Rhadyr, Usk - Remote Attendance
on Monday, 21st March, 2022 at 10.00 am

e Community Council training had been provided by the Monitoring Officer for

Goetre Fawr, Mathern and Shirenewton Communities Councils in January and
February 2021.

e By 6" April 2022 the list of nominations for the County and Community Council
elections will be known.

e The elections will be held on 5" May 2022.

e The initial welcome by the Chief Executive and the Strategic Leadership Team
will be held on 10" May 2022.

e On 12" May 2022 the Code of Conduct training will be delivered. This will be a
hybrid offer. However, it is anticipated that the majority of Members will be
attending County Hall, Usk, for the training. Standards Committee members will
also be invited to attend the Code of Conduct Training.

e In May / June 2022 induction training will be implemented.

e In autumn 2022 more in depth training will be provided.

e The Annual General Meeting of the County Council will be held on 17" May 2022
in which ceremonial duties will be undertaken. This meeting will then be
adjourned to the 19" May 2022 whereby the main duties of the Council will be

undertaken.

We noted the verbal update on the Code of Conduct training.

6. Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act 2021

We received a verbal update by the Chief Officer People and Governance and
Monitoring Officer regarding the Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act
2021. In particular, s62 (duties of political group leaders) and s63 (standards
committee annual report). In doing so the following points were noted:

e S62 and S63 will come into force on 51" May 2022,

e The first Standards Committee annual report to County Council will be
presented in May 2023.

e Group leaders have been requested to provide comment on the Act.

e The Monitoring Officer stated that he would give further consideration to
the consultation.

e Standards Committee has a further eight weeks to submit a response by
16t May 2022.
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Minutes of the meeting of Standards Committee held
at County Hall, Rhadyr, Usk - Remote Attendance
on Monday, 21st March, 2022 at 10.00 am

e Members of the Standards Committee could respond to the consultation
on an individual basis. However, the Committee would wait for the final
version before responding.

7. Discussion on the Planning code of practice / conduct

We received a verbal update by the Chief Officer People and Governance and
Monitoring Officer regarding the Planning Code of Practice / Conduct. In doing so the
following points were noted:

Paragraph 2.1, second bullet point should be removed in its entirety and the
paragraph below it.

The Monitoring officer will liaise with the Head of Planning regarding the same
wording which is also identified in paragraphs 3.3 and 3.4 with a view to deciding
whether this wording should be removed in these paragraphs.

Section 25 of the Localism Act 2011 — closed mind. It was noted that County
Councillors who sit on Monmouthshire County Council’s Planning Committee and
are also town or community councillors tend to withdraw from discussion on a
planning application at their town / community council meeting, though legally
they are not required to. This allows them to attend and take part in the debate
and voting at the County Council Planning Committee meeting without having
developed a closed mind on the application in question.

The issue of public perception will be further addressed via Members’ training,
going forward.

We noted the verbal update and the points raised.

8. Discussion on APW annual report 2020-21

We received a verbal update by the Chief Officer People and Governance and
Monitoring Officer regarding the Adjudication Panel for Wales (APW) annual report
2020-21.

We noted the verbal update.

In response to a question raised regarding complaints received, the following
information was noted:

167 complaints received for town / community councils in the year 2020/21.
135 complaints received for town / community councils in the year 2019/20.

138 complaints received for principal councils in the year 2020/21.
96 complaints received for principal councils in the year 2019/20.
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MONMOUTHSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL
Minutes of the meeting of Standards Committee held

at County Hall, Rhadyr, Usk - Remote Attendance
on Monday, 21st March, 2022 at 10.00 am

9. Next Meeting

Monday 10th October 2022 at 10.00am.

The Chair informed the Committee that Irene Cameron (Community Committee
Member) and County Councillor David Evans are not standing for re-election on 5" May
2022. This was therefore their last meeting as members of the Standards Committee.

On behalf of the Standards Committee, the Chair thanked both members for their
valuable contributions during their time on the Committee.

The meeting ended at 11.45 am.
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Independent Review of the Ethical
Standards Framework in Wales

Richard Penn
Independent Consultant

July 2021
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1.2

1.3

1.4

1.5

Executive summary

In March 2021 the then Minister for Housing and Local Government announced her
intention to commission an independent review of the ethical standards framework for
local government in Wales that was established by the Local Government Act 2000 and
which has remained largely unchanged to ensure that it remains fit for purpose, is open
and transparent, and that it commands the confidence of all involved with the framework.
| was commissioned to undertake this review with the aim to report to Welsh
Government Ministers by the end of June 2021. The intention is for any agreed changes
to be made ahead of the local government elections in May 2022.

The review was to include:

= an audit of the Codes of Conduct adopted by authorities;

= an analysis of the effectiveness of the framework in fostering high standards of
conduct in local government and public confidence in those arrangements;

= whether the framework is still fit for purpose;
= the role of Standards Committees;

= an analysis of the arrangements and protocols in place to support members and
staff;

= consideration of the current sanctions and whether they are still appropriate.

It was seen to be essential to ensure the local government family in Wales was fully
involved in the review and informed the outcome and met with many of those individuals
and representatives of organization most involved in delivering the ethical standards
framework in Wales, and this report, its findings and its recommendations are largely
based on the views and experience of those individuals and organisations.

The key question for all those | met with was - how can ethical standards in local
government in Wales be enhanced, and on a practical point how can the number of
complaints be reduced?

The overwhelming consensus is that the current framework is ‘fit for purpose’, works well
in practice and viewed by many as far superior to that currently used in English local
government. However, it is also clear that with some minor adjustments and
amendments to the current framework this could result in a lower number of low level
complaints made and the need for formal investigations being significantly reduced. The
outcome of this first phase of the review builds on the positive elements of the framework
while strengthening those areas where it is considered improvements could be made.
The already high ethical standards in Welsh local government would be further
enhanced as a result.
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1.6 My key findings and recommendations for change are detailed in Section 5 of this report
and are summarised below:

e An audit of the Codes of Conduct adopted by all the required authorities
against the Model Code to identify any local variances

With only one exception (a County Council) the Model Code of Conduct has been
adopted without significant variations or additions. However, over one half have
adopted a local resolution procedure or protocol supplementary to the Model
Code, and over one half also have a mandatory training requirement, again not as
part of the Code itself but supplementary to it. In the other authorities this is an
expectation rather than being mandatory.

e An analysis of the effectiveness of the framework in fostering high
standards of conduct in local government in Wales and public confidence in
those arrangements

The framework generally, and the requirements of the Code of Conduct in
particular, has been instrumental in fostering the high standards of conduct that
are evident in local government in Wales. However, there are concerns about the
continuing and recently increasing volume of complaints about the conduct of
members of Community Councils. Adjustments and amendments to the current
framework requiring mandatory training on the Code for all members and the
greater use of local resolution procedures should result in the number of the
mostly low level complaints that are made and the need for formal investigations
that are required into allegations that there has been a breach of the Code being
significantly reduced, and this would result in the already high ethical standards in
Welsh local government being further enhanced.

e Consideration of whether the framework is still fit for purpose, including
whether the ten principles of conduct are still relevant and whether the
Model Code of Conduct needs updating. This will include identification of
areas where improvements could/should be made to the current
arrangements

The consensus is that the current framework is fit for purpose and works well in
practice. The ten principles of conduct are seen as relevant and the Model Code
of Conduct is seen as generally appropriate and not in need of major revision.
However, | have proposed a number of amendments to the Code:

o The Code does not specify any threshold for declarations of any gift,

hospitality, material benefit or advantage. The threshold should be specified
in the Code to ensure consistency across Wales.
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o Members are required to include their home address in their Council’s
Register of Interests. There is agreement that the Code should not require
Councillors to disclose their home address and that the Code should be
amended appropriately.

o A ‘person’is not defined either in the 2000 Local Government Act or in the
Code. It is recommended that a clear definition of what is meant by a
‘person’ on the face of the legislation or in the Code would be beneficial.

o Paragraph 4a of the Code which requires that a member must:

‘carry out your duties and responsibilities with due regard to the principle
that there should be equality of opportunity for all people, regardless of
their gender, race, disability, sexual orientation, age or religion’

does not include all protected characteristics. The provision in the Code
should be extended to include all nine protected characteristics under the
Equality Act 2010.

o The potential for breaches of the Code as a result of the extensive and
increasing use of social media is a matter of concern. The helpful guidance
by the WLGA and the Public Services Ombudsman should be formalised by
appropriate amendments to the Code.

o 6(1)(b) of the Code of Conduct places the obligation on elected members to
report the criminal behaviour of others but not of themselves. The Code
should be appropriately amended to make this an obligation of the member
to themselves report on their own criminal conduct.

In addition to these proposed amendments to the Model Code of Conduct there are a
number of other recommendations in respect of the current ethical standards framework
in Wales:

e Mandatory training on the Code of Conduct for all members of principal
councils and community councils

The simplest way to achieve universal mandatory training would be to include a
commitment to undertake the necessary training in the Declaration of Acceptance
of Office that all elected members are required to sign under The Local Elections
(Declaration of Acceptance of Office) (Wales) Order 2004 before they can act as a
Councillor, in the same way that they are currently required to undertake to
observe the Code of Conduct adopted by their authority. It may require legislation
to amend the 2004 Order appropriately.
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e Increased use of local resolution of complaints

The Model Code of Conduct should be appropriately amended to require that any
complaint should be considered for local resolution before it can be referred
subsequently to the Public Services Ombudsman. The consensus is that
combined with mandatory training on the Code of Conduct for all Councillors this
would speed up the complaints process and ensure that the Ombudsman’s
resources are devoted to the investigation of serious complaints.

e Extended powers for the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales

Greater use of the Ombudsman’s discretion for referral would be welcomed by
Monitoring Officers and Chairs of Standards Committees. The extension of his
power to refer complaints back for local resolution would be a beneficial change
to the current framework.

e Changes to the powers and processes of the Adjudication Panel for Wales

o

Restricted reporting orders

The Panel cannot control the reporting by the press about any case. The
Panel President considers that the powers available to an Employment
Tribunal - to impose a Restricted Reporting Order either until the end of
proceedings or an extended Restricted Reporting Order - would be
appropriate for all Panel Tribunals, and could be introduced either through
legislation for all Welsh tribunals following the recent Law Commission
Report or specifically for the Adjudication Panel for Wales.

Anonymity of withesses

The President can issue guidance to ensure consistency and transparency,
but an express power to anonymise would be useful for both Case and
Appeal Tribunals to ensure that there is legal underpinning. It is in the
President's remit to add this power for Appeal Tribunals, but fresh
legislation would be required for Case Tribunals.

Disclosure

There is an issue about the disclosure of the unused material held by the
Public Services Ombudsman and Monitoring Officers. It has been agreed
to amend the Ombudsman’s own process in this regard, with Presidential
guidance/practice direction on both disclosure and the role of the
Monitoring Officer generally.

Appeal Tribunal procedure

The Panel President intends to ask for amendments to the Appeal Tribunal
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procedure. The current Regulations require the Standards Committee to
consider the Panel decision on the Appeal if it is different to the original
decision. This is unpopular with Standards Committees as they feel bound
by the Panel decision. The President is content with this as the Standards
Committee remains responsible and can reflect its response to the Panel
decision in the sanction it decides to impose.

o Case Tribunal procedure

The Panel President considers that the Regulations are outdated and has
proposed a number of amendments to make the Case Tribunal Procedure
more efficient and fairer to witnesses.

o Permission to appeal procedure

Permission to appeal has to be sought from the President of the Panel. The
President proposes minor amendments to make the process more
balanced and sensible.

o Sentencing powers

The powers available to the Panel are limited and the President would like
the ability to impose more varied sanctions as was the case with the former
Adjudication Panel for England.

o Interim Case Tribunals

The Public Services Ombudsman has the power to make interim referrals
to the Panel if it is in the public interest and where there is prima facie
evidence that the person has failed to comply with the Code of Conduct,
the nature of which is likely to lead to disqualification. The threshold for
meeting the legislative requirements for an interim referral is considered to
be too high, but any change to these powers would require primary
legislation by the Welsh Government. The proposal is that the whole
process should be simplified by applying a test similar to that used by the
Regulatory Tribunals such as the Medical Practitioners’ Tribunal. This
would be a relatively minor amendment to the current public interest test,
but would make the approach to be adopted and the definition of public
interest much clearer. It would require new legislation by the Welsh
Government.

e Consideration of the role of Standards Committees, including their role in
relation to Town and Community Councils and whether the establishment of
sub-committees has had any impact on the process of supporting
Community Councils and dealing with complaints.
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o There is a need for consistency of approach and for the remit of the
Standards Committee to be generally similar across Wales but that there is a
need for the local Standards Committee to reflect the specifics of the
situation for the principal council concerned. The Chair of the Standards
Committee should play a leadership role, along with the Chief Executive, the
Monitoring Officer and the Leaders of political groups in promoting high
standards of conduct across the Council.

o The Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act 2021 includes a number of
provisions that have implications for the work of Standards Committees
which will be expected to support the political leadership of the Council in
maintaining high standards of conduct by the members of their group and to
make an annual report to the authority on the discharge of its functions, its
assessment of standards of conduct within the authority and any
recommendations for improving standards.

o There is a need for training of members of Standards Committee, not only on
the Model Code of Conduct but also on how to hold Hearings to ensure
openness and fairness to the member complained of, to the complainant and
to any witnesses.

o There should be an all-Wales Forum for Independent Chairs of Standards
Committees and the re-establishment of the annual Conference for
Independent Chairs and Independent members of Standards Committees
that would encourage consistency of approach and the adoption of best
practice across Wales.

o The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales accepts the need for more
reference back to Standards Committees when he declines to investigate
complaints. Standards Committees would need to have additional powers to
require necessary training of members and the power to require a member
to make an apology to the complainant.

o There is serious concern about the extent of bullying, lack of respect or
otherwise generally disruptive behaviour by some members at meetings of
Town and Community Councils. This is an issue that may be mitigated by a
requirement for mandatory training of councillors and greater use of local
resolution procedures, and guidance prepared by One Voice Wales and the
Society of Local Council Clerks has been helpful in assisting Councils to
avoid or tackle such behaviour, but it continues to be a serious problem.

e An analysis of the arrangements and protocols in place within authorities to
support members and staff in preventing the need for issues to a) arise in
the first place and b) be escalated beyond local resolution. This will include
areas such as clear communication and signposting, training and
awareness and the approach to addressing concerns.
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The review has been very useful in indicating where there is the need for changes
to the current arrangements to support members and staff — principally Standards
Committees and Monitoring Officers — in preventing issues arising and needing
being dealt with more effectively in a timely way without the need for investigation
by the Public Services Ombudsman. The recommendations for changes to the
current ethical standards framework are intended to assist in achieving that
objective.

Consideration of the current sanctions and whether they are still
appropriate

There was no view expressed during my review that these sanctions available to a
Standards Committee are not proportionate or appropriate. However, there is
support for the Adjudication Panel for Wales having the ability to impose more
varied sanctions than is currently the case. The proposal is that the sanctions
should be similar to those available to the former Adjudication Panel for England.

Accessibility of the ethical standards framework

The ability of a member of the public to make a legitimate complaint about the
conduct of an elected member in their area is constrained by the lack of publicity
about the ethical standards framework and how the complaints procedure can be
utilised. There is very helpful information and advice on the websites of the Public
Services Ombudsman, the WLGA and One Voice Wales. However, a member of
the public would have great difficulty in finding helpful information if they wished to
complain, particularly if they do not have internet access, or have difficulty in
accessing information because of various disabilities, or because they belong to a
‘hard to reach group’, or because of language problems. If the ethical standards
framework is to be genuinely open, transparent and accessible to everyone, and if
the objective is that the framework should command the confidence of everyone
who may need to use it, then consideration needs to be given to how to ensure
equality of access for everyone.
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2.1

2.2

2.3

2.4

2.5

2.6

Background and methodology

At a meeting of the Partnership Council for Wales on 1 March 2021 the then Minister for
Housing and Local Government discussed a range of issues connected to the
implementation of the Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act 2021. One of the
issues discussed was her intention to commission an independent review of the ethical
standards framework. Council Leaders agreed this was timely in light of the changes to
the framework set out in the Act and the time which has elapsed since the framework
was first established.

The ethical standards framework in Wales was established by the Local Government Act
2000 and has remained largely unchanged, though there have been a number of small
modifications to improve the operation of the framework over the last twenty years. The
subordinate legislation underpinning the framework was last reviewed and amended in
2016. The Model Code of Conduct, first introduced in 2001, was significantly recast in
2008 and further amended in 2016.

The Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act 2021 which received Royal Assent on
20 January 2021 has, at its core, the principles of democracy, diversity, transparency
and accountability to the citizens of Wales. There are a number of provisions which are
fundamental to greater transparency and openness between local Councils and
communities, and the Act includes measures to combat bullying and harassment
amongst elected members and Council staff.

Since the framework was established the Welsh Government has continuously set out its
commitment to equality and diversity, including through the making of the Well-being of
Future Generations Act 2015. Most recently the Government has published the Gender
Equality Review and is currently consulting on its new Race Equality Action Plan.

It is with this new legislation and policies in mind that Welsh Government concluded that
the ethical standards framework needed to be reviewed to ensure that it remains fit for
purpose, is open and transparent, and that it commands the confidence of all involved
with the framework.

In taking this work forward it was seen to be essential to ensure that the local
government family in Wales is fully involved in the review and informs the outcome. This
should include, but not exclusively, local government members (Principal and
Community Councils), monitoring officers, standards committees, heads of democratic
services, the Welsh Local Government Association (WLGA), Lawyers in Local
Government, One Voice Wales, Society of Local Council Clerks, the Public Services
Ombudsman for Wales and citizens/representative organisations. This involvement
needed to be demonstrated as part of the outcome of this work.
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2.7  The following were the key components of delivery:

an audit of the Codes of Conduct adopted by all the required authorities against
the Model Code to identify any local variances.

an analysis of the effectiveness of the framework in fostering high standards of
conduct in local government in Wales and public confidence in those
arrangements.

consideration of whether the framework is still fit for purpose, including whether
the ten principles of conduct are still relevant and whether the Model Code of
Conduct needs updating. This will include identification of areas where
improvements could / should be made to the current arrangements.

consideration of the role of standards committees, including their role in relation to
Community Councils and whether the establishment of sub-committees has any
impact on the process of supporting Community Councils and dealing with
complaints.

an analysis of the arrangements and protocols in place within authorities to
support members and staff in preventing the need for issues to a) arise in the first
place and b) be escalated beyond local resolution. This will include areas such as
clear communication and signposting, training and awareness and authorities’
approach to addressing concerns.

consideration of the current sanctions and whether they are still appropriate.

2.8 The review will take place in two phases:

The first phase involved engagement with partners to establish views about the
process and operation of the framework including details of where the framework
works well and whether there are areas which could be improved. The outcome of
this first phase was to be a roadmap for building on the positive elements of the
framework while strengthening those areas where it is considered improvements
could be made. Options to bring the requirements of the Register of Interests
provisions in the Model Code of Conduct Order in line with the policy of the Act to
stop Councillors’ addresses being published will also be explored as part of this
work.

Phase two of the work will focus on working with partners and stakeholders to
deliver the necessary changes.

2.9 1 am aformer Chief Executive of two major local authorities in England, and amongst the
other posts that | have held since returning home to Wales | was the first NAW
Commissioner for Standards from 2000 to 2012.
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2.10

2.11

2.12

2.13

2.14

| welcomed the opportunity lead this review and to collect the widest possible evidence
about the strengths and weakness of the current ethical standards framework from those
involved in the operation of the framework, how it might be improved and how the
requirements of the recent legislation will be managed. The key question for all those |
met with was - how can ethical standards in local government in Wales be enhanced,
and on a practical point how can the number of complaints be reduced?

| was required to produce a report on the review with my findings, conclusions and any
relevant recommendations.

| was referred initially to a range of documents in the public domain and in the course of
my review | received a large number of other relevant documents, most of which are in
the public domain but a number of which were submissions by individual consultees.

My investigation has included a review of all of these documents together with interviews
with a wide range of stakeholders involved in the operation of the ethical standards
framework in Wales.

| met with:
Welsh Government officials
Deputy Director, Local Government Democracy Division
Head of Democracy, Diversity and Remuneration Branch
Former Head of the Ethics and Regulations Team
Policy lead, Ethical Standards Framework
Head of Local Government Partnerships Policy
Local Government Partnerships Policy - Community Councils & Regulation
Head of Fire & Rescue Services Branch, Community Safety Division

Head of Landscape & Outdoor Recreation, Economy, Skills and Natural
Resources

Head of Welsh Tribunals Unit

Welsh Local Government Association

Head of Policy (Improvement and Governance)
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Policy and Improvement Officer (Democratic Services)
One Voice Wales
Chief Executive

Deputy Chief Executive and Resources Manager

Society of Local Councils Clerks

Wales Policy Liaison Officer

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales
Ombudsman

Director of Policy, Legal and Governance

Adjudication Panel for Wales

APW President

Monitoring Officers

Monitoring Officer of Caerphilly County Borough Council
Monitoring Officer of Cardiff Council

Monitoring Officer of Ceredigion County Council
Monitoring Officer of Conwy County Borough Council
Monitoring Officer of Denbighshire County Council
Monitoring Officer of Flintshire County Council
Monitoring Officer of Gwynedd Council

Monitoring Officer of Monmouthshire County Council

Monitoring Officer of Powys County Council
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Monitoring Officer of Rhondda Cynon Taf County Borough Council (written
submission)

Monitoring Officer of Vale of Glamorgan Council

Monitoring Officer of Wrexham County Borough Council
Meeting of Monitoring Officers Group

Fire and Rescue Authorities

Monitoring Officer of South Wales Fire and Rescue Authority
National Park Authorities

Monitoring Officer of Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Authority

Chairs of Standards Committees

Mid and North Wales Forum for Chairs of Standards Committees

Chair of Cardiff Standards Committee

Chair of Rhondda Cynon Taff Standards Committee

Chair of Vale of Glamorgan Standards Committee

Chair of Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Authority Standards Committee
2.15 | thank all those that | interviewed as part of this review for their willingness to share with

me openly and comprehensively their experience and their professional observations,

opinions and conclusions about the operation of the ethical standards framework in
Wales, and what needs to change to ensure that the framework is fit for purpose.
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3.1

3.2

3.21

3.2.2

3.2.3

The current ethical standards framework for local government in Wales

Part Il of the Local Government Act 2000 (the 2000 Act) sets out an ethical standards
framework for local government in Wales. It created a power for the National Assembly
for Wales to issue a Model Code of Conduct to apply to members and co-opted members
of all relevant authorities in Wales (a county/county borough council; community council,
fire and rescue authority; and a national park authority). This power was transferred to
Welsh Ministers by the Government of Wales Act 2006. In 2008 (as amended on 1 April
2016), Welsh Ministers issued the current Model Code of Conduct which all relevant
authorities are required to adopt.

The Model Code of Conduct sets out what is required of all elected members in respect
of appropriate standards of conduct in public office. For example, the Code requires
members to show respect and consideration for others and not to use bullying behaviour
or to harass any person. Councillors must act objectively and in the public interest,
having regard to the advice of officers, and they must not disclose confidential
information or information which should reasonably be regarded as being of a
confidential nature, without express consent or unless required by law to do so.

The Local Government Act 2000 empowered the National Assembly to issue principles
which those elected to relevant authorities must have regard to when undertaking their
role. The Code of Conduct is based on these principles which are designed to promote
the highest possible standards of conduct. These principles draw on the 7 Principles of
Public Life which were set out in the Nolan Report ‘Standards of Conduct in Local
Government in England, Scotland and Wales’. Three more principles were added to
these: ‘a duty to uphold the law’, ‘proper stewardship of the Council’s resources’ and
‘equality and respect for others’. The current principles were set out in a statutory
instrument (1. The Conduct of Members (Principles) (Wales) Order 2001 SI 2001
N0.2276 (W.166))

Members elected to relevant authorities give generously of their time and commitment for
the benefit of their communities. The 10 principles provide a framework for channelling
that commitment in a way which will reflect well on the Councillor and their authority, and
give the local community confidence in the way that the authority is governed.

The individual sections of the Code of Conduct are designed to support the
implementation of the 10 Principles of Public Life as detailed below.

1. Selflessness

Members must act solely in the public interest. They must never use their position
as members to improperly confer an advantage on, or to avoid a disadvantage for,
themselves or to improperly confer an advantage or disadvantage on others.

2. Honesty

Members must declare any private interests relevant to their public duties and take
steps to resolve any conflict in a way that protects the public interest.
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3. Integrity and propriety

Members must not put themselves in a position where their integrity is called into
guestion by any financial or other obligation to individuals or organisations that
might seek to influence them in the performance of their duties. Members must on
all occasions avoid the appearance of such behaviour.

4. Duty to uphold the law

Members must act to uphold the law and act on all occasions in accordance with
the trust that the public has placed in them.

5. Stewardship

In discharging their duties and responsibilities members must ensure that their
authority’s resources are used both lawfully and prudently.

6. Objectivity in decision-making

In carrying out their responsibilities including making appointments, awarding
contracts, or recommending individuals for rewards and benefits, members must
make decisions on merit. Whilst members must have regard to the professional
advice of officers and may properly take account of the views of others, including
their political groups, it is their responsibility to decide what view to take and, if
appropriate, how to vote on any issue.

7. Equality and respect

Members must carry out their duties and responsibilities with due regard to the
need to promote equality of opportunity for all people, regardless of their gender,
race, disability, sexual orientation, age or religion, and show respect and
consideration for others.

8. Openness

Members must be as open as possible about all their actions and those of their
authority. They must seek to ensure that disclosure of information is restricted only
in accordance with the law.

9. Accountability

Members are accountable to the electorate and the public generally for their
actions and for the way they carry out their responsibilities as a member. They
must be prepared to submit themselves to such scrutiny as is appropriate to their
responsibilities.

10. Leadership

Members must promote and support these principles by leadership and example
S0 as to promote public confidence in their role and in the authority. They must
respect the impartiality and integrity of the authority’s statutory officers and its
other employees.
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3.24

3.2.5

3.2.6

3.2.7

The Principles are not part of the Model Code of Conduct and failure to comply with the
Principles is not of itself indicative of a breach of the Code. However, it is likely that, for
example, a failure to adhere to the Principle concerning ‘equality and respect’ would
constitute a breach of the requirements of paragraphs 4(a) and 4(b) of the Code in
respect of equality of opportunity and respect.

All relevant authorities in Wales were required to adopt the Code in its Model form in its
entirety, but could make additions to the Code provided these were consistent with the
Model Code. This was intended to give certainty both to elected members and to the
public as to what standards are expected. It helps to ensure consistency throughout
relevant authorities, avoiding confusion for those elected members who serve on more
than one authority and for the general public.

All elected members, when they sign the Declaration of Acceptance of Office, confirm
that they will comply with their Council’s Code of Conduct. It is the member’s personal
responsibility to ensure that they understand their obligations under the Code and act in
a way which shows that they are committed to meeting the high standards of conduct
that are expected of them as a member. Ultimately, as a member, they are responsible
for the decisions they take and can be held to account for them. However, this does not
imply that they can take decisions which breach the Code or which are contrary to advice
simply because the decision is theirs to take.

The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales has issued very helpful guidance to assist
Councillors in deciding when the Code of Conduct applies to them:

e Conduct in public and private life

Members are entitled to privacy in their personal lives, and many of the provisions
of the Code only apply when he or she is acting as an elected member or acting
as a representative of the Council. However, as there may be circumstances in
which a member’s behaviour in private life can impact on the reputation and
integrity of the Council, some of the provisions of the Code apply at all times.
When reaching a decision as to whether the Code applies at a particular time the
Ombudsman has regard to the particular circumstances and the nature of the
conduct at that time.

¢ When does the Code apply?

o whenever a member acts in an official capacity, including whenever they
are conducting the business of heir authority or acting, claiming to act, or
give the impression that they are acting, in their official capacity as a
member or as a representative of their authority.

o at any time, if the member conducts themself in a manner which could
reasonably be regarded as bringing their office or their authority into
disrepute or if they use or attempt to use their position to gain an advantage
or avoid a disadvantage for themself or any other person or if they misuse
their authority’s resources.
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o where a member acts as a representative of their Council on another

relevant authority, or any other body, they must, when acting for that other
authority, comply with their Council’s Code of Conduct. When nominated by
their Council as a trustee of a charity they are obliged when acting as such
to do so in the best interests of that charity, in accordance with charity law
and with the guidance which has been produced by the Charity
Commission.

if a member is acting as a representative of his or her Council on another
body, for example on an event committee, which does not have a Code of
Conduct relating to its members, the member must comply with their
Council’'s own Code unless it conflicts with any legal requirements that the
other body has to comply with.

if a member refers to them self as Councillor, the Code will apply. This
applies in conversation, in writing, or in the use of electronic media. There
has been a significant rise in complaints to the Ombudsman concerning the
use of Facebook, blogs and Twitter. If the member refers to their role as a
Councillor in any way or comments that they make are clearly related to
that role then the Code will apply to any comments that are made there.
Even if the member does not refer to their role as a Councillor, the
comments may have the effect of bringing their office or authority into
disrepute and could therefore breach paragraph 6(1)(a) of the Code. The
Welsh Local Government Association has produced useful guidance on
social media entitled ‘Social Media: A Guide for Councillors’. The guidance
aims to provide members with a clearer idea about how they can use social
media, the possible pitfalls and how to avoid them.

if a member is suspended from office for any reason, they must still observe
those elements of the Code which apply, particularly as set out in
paragraph 2(1)(d), while they are suspended.

3.3 The ethical standards framework in Wales is intended to promote high standards of
conduct by Councillors. The Standards Committees of principal councils established
under section 53 of the 2000 Act have a key role in this regard. They are made up of
independent lay members together with elected members of the authority with an
independent member as Chair.

3.3.1 The ‘general functions’ of a Standards Committee are:

and

promoting and maintaining high standards of conduct by members of the
authority;

assisting members to observe the Code of Conduct adopted by the Council

3.3.2 A Standards Committee also has the following ‘specific functions’:

advising the authority on the adoption or revision of a Code of Conduct;
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3.3.3

3.34

3.3.5

e monitoring the operation of the Code of Conduct;
and

e advising, training or arranging training for members on matters relating to the
Code of conduct.

Under other provisions of the 2000 Act, Standards Committees also consider
applications by members for dispensation to participate in business for which they have a
prejudicial interest. They consider and adjudicate on alleged breaches of the Code of
Conduct following investigation by the Public Services Ombudsman or, less often, the
relevant Monitoring Officer. Although there has been a tendency for some Committees
to see the latter as their key role, their primary focus should be on proactive measures to
support members of their Council to maintain appropriate standards of conduct and
thereby avoid breaches of the Code. Standards Committees do this through a variety of
means, such as working with political group leaders, attending and monitoring Council
meetings and reporting annually to Councils on their activities and the standards of
conduct within the authority.

The Standards Committee of a principal Council also exercises the above functions in
respect of members of Town and Community Councils in its area. However, subject to
consultation with those Councils in its area, a sub-committee may be established to
undertake all the functions of a Standards Committee in relation to Community Councils.
Standards Committees of principal Councils are required to assist members and co-
opted members of Community Councils in their area to observe the Code of Conduct,
and to arrange for advice and training to be provided. Whilst Community Councillors do
not act on decision-making bodies such as Planning Committees they are called upon to
take decisions on the allocation of funding from the Council’s precept and to offer
guidance, drawing on valuable local knowledge, to the County Council about the impact
of planning applications. It is imperative that Community Council members are fully
aware of the Code of Conduct and its implications for their decision-making and whether
they should be involved in making a decision.

When a case is referred to a Standards Committee its role is to decide whether a
member has breached the Code and whether a sanction should be imposed. Hearings
are normally conducted in public unless there are valid reasons for not doing so to
promote public confidence in standards in public life. Where a Standards Committee
concludes that a member or co-opted member has failed to comply with the relevant
Council’'s Code of Conduct, it may determine that:

e NoO action needs to be taken in respect of that failure

o the member or co-opted member should be censured which takes the form of a
public rebuke,

or

» the member or co-opted member should be suspended or partially suspended from
being a member of that authority for a period not exceeding six months or if
shorter, the remainder of the member’s term of office.
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3.3.6

3.4

3.4.1

3.4.2

A member subject to a sanction may seek the permission of the President of the
Adjudication Panel for Wales to appeal against the determination of a Standards
Committee

The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales has powers to investigate allegations that
individual Councillors in Wales have failed to comply with their Council’s Member Code
of Conduct. A complaint about a failure to comply with the Code of Conduct must be
made direct to the Ombudsman, who will decide whether it is appropriate to investigate
the matter.

Where the Ombudsman considers a complaint warrants investigation, the investigation
will usually be undertaken by the Ombudsman. However, the Ombudsman has powers
to refer complaints to the appropriate local authority Monitoring Officer for investigation
and determination by the local Standards Committee. The Ombudsman may refer a
report on the outcome of an investigation by his office to the relevant Standards
Committee or, generally in more serious cases, the Adjudication Panel for Wales.

The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales investigates complaints that members of
relevant authorities in Wales have breached the Code. In determining whether to
investigate a complaint or whether to continue an investigation of a breach of the Code
the Ombudsman uses a two-stage test:

e the first stage is to establish whether there is direct evidence that a breach of
the Code actually took place. The level of proof that is required is ‘on the
balance of probabilities’

e if that first evidential stage is met, at the second stage the Ombudsman
considers whether an investigation or a referral to a Standards Committees
or the Adjudication Panel for Wales is required ‘in the public interest’. Public
interest factors include:

o the seriousness of the breach

o whether the member deliberately sought personal gain for themselves
or another person at the public expense

o whether the circumstances of the breach are such that a member has
misused a position of trust or authority and caused harm to a person

o whether the breach was motivated by any form of discrimination
against the victim’s ethnic or national origin, gender, disability, age,
religion or belief, sexual orientation or gender identity

o whether there is evidence of previous similar behaviour on the part of
the member
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3.4.3

3.4.4

3.5

o Wwhether the investigation or referral to a Standards Committee or the
Adjudication Panel for Wales is required to maintain public confidence
in elected members in Wales

o Wwhether investigation or referral to a Standards Committee or the
Adjudication Panel of Wales is a proportionate response, namely,
whether it is likely that the breach would lead to a sanction being
applied to the member (the Ombudsman takes account of the outcomes
of previous cases considered by Standards Committees across Wales
and the Adjudication Panel for Wales), and whether the use of
resources in carrying out an investigation or hearing by a Standards
Committee or the Adjudication Panel for Wales would be regarded as
excessive when weighed against any likely sanction.

These factors are not exhaustive and the weight to be attached to each will vary
according to the facts and merits of each case. The Ombudsman has a wide discretion
as to whether to begin or continue an investigation. He has revised the two-stage test
adopted by his predecessor in order to provide greater clarity on how he will usually
exercise his discretion and to secure a degree of consistency and certainty in the
decisions that he reaches.

When the Ombudsman has investigated a complaint he may refer the matter to a
relevant Standards Committee or to the Adjudication Panel for Wales for determination.
This will depend on the nature of and individual circumstances of the alleged breach.
When issuing his report the Ombudsman reflects on and analyses the evidence gathered
and draws his conclusions as to whether it is likely that a breach of the Code has
occurred. However, the authority and responsibility to make a determination of breach
rests solely with a Standards Committee or the Adjudication Panel for Wales.

Local Resolution Process

Most principal councils in Wales have adopted local resolution procedures to deal with
low level complaints which are made by a member against a fellow member. These
arrangements are proving to be effective at resolving many of these kinds of complaints,
and there are a number of Community Councils that have adopted a similar procedure
using the Model Local Resolution procedure developed for their use by One Voice
Wales. Typically these complaints will be about alleged failures to show respect and
consideration for others as required by paragraph 4(b) of the Code of Conduct or the
duty not to make vexatious, malicious or frivolous complaints against other members
under paragraph 6(1)(d) of the Code. Whilst a member may still complain directly to the
Ombudsman about a fellow member if the matter being complained about concerns
paragraphs 4(b) and 6(1)(d), he is likely to refer the matter back to the principal council’s
Monitoring Officer for consideration under this process. It is generally accepted that such
complaints are more appropriately resolved informally and locally in order to speed up
the complaints process and to ensure that the Ombudsman’s resources are devoted to
the investigation of serious complaints.
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3.5.1

3.6

3.6.1

The aim of local resolution is to resolve matters at an early stage so as to avoid the
unnecessary escalation of the situation which may damage personal relationships within
the authority and the authority’s reputation. The process may result in an apology being
made by the member concerned. However, where a member has repeatedly breached
their authority’s local protocol then the Ombudsman expects the Monitoring Officer to
refer the matter back to him, and if he sees a pattern of similar complaints being made by
the same members he considers this to be a serious matter and decide whether the
persistent reporting of such complaints is conduct which in itself should be investigated
as a potential breach of the Code.

The Adjudication Panel for Wales

The Adjudication Panel for Wales is an independent tribunal established under Part Ill of
the Local Government Act 2000 that has been set up to determine alleged breaches
against an authority’s statutory Code of Conduct by elected and co-opted members of
Welsh county, county borough and community councils, fire and national park authorities.

The Adjudication Panel for Wales has two statutory functions in relation to breaches of
the Code of Conduct:

* to form Case or Interim Case Tribunals to consider references from the Public
Service Ombudsman for Wales following his investigation of allegations that a
member has failed to comply with their authority’s Code of Conduct;

and
* to consider appeals from members against the decisions of local authority

standards committees that they have breached the Code of Conduct in Appeal
Tribunals.
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3.6.2 The Adjudication Panel for Wales’ procedures are governed by the following legislation:

3.6.3

3.6.4

3.6.5

» The Local Government Act 2000 (as amended);

« The Adjudications by Case Tribunals and Interim Case Tribunals (Wales)
Regulations 2001 (as amended);

and

« The Local Government Investigations (Functions of Monitoring Officers and
Standards Committees (Wales) Regulations 2001 (as amended)).

The Adjudication Panel for Wales operates in accordance with its procedural regulations
and other associated legislation. The regulations ensure that all cases heard by the
Panel are treated fairly, consistently, promptly and justly. They ensure that everyone who
comes before the Adjudication Panel for Wales clearly understands the steps they must
take so that the facts of the dispute and the relevant arguments can be presented
effectively to the Panel. They also ensure that every party to a case understands the
arguments of the other party and can respond to them.

Anyone wishing to respond to a reference from the Public Services Ombudsman for
Wales or to make an application for permission to appeal to the Adjudication Panel for
Wales must complete and send the relevant form to the Panel. At an Adjudication Panel
for Wales Hearing the Panel is composed of a legally qualified chairperson and two lay
members. Legally qualified members can also sit as a lay member. Panel Hearings are
normally held in public and take place close to the authority area. The Adjudication Panel
for Wales publishes its decisions on its website. Decisions of Case Tribunals can be
appealed on limited grounds to the High Court, and permission to appeal to the High
Court must first be sought from the High Court.

When the Public Services Ombudsman refers a case to the Adjudication Panel for Wales
its role is to determine whether a member has breached the Code and whether a
sanction should be imposed. The powers available to the Panel when it determines that a
member or co-opted member has failed to comply with the Code are:

» to disqualify the respondent from being, or becoming, a member of the relevant
authority concerned or any other relevant authority for a period of up to five years

 to suspend or partially suspend the respondent from being a member or co-opted
member of the relevant authority concerned for up to 12 months, or

+ to take no action in respect of the breach. In such cases the Panel may deem it
appropriate to warn the member as to their future conduct. Where such a warning
has been recorded it is likely to be taken into account during any future hearing
where the member is found again to have failed to follow the provisions of the
Code.
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3.6.6 Where either a Standards Committee or the Panel suspends or partly suspends a
member or co-opted member that member is still subject to the Code of Conduct, in
particular the provisions set out in paragraphs 6(1)(a) (‘bringing the office of member or
authority into disrepute’) and paragraph 7 (‘improperly using the position of member’).

3.7  The role of the Monitoring Officer of a principal council

The Monitoring Officer is an officer employed by the County or County Borough Council.
Among many other things they advise and assist County Councillors. Monitoring Officers
may offer some training and advice to Community Councils in their area. The Monitoring
Officer has a significant role in the local resolution process outlined earlier and they will
also work closely in advising the Council’s Standards Committee.

3.8 The role of the Clerk of a Community Council

The Clerk has a complex role and advises Community Councillors on relevant legislation,
including matters relating to the Code of Conduct and on the Council’s Standing Orders.
The Clerk will work closely with the Chair to ensure that appropriate procedures are
followed at meetings and that all necessary information is available to Councillors so that
they may make informed decisions. Clerks may approach their relevant County or
County Borough Council’s Monitoring Officer for advice and support.

3.8.1 The Clerk is an employee of the Council and is not required to abide by the Code of
Conduct. Any issues regarding the performance of the Clerk are personnel matters and
should be addressed using appropriate employment procedures. The Public Services
Ombudsman for Wales cannot consider complaints regarding the performance of the
Clerk as this is a matter for the Council as the Clerk’s employer.

3.9 Complaints to the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales

3.9.1 In 2019/20 the Public Services Ombudsman received 231 new Code of Conduct
complaints - a decrease of 18% compared to 2018/19:

2019/20 2018/19
Town and Community Councils 135 190
County and County Borough Councils 96 91
National Parks 0 1
Total 231 282

3.9.2 This decrease in 2019/20 related almost wholly to the reduction in complaints made by or
against members of Community Councils. The Ombudsman found this encouraging and
suggested in his Annual Report for 2019/20 that standards of conduct of members of
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3.9.3

3.94

3.9.5

3.9.6

these bodies may be improving and/or that the local resolution of issues may be taking
place with good effect. Nevertheless, he is still receiving complaints in respect of a small
number of Community Councils which appear to border on frivolity or are motivated by
political rivalry or clashes of personalities, rather than being true Code of Conduct issues.
When | spoke with him he exemplified this by referring to one complaint he had received
that one member of a Community Council had been clicking his biro aggressively at
another member. 18% of the Community Council complaints received related to
members of just one body and were, in effect, ‘tit for tat’” complaints. The Ombudsman
has, where appropriate, advised members that making frivolous and/or vexatious
complaints is a breach of the Code of Conduct in itself.

In 2019/20 135 of the 231 complaints considered by the Public Services Ombudsman for
Wales concerned Community Councillors, a welcome 18% reduction from the 190
complaints about Community Councilors considered by the Ombudsman in 2018/19.
However, whilst the Ombudsman hoped that this was a sign that standards of conduct in
Community Councils in particular was improving, and although the Ombudsman’s Annual
Report for 2020/21 is not yet published, when | spoke with him he gave me advance
notice of a 47% rise in the number of complaints he received in 2020/21. He also told me
that the early indications are that there will be a further significant increase in the current
year (2021/22). He expressed concern that too much of his organisation’s time is spent
filtering complaints — over 400 in 2020/21 — the vast majority of which do not warrant
investigation. In the Ombudsman’s view mandatory training of all Councillors combined
with increased local resolution of many of these low-level complaints is the key to making
his work more focused and efficient, and the extension of his power to refer complaints
back for local resolution would be a beneficial change to the current framework.

As in previous years, the majority of the Code of Conduct complaints received during
2019/20 related to matters of ‘promotion of equality and respect’ (49%) and ‘disclosure
and registration of interests’ (17%). The Ombudsman expressed concern that these
themes continue to dominate and that there has been a year on year increase in the
number of complaints where bullying behaviour is being alleged, particularly from Clerks
or employees/contractors of principal councils/County and County Borough Councils or
Community Councils. He considers that members could benefit from training or refresher
training on these subjects although his impression from investigations is that many
members of Community Councils often do not take up opportunities offered to them to
receive training on the Code of Conduct.

The Ombudsman’s view, endorsed by all of those | met with during my review, is that
Code of Conduct training is essential to becoming a ‘good Councillor’, and that members
should undertake this training as soon as they become elected/co-opted and that there
should be regular refreshment on the provisions and requirements of the Code of
Conduct. There is currently no statutory obligation for members of Community Councils
to complete such training although they are required to comply with the Code.

In 2019/20, 202 or approximately 86% of all Code of Conduct complaints were closed
after assessment against the Public Services Ombudsman’s two-stage test or after a
complaint was withdrawn at the assessment stage. This proportion is only marginally
higher compared to the previous year (83%). The remaining complaints taken forward to
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3.9.7

3.9.8

3.9.9

investigation represented the most serious of the complaints received.

During the Ombudsman’s investigation, evidence gathered is reviewed to assess
whether it remains in the public interest to continue the investigation. Where it appears
that investigating a matter is no longer in the public interest, the decision is made by the
Ombudsman to discontinue that investigation. Sometimes the investigation finds no
evidence of a breach. Finally, when an investigation is concluded, the Ombudsman can
determine that ‘no action needs to be taken’ in respect of the matters investigated. This
will often be the case if the member has acknowledged the behaviour may be suggestive
of a breach of the Code and has expressed remorse or taken corrective or reparatory
action to minimise the impact of it on the individual, the public or the authority concerned.
The Ombudsman made one or the other of these above determinations in 85% of the
Code of Conduct investigations in 2019/20.

In cases which cannot be concluded in this manner or which point to serious breaches of
the Code, it is necessary for the Ombudsman to refer the case to a relevant local
Standards Committee or to the Adjudication Panel for Wales for consideration. In
2019/20 5 referrals were made, 2% of all the Code of Conduct complaints that were
closed, compared to 8 or 3% in 2018/19. In 2019/20 these referrals were:

o 4 referrals to Standards Committees
o 1 referral to the Adjudication Panel for Wales

The Adjudication Panel for Wales or the relevant local Standards Committee considers
the evidence, together with any defence put forward by the member concerned. It then
determines whether a breach of the Code has occurred and if so, what penalty, if any,
should be imposed.

3.9.10The 4 referrals to Standards Committees in 2019/20 concerned behaviour which was

considered to be disrespectful, capable of being perceived as bullying and/or
disreputable behaviour. One of the cases referred involved conduct indicating bullying
behaviour towards an employee of a contractor of the authority. When the 2019/20
Annual Report was published, the Adjudication Panel for Wales was considering an
appeal on the issue of sanction only in that case. Two of the referrals featured behaviour
which suggested that the members had used their positions improperly to create an
advantage or disadvantage for themselves or others. When the 2019/20 Annual Report
was published, these two referrals were awaiting determination.

3.9.11 The referral to the Adjudication Panel for Wales concerned the conduct and behaviour of

a member in their private life and considered whether the behaviour complained about
was capable of impacting on and bringing their authority into disrepute. It also concerned
whether that member had used their position improperly for the advantage of another. In
the case of this referral, the Panel determined there were serious breaches of the Code.
As a result, the member was suspended from holding office for 3 months.
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3.9.12Between 2016/17 and 2018/19, the Adjudication Panel for Wales and Standards
Committees upheld and found breaches in 88% of referrals by the Ombudsman. In
2019/20 Standards Committees and the Adjudication Panel for Wales also determined 5
cases referred by the Ombudsman. In all these cases, the Standards Committees and
the Panel found serious breaches of the Code. Some of the breaches found included
serious examples of disrespectful, disreputable and improper behaviour on the part of
members towards other members and members of the public. In one case, the member
was found to have been in breach of the Code for attempting to interfere with and
prejudice the Ombudsman’s investigation of a complaint made about them. In all cases,
the members, or former member, concerned were suspended for a period of 4 months.

3.9.13As is clear from these statistics above, the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales
makes referrals to a Standards Committee or the Adjudication Panel for Wales only in a
very small number of cases, and he does not believe that the case referrals are indicative
of a wider decline in member conduct in Welsh local government. Nevertheless, the
outcomes of these referrals demonstrate the importance of standards of conduct in public
life and provide a helpful indication to members of all authorities as to the behaviours
expected of them. Even when the Ombudsman does not refer a case, the investigation is
used as an opportunity to promote good practice, and the members investigated are
reminded of their obligations under the Code and, where relevant, further training or
engagement with the authority to prevent further possible breaches is proposed.
Members are also sometimes made aware that the matter could be taken into
consideration in the event of any future complaints of a similar nature. The Ombudsman
is clear in his report that it is important that innovative and pragmatic ways to resolve
matters to ensure a timelier outcome for all concerned should be deployed.

P2671ge 33



4.1

My findings

In the course of my review | have met with most of those individuals and organisations
that are involved in the operation of the ethical standards framework in Wales. The
overwhelming consensus is that the current framework is ‘fit for purpose’, works well in
practice and a large number of those that | consulted proposed that ‘if it ain’t broke don't
fix it’. Many respondents commented that the ethical standards framework that applies in
Wales is far superior to that currently used in English local government partly because,
unlike in England, the Code of Conduct applies both when a Councillor is acting in their
official capacity and when a Councillor behaves in a way that could be regarded as
bringing their office or their authority into disrepute, and partly because the separation of
roles and responsibilities as described earlier in the Welsh framework provides a degree
of genuine independence in the way that complaints are assessed and investigated.
However, it is also clear that with some minor adjustments and amendments to the
current framework this could result in a lower number of low level complaints made and
the need for formal investigations that are required into allegations that there has been a
breach of the Code of Conduct being significantly reduced, and that the already high
ethical standards in Welsh local government could be further enhanced.

4.2 The Model Code of Conduct

42.1

4.2.2

4.2.3

Clear, relevant, and proportionate Codes of Conduct are central to maintaining ethical
standards in public life. Codes of Conduct were identified by the Committee on
Standards in Public Life in its first report in 1995 as one of the essential ‘strands’ in
promoting and maintaining ethical standards in public life, at a time when many public
sector organisations did not have them. Codes of Conduct play an important role in
maintaining ethical standards in an organisation. They are not an alternative to values
and principles, but they make clear how those values and principles should be put into
practice. They enable people to be held to account for their actions by setting out clear
expectations about how they should behave.

The power to issue a Code of Conduct was transferred to Welsh Ministers by the
Government of Wales Act 2006, and in 2008 (amended on 1 April 2016), Welsh Ministers
issued the current Model Code of Conduct which all relevant authorities are required to
adopt. In Wales, unlike in England, the Code of Conduct applies both when a Councillor
is acting in their official capacity (including if they claim to act or give the impression that
they are acting in that capacity), and when a Councillor behaves in a way that could
‘reasonably be regarded as bringing [their] office or [their] authority into disrepute’. This
includes any time a Councillor attempts to use their position to gain advantages (or to
avoid disadvantages) for themselves or others, or misuses their local authority’s
resources. As noted earlier, the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales has also issued
guidance of the application of the Code of Conduct to social media use.

| was required as part of this review to conduct an audit of the Codes of Conduct adopted
by all the relevant authorities in Wales against the Model Code to identify any local
variances and to consider whether the ten ‘principles’ of conduct are still relevant and
whether the Model Code of Conduct needs updating. This would include identification of
areas where improvements could/should be made. The Monitoring Officers of all
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4.2.4

4.2.5

4.2.6

principal councils, National Parks Authorities, and Fire and Rescue Authorities
responded to my request for information about the Code of Conduct that had been
adopted by their Authority and with only one exception (a County Council) the response
was that the Model Code of Conduct had been adopted without significant variations or
additions. However, a number of local authorities (over one half) have also adopted a
local resolution procedure or protocol supplementary to the Model Code and over one
half of local authorities also have a mandatory training requirement, again not as part of
the Code itself but supplementary to it. In other authorities this is an expectation rather
than being mandatory.

Paragraph 17 of the Model Code requires members, within 28 days of receiving any gift,
hospitality, material benefit or advantage above a value specified in a resolution of their
authority, provide written notification to the authority's monitoring officer, or in relation to
a Community Council, to the authority’s ‘proper officer’ of the existence and nature of that
gift, hospitality, material benefit or advantage. The Code does not specify any threshold
for such declarations but a number of authorities have specified a threshold beyond
which there must be a declaration. This ranges from £21 to £100 and there is agreement
that the threshold should be specified in the Code to ensure consistency across Wales.

| was also required to explore options to bring the requirements of the Register of
Interests provisions in the Model Code of Conduct Order in line with the policy of the
Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act 2021 to stop Councillors’ addresses being
published. As | understand it, the law requiring the publication of the home addresses of
Councillors was changed in the Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act 2021 so
Councils will no longer do this from May 2022. This is for the safety and privacy of
members, and reflects the fact that email or phone is now a more usual way of
contacting members. However, Regulations issued under the Local Government Act
2000 still require members to include their home address in the Council’s Register of
Interests so the legislation is not in alignment. There is agreement that the Code of
Conduct should not require Councillors to disclose their home address to declare the
home address, and that Paragraph 10.2.(vi) of the Model Code of Conduct should be
amended to read:

‘any land (other than the principal residence) in which you have a beneficial
interest and which is in the area of your authority’

The Public Services Ombudsman has raised an issue in relation to the definition of
‘person’, a term frequently used in the Model Code of Conduct. A ‘person’is not defined
either in the 2000 Local Government Act or in the Model Code of Conduct so the
Ombudsman has had to rely on the definition in the Interpretation Act 1978 which is ‘a
body of persons corporate or unincorporate’. The Ombudsman has been challenged
when he has tried to use his powers to obtain information from a company or a charity
and he has to threaten and or use powers to formally bring criminal proceedings and or
contempt proceedings under current legislation for failing to cooperate with the
investigation by the Ombudsman. So a clear definition of what is meant by a ‘person’ on
the face of the legislation or in the Model Code would be beneficial.
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Paragraph 4a of the Model Code of Conduct requires that a member must:

‘carry out your duties and responsibilities with due regard to the principle that there
should be equality of opportunity for all people, regardless of their gender, race,
disability, sexual orientation, age or religion’

There is concern that this provision does not include all protected characteristics, and the
view from consultees is that even though no problems have resulted as yet from the
narrow coverage of this provision it should be extended to include all nine protected
characteristics under the Equality Act 2010 — race, religion or belief, age, disability, sex
(gender), sexual orientation, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership,
pregnancy and maternity.

It is clear that there is the potential for breaches of the Code of Conduct resulting from
the extensive and increasing use being made by elected members of a range of social
media. The Welsh Local Government Association has produced useful guidance on
social media in ‘Social Media: A Guide for Councillors’. The guidance provides members
with advice about how to use social media, the possible pitfalls and how to avoid them. It
reminds members that whenever something is posted on social media it becomes a
publication, and is effectively made a broadcast in the public domain that is subject to
both the Code of Conduct and to various laws. The WLGA guidance reminds members
that the Code of Conduct applies to members whenever they are ‘Conducting the
business of your authority, acting, claiming to act or give the impression you are acting in
your official capacity as a member or representative of your authority’, and the Code
applies if a member conducts them self ‘in a manner which could reasonably be
regarded as bringing your office or your authority into disrepute’. If a member can be
identified as a Councillor when using social media, either by the account name or how
they are described or by what they comment on and how they comment, the
requirements of the Code of Conduct apply. If a member says something that could be
regarded as bringing their office or authority into disrepute the Code applies even if the
member is not apparently acting in an official capacity or does not identify him or herself
as a member. The Ombudsman’s guidance states that:

‘Making unfair or inaccurate criticism of your authority in a public arena might well be
regarded as bringing your authority into disrepute’, and in the same way that you
are required to act in Council meetings or in your communities you should:

. show respect for others - do not use social media to be rude or disrespectful

. not disclose confidential information about people or the Council

. not bully or intimidate others - repeated negative comments about or to
individuals could be interpreted as bullying or intimidation

. not try to secure a benefit for yourself or a disadvantage for others
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. abide by the law on equality - do not publish anything that might be seen as
racist, sexist, ageist, homophobic, anti-faith or offensive to any of the groups
with protected characteristics defined in the Equality Act 2010, even as a joke
or ‘tongue in cheek’

This helpful guidance by the WLGA and the Public Services Ombudsman should be
formalised by appropriate amendments to the Model Code of Conduct.

Criminal convictions

6(1)(b) of the Code of Conduct places the obligation on elected members to report the
criminal behaviour of others but not of themselves. It states:

(You must) ‘report, whether through your authority's confidential reporting procedure
or direct to the proper authority, any conduct by another member or anyone who
works for, or on behalf of, your authority which you reasonably believe involves or is
likely to involve criminal behaviour (which for the purposes of this paragraph does not
include offences or behaviour capable of punishment by way of a fixed penalty)’

In practice, most members have self-reported to the Public Services Ombudsman for
possible breaches of the Code as a result of criminal conduct. However, there have been
cases where this has not happened until the Monitoring Officer's DBS checks have
identified convictions or the matter has been reported in the press. The Code of Conduct
should be appropriately amended to make this an obligation of the member to
themselves report on their own criminal conduct.

4.3 Training for Councillors

431

Without exception, every individual or organisational representative that | met in the
course of this review expressed the view that initial training for all Councillors on the
requirements of the Code of Conduct adopted by their authority should be mandatory,
and that this initial training should be regularly ‘refreshed’. The simplest way to achieve
universal mandatory training would be to include a commitment to undertake the
necessary training in the Declaration of Acceptance of Office that all elected members in
Wales are required to sign under The Local Elections (Declaration of Acceptance of
Office) (Wales) Order 2004 before they can act as a Councillor, in the same way that
they are currently required to undertake to observe the Code of Conduct adopted by their
authority. It may require legislation to amend the 2004 Order appropriately. As was
demonstrated in the audit of the Codes of Conduct adopted by all the relevant authorities
mandatory training on the Code of Conduct is already a requirement of more than half of
the principal councils so this would not be a controversial development for members of
principal councils. However, although all members of Community Councils are currently
required under the 2004 Order to be bound by the Code of Conduct it may be seen as a
matter of controversy for them to be required also commit to training without due notice
SO advice that this is the case could be provided to all those considering standing for
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441

4.4.2

4.4.3

election. Alternatively, it may be easier to amend the Code of Conduct to require those
subject to the Code to undergo appropriate training on the Code.

If initial and refresher training on the Code is made mandatory there will need to be
consideration of how that training can be resourced and delivered. At the moment many
Monitoring Officers provide training on the Code of Conduct not only to their own
members but also to members of Community Councils in the area. Some of the larger
Community Councils arrange the training themselves, often using the training materials
developed by One Voice Wales on the Code of Conduct and wider governance matters.
Sometimes One Voice Wales provides the training direct but this has resource
implications particularly for the smaller Community Councils.

Standards Committees and Independent Chairs

I met with a number of Independent Chairs of Standards Committees and also attended a
meeting of the North Wales Forum for Chairs of Standards Committees in the course of
this review. | was struck by the variation in the way that Standards Committees in Wales
see their remit and at the role played by the Independent Chairs of Standards
Committees. At the one extreme Standards Committees and their Independent Chairs
seem to have either been given or have adopted a very limited role, meeting infrequently
and only really active when there is a Hearing of a case referred by the Public Services
Ombudsman for Wales. At the other extreme there are Standards Committees and
Chairs that see their remit much wider than this, and as leading the development and
maintenance of the ethical standards framework in that local authority. In particular
these Standards Committees and Chairs, along with the Monitoring Officer, act as a
primary source of advice, support and guidance to the Community Councils in their area.
In a number of authorities the Independent Members of the Committee attend meetings
not only of their own Council but also meetings of the Community Councils in their area,
recording their assessment of the meeting generally and the conduct of members
specifically and feeding this assessment back to the Clerk and Chair of the Community
Council. They stand ready to intervene if necessary to assist the Council and its Clerk to
deal with challenging and inappropriate behaviour by members of that Council and, in
one case, the Independent Chair monitors the situation in particularly problematic
Community Councils in his or her area and intervenes to ‘police’ the behavior of the
members involved.

There needs to be a consistency of approach and for the remit of the Standards
Committee to be generally similar across Wales, accepting that ‘one size does not fit all’
and that there is a need for the local Standards Committee to reflect the specifics of the
local situation for the principal authority concerned. The Chair of the Standards
Committee should play a leadership role, along with the Chief Executive, the Monitoring
Officer and the Leaders of political groups in promoting high standards of conduct across
the Council.

The Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act 2021 has, at its core, the principles of
democracy, diversity, transparency and accountability to the citizens of Wales. The Act
includes a number of provisions which are fundamental to greater transparency and
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openness between local Councils and communities, as well as measures to combat
bullying and harassment amongst elected members and Council staff. These provisions
include:

o a new duty on leaders of political groups in principal councils to take reasonable
steps to promote and maintain high standards of conduct by the members of
their group

o a requirement for the group leader(s) to co-operate with the Council’s Standards
Committee in the exercise of its functions to promote and maintain high
standards of conduct across the Council

o new functions for Standards Committees to ensure group leaders have access to
advice and training to support their new duties and to monitor group leaders’
compliance with those duties

o a requirement for the Standards Committee to make an annual report to the
authority on the discharge of its functions, its assessment of standards of
conduct within the authority and any recommendations for improving standards.
This report at the end of each financial year should describe how the
Committee’s functions have been discharged during the financial year and
setting out an overview of conduct matters within the Council.The Council will be
obliged to consider the report within three months of its receipt. This new duty
will help to ensure that all Standards Committees adopt good practice and that
standards issues are considered regularly (at least annually) by all Council
members.

o a requirement for Community Councils to publish and keep under review a
training plan for its members and officers. It is anticipated that such plans would
include provision of training on the Code of Conduct at appropriate intervals.

There is seen to be a need for initial training of members of Standards Committee
members, not only on the Model Code of Conduct but also on how to hold Hearings to
ensure openness and fairness to the member complained of, to the complainant and to
any witnesses. The initial training should be refreshed immediately prior to a case being
heard as well.

There is an established Forum for Independent Chairs of Standards Committees in north
and mid Wales. | attended a meeting of this Forum and had a very useful exchange with
the Chairs and Monitoring Officers who attended. Although a Forum for the Chairs of
Standards Committees in South Wales no doubt would serve a similar purpose in the
facilitation of exchange of information and experiences about the work of Standards
Committees in that part of Wales, | suggest that there should be an all-Wales Forum and
that the re-establishment of the annual Conference for Independent Chairs and
Independent members of Standards Committees across Wales that took place until
recently would encourage consistency of approach and the adoption of best practice
across Wales.
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The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales accepts that there is a need for more
references back to Standards Committees when he declines to investigate complaints,
and that although the technicalities of how references back are managed needs careful
consideration he does not believe this to be complicated. The Ombudsman considers
that this informal arrangement would not require any legislative change as far as his
powers are concerned but that Standards Committees would need to have additional
powers to require necessary training of members and the power to require a member to
make an apology to the complainant. His clear view is that the power for the Standards
Committee to impose training or to require an apology to be made would be helpful to
‘nip things in the bud’ at a local level.

| was asked as part of my review to consider whether the establishment of sub-
committees of Standards Committees dedicated to Community Council issues has had
any impact on the process of supporting Community Councils and dealing with
complaints. From my audit of Standards Committees it seems that only one County
Council in Wales has established such a subcommittee of its Standards Committee and
as that County Council has 128 Community Councils in its area this is seen to be a
practical way of managing the situation.

Community Councils

4.5.1 There is agreement by all those that | met in the course of the review that local resolution

45.2

combined with the mandatory training of all members has the potential to provide a
means for resolving many issues locally before they get out of hand, and to prevent low-
level complaints and ‘grumbles’ about fellow members turning into formal complaints to
the Ombudsman that he either has to deal with or refer back for local consideration
Ultimately, however, the success of any approach relies on the co-operation and actions
of individual members and the Code of Conduct regime must remain in place to deal with
instances of serious misconduct.

Many of those | have spoken with expressed serious concern about the extent of
bullying, lack of respect or otherwise generally disruptive behaviour by some members at
meetings of Community Councils. In particular, conduct perceived as bullying or
harassment in the past has had an adverse impact on the ability of some Councils to
retain members and Council officers. Less serious, but nonetheless disruptive behaviour
by members, which falls short of a failure to comply with the Code, can also frustrate the
effective conduct of Council business. The Public Services Ombudsman takes seriously
any allegation that a member has bullied or harassed another member or officer and his
guidance on this makes it clear that members must show other members and officers the
same courtesy and consideration that they show others in their daily lives. In seeking to
reduce the incidence of bullying or otherwise inappropriate behaviour, with the
assistance of Monitoring Officers, the Ombudsman has engaged with a number of
Community Councils that have given rise to a disproportionate number of complaints in
the past. His approach is that bullying and harassment, or lack of respect will simply not
be tolerated. Guidance being prepared by One Voice Wales and the Society of Local
Council Clerks aims to help Councils in avoiding or tackling bullying, harassment and
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inappropriate behaviour, including advice on formulating an effective complaint. This
guidance for members of Community Councils emphasises the need for effective
relations between members and officers, within a culture of mutual respect and
consideration.

Local resolution of complaints

4.6.1 The aim of local resolution is to resolve matters at an early stage so as to avoid the

4.6.2

4.7

4.7.1

unnecessary escalation of the situation which may damage personal relationships within
the authority and the authority’s reputation. The process may result in an apology being
made by the member concerned. However, where a member has repeatedly breached
their authority’s local protocol then the Ombudsman expects the Monitoring Officer to
refer the matter back to him, and if he sees a pattern of similar complaints being made by
the same members he considers this to be a serious matter and decide whether the
persistent reporting of such complaints is conduct which in itself should be investigated
as a potential breach of the Code.

Most principal Councils in Wales have adopted local resolution procedures to deal with
low level complaints which are made by a member against a fellow member. These
arrangements are proving to be effective at resolving many of these kinds of complaints,
and there is a small number of Community Councils (around 70 of the 735 Town and
Community Councils in Wales) that have adopted a similar procedure using the Model
Local Resolution procedure developed for their use by One Voice Wales and the Public
Services Ombudsman. This provides guidance relevant to Town and Community
Councils in formulating and operating such protocols. Typically these complaints will be
about alleged failures to show respect and consideration for others as required by
paragraph 4(b) of the Code or the duty not to make vexatious, malicious or frivolous
complaints against other members under paragraph 6(1)(d) of the Code. Whilst a
member may still complain directly to the Public Services Ombudsman about a fellow
member, if the matter being complained about concerns paragraphs 4(b) and 6(1)(d), he
is likely to refer the matter back to the principal council’s Monitoring Officer for
consideration under this process. It is generally accepted that such complaints are more
appropriately resolved informally and locally in order to speed up the complaints process
and to ensure that the Ombudsman’s resources are devoted to the investigation of
serious complaints.

The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales

Section 68 of the 2000 Act empowers the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales to
issue guidance to relevant authorities on matters relating to the conduct of members
and co-opted members of those authorities. The Ombudsman has issued two sets of
guidance under these powers to assist members in understanding their obligations
under the Code of Conduct. Both sets of guidance are fundamentally the same in
respect of the interpretation of the Code, but one version is tailored specifically to the
context within which Town and Community Councillors operate. Guidance issued under
these powers, most recently in 2016, is subject to periodic review in light of the
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operation of the Code, emerging case-law and changes to the Code itself. The current
guidance has been reviewed and updated primarily to include more recent decisions of
Standards Committees and the Adjudication Panel for Wales. The opportunity has also
been taken to clarify and, in some cases, strengthen the wording of the guidance, for
example, in relation to bullying and harassment of fellow members and officers and the
disclosure of interests.

Section 69 of the 2000 Act empowers the Public Services Ombudsman to investigate
allegations by any person that a member has failed to comply with their relevant
authority’s Code of Conduct. The Ombudsman may also investigate potential breaches
of the Code that have come to the Ombudsman’s attention during the course of an
investigation. The Ombudsman has regard to the content of his guidance on the Code
when exercising these powers. The guidance may also be taken into account by
Standards Committees and the Adjudication Panel for Wales when exercising their
respective functions.

The two-stage Public Interest Test

The Ombudsman has wide discretion under the 2000 Act to determine whether it is
appropriate to investigate a complaint made to his office. All too often, it has been
necessary for the Ombudsman and his predecessors to express concern about the
number of low-level, tit-for-tat complaints by members which border on frivolity, or which
are motivated by political rivalry or personality clashes, rather than true Code of
Conduct issues. The two-stage test was first introduced in 2015 and is kept under
review. The purpose of the test is to provide greater clarity, and a degree of certainty
and consistency, in the exercise of the Ombudsman’s discretion as to whether an
investigation is in the public interest. This ensures that finite resources are targeted
towards the more serious allegations received by the Ombudsman. Often, cases are
not taken forward because they fail to satisfy the first stage test due to a lack of direct
evidence that a breach may have taken place. This has been a particular feature of
complaints received about members of Town and Community Councils. The
Ombudsman has continued to work with One Voice Wales and the Society of Local
Council Clerks on the development of guidance being prepared by them on how to
formulate an effective complaint. The Ombudsman considers that the involvement of
Standards Committees in applying the two-stage test is impractical, not least as it may
be perceived as prejudicing the later consideration of any report of a subsequent
investigation that has been referred back to a Committee. It would probably also require
primary legislation to make this a function of a Standards Committee or some other
person or body. The Ombudsman has powers under section 70 of the 2000 Act to refer
complaints for local investigation by Monitoring Officers. However, Monitoring Officers
raised concerns about the exercise of these powers due to the lack of available
resources to undertake local investigations effectively. There is also a reluctance on the
part of Monitoring Officers to be involved in the investigation of complaints against
members of their own authorities for understandable reasons.

Paaﬁe 42



4.7.4

4.7.5

4.8

48.1

4.8.2

A number of consultees expressed concern that the Ombudsman handled complaints
through desk exercises with no detailed investigation being undertaken, and the validity
of the two-stage test was also questioned. The first stage of the test was considered to
be objective and based on reasonably clear criteria. However, the second stage ‘public
interest’ test was considered to be subjective and based mainly on the Ombudsman’s
opinion. It was suggested that the ‘public interest’ test should be applied by a wider
‘audience’ appointed for the purpose, such as the Standards Committee of the principal
council for the area. There was also concern that the low number of referrals to
Standards Committees as a proportion of the complaints received by the Ombudsman
had an adverse impact on the ability of Standards Committees to maintain public
confidence in elected members, that complainants felt their concerns were not being
taken seriously and that on occasion the member complained about felt exonerated and
free to continue with the conduct that had been the subject of the complaint. The
exercise of the Ombudsman’s discretion more towards referral than at present would be
welcome.

There is a concern that the investigations undertaken by the Ombudsman take too long,
linked to a concern that the power to suspend the member concerned whilst the
investigation is being carried out is not being exercised by the Adjudication Panel for
Wales though a referral by the Ombudsman. This can mean that a member facing
serious allegations of a criminal nature may still be able to act as a Councillor with
potential implications for the safeguarding of members of the public, other Councilors and
employees of the local authority. The Ombudsman responded to the concerns about the
length of some investigations by pointing to the unavoidable delays resulting from the
unavailability of witnesses and the need to gather evidence that had not been included
as part of the initial complaint. He also reiterated his concern that too much of his
organisation’s time and limited resources is spent filtering complaints — over 400 in
2020/21 - the vast majority of which do not warrant investigation.

The Adjudication Panel for Wales

The President of the Adjudication Panel for Wales has made a number of proposals for
amendment both to the policies and the practices that apply to the Panel. The Panel is a
creature of statute created by the Local Government Act 2000 but since devolution the
underpinning of the Panel’s powers and processes result from a mixture of the LGA 2000
and a variety of Welsh Regulations, particularly The Adjudications by Case Tribunals and
Interim Case Tribunals (Wales) Regulations 2001 and The Local Government
Investigations (Functions of Monitoring Officers and Standards Committees)(Wales)
Regulations 2001 (both amended). The Regulations were drafted by the Welsh
Government, and it would be for Welsh Government to deliver any policy amendments.
In addition, ‘practice directions’ need the approval of the First Minister and while it is for
the President of the Panel to set out new procedures or changes for Appeal Tribunals,
the First Minister must agree any changes. Presidential Guidance is a matter for
President but it is not legally binding.

Restricted reporting orders
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The Panel does not have the ability to control in any way the reporting by the press about
any case, although the law about reporting of sexual offences applies automatically (this
has been ignored by the press unless criminal proceedings have been taken, despite
reminders by the Panel at Hearings). The Public Services Ombudsman has reported
that without an express legislative power enabling it to make such restricted reporting
orders, some complainants have been unwilling to give statements or to make
complaints, and there have been instances of third parties who were not even withesses
becoming the focus of press reporting and social media commentary. It has led to the
Panel attempting to deal with the problem through using its power to control its
proceedings to impose anonymity for certain witnesses or third parties. This has not been
comfortable as there is no express power to anonymise (the APW has used the
European Convention of Human Rights to do this, which is consistent with the approach
of Employment Tribunals before the legislation was changed to expressly permit such
orders), and is not binding on anyone other than the parties or witnesses who appear
before it. In addition, given the nature of the Panel’s work and the inevitable interference
with local democracy that can result from the imposition of sanctions, it would be better to
be able to allow more openness about witnesses and to impose a Restricted Reporting
Order. The Panel President considers that the powers available to an Employment
Tribunal - an Employment Tribunal can impose a Restricted Reporting Order either until
the end of proceedings or an extended Restricted Reporting Order that can be in place
forever - would be appropriate for all Panel Tribunals and could be introduced either
through legislation for all Welsh tribunals following the recent Law Commission Report or
specifically for the Adjudication Panel for Wales.

Anonymity of witnesses

This is closely related to the issue of Restricted Reporting Orders. The Public Services
Ombudsman has asked for a consistent approach to the anonymity of witnesses so his
staff know the position when preparing reports and explaining the process to witnesses.
The President considers it appropriate to issue presidential guidance to ensure
consistency and transparency and will do so shortly, but an express power to anonymise
would be useful for both Case and Appeal Tribunals to ensure that there is legal
underpinning for such a step. It is in the President’s remit to add this power for Appeal
Tribunals, but fresh legislation would be required for Case Tribunals.

Disclosure

There is an issue about the disclosure of the unused material held by the Public Services
Ombudsman and Monitoring Officers. It has been agreed to amend the Ombudsman’s
own process in this regard, with Presidential guidance/practice direction on both
disclosure and the role of the Monitoring Officer generally. This is seen to avoid delay
with the Panel procedure and allow both the accused member and the Tribunal to obtain
additional evidence easily.
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Appeal Tribunal procedure

The Panel President intends to to ask the First Minister, through the President of Welsh
Tribunals, to approve amendments to the Appeal Tribunal procedure. Service should be
by first class post with deemed service rules in place and Panel should be given the
express ability to anonymise witnesses. There is a grey area on the subject of witness
summons — Case Tribunals expressly have the power to do this through the relevant
Regulations but the Regulations for Appeal Tribunals say that the Panel President
determines this with the consent of the First Minister. The current Regulations also
require the Standards Committee to consider the Panel decision on the Appeal if it is
different to the original decision. This is unpopular with Standards Committees as they
feel bound by the Panel decision if only to avoid further appeals. Despite this, the
President is comfortable with the current position as it means the Standards Committee
remains responsible and can reflect its response to the Panel decision in the sanction it
decides to impose.

Case Tribunal procedure

The Panel President considers that the Regulations are outdated in several respects.
Service should be by first class post with deemed service rules in place, the ability to
anonymise witnesses is required, and there is a Regulation that says Hearings can only
be postponed with seven days notice given to the accused member. The ability to have
part public and part private hearings is not expressly permitted currently.

Permission to appeal procedure

In 2016 a new process for appeals was introduced, requiring permission to appeal to be
sought from the President of the Panel. The President considers that this process does
not work well — it only allows delegation of her power to another legal member if she is
absent whereas she would prefer to have discretion about delegation, such as when the
accused member is known to her, it requires her to make a decision within 21 days with
an extension of time if further information is required but it is not clear from when the new
deadline applies, and does not give the Public Services Ombudsman any opportunity to
make submissions to the Panel. A Hearing is possible if there are special circumstances,
but no extension of time is given to effectively allow this. The President proposes minor
amendments to make the process more balanced and sensible.

Sentencing powers

Currently the powers available to the Panel when it determines that a member or co-
opted member has failed to comply with the Code are:

o to disqualify the respondent from being, or becoming, a member of the relevant
authority concerned or any other relevant authority for a period of up to five years

o to suspend or partially suspend the respondent from being a member or co-opted
member of the relevant authority concerned for up to 12 months, or
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4.8.9

o to take no action in respect of the breach. In such cases the Panel may deem it
appropriate to warn the member as to their future conduct. Where such a warning
has been recorded it is likely to be taken into account during any future hearing
where the member is found again to have failed to follow the provisions of the
Code.

Monitoring Officers have confirmed that they would like the Panel to have the ability to
impose more varied sanctions as was the case with the former Adjudication Panel for
England.

Interim Case Tribunals

The Public Services Ombudsman has the power under s72 of the LGA 2000 to make
interim referrals to the Adjudication Panel for Wales if it is in the public interest and where
there is prima facie evidence that the person has failed to comply with the Code of
Conduct, the nature of which is likely to lead to disqualification. Both the Ombudsman
and the Panel President consider that the threshold for meeting the legislative
requirements for an interim referral to the Panel is too high. This view is shared by many
of the Monitoring Officers and others that | have met, but any change to these powers
would require primary legislation by the Welsh Government. The fact is that the
Ombudsman has never applied for such a Hearing. The process is lengthy and the LGA
2000 does not explain sufficiently what is required to deal with such hearings. The
intention in the Act appears to be to allow an accused member to be suspended for six
months (it is unclear whether this is one term of suspension or if it can be renewed on
application) while the Ombudsman investigates if that Councillor through their role was
interfering with the investigation or if for some other reason it was necessary to suspend
on an interim basis. The issue has arisen several times where Councillors are being
prosecuted for historic sex offences and there is a strong feeling from Monitoring Officers
and Standards Committees that it is inappropriate to continue to remunerate a Councillor
who is facing such charges, and that his or her continued activities as a Councillor could
endanger members of the public, other Councilors of members of staff. A member who is
charged with criminal offences is innocent until proven guilty, and in order for the
Ombudsman to make an interim referral there would need to be strong evidence that it is
in the public interest for a suspension to be imposed, particularly if the offences are
historical. This could be met if, for example, there is evidence that the member
represents a risk to the public at large or to a particular group in the locality. A neutral act
of suspension akin to the practice in employment matters pending hearings taking place
would provide some assurance to the public and to local authorities on the risk that the
member concerned could reoffend or misuse their position/standing in the local
community whilst being investigated or awaiting criminal trial. In addition, an Interim Case
Tribunal would follow the same process as a full Case Tribunal, which means it would
take at least three months to have a Hearing, and the Hearing would require a full Panel
which would then present difficulties in constituting a new Panel for the final Hearing.
There is no assistance in the legislation about how to manage such Hearings and ‘public
interest’ is not defined. The proposal is that the whole process should be simplified by
applying a test similar to that used by the Regulatory Tribunals such as the Medical
Practitioners’ Tribunal. The Hearing would be by a legal member sitting alone but with
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5.1

the ability to invite oral submission from the parties in the interests of justice. The Public
Services Ombudsman would submit a referral to the President of the Panel with a report
setting out the background and why an interim suspension was being sought. At the
most, only six months suspension (partial or full) would be possible, and could be
renewed up to three times in total (18 months in total). The accused member would be
given an opportunity to submit why the interim suspension should not be made, but there
would be no evidence called and the Ombudsman’s report would be taken at face value
in the same way that the GMC'’s report is taken at face value at the Medical Practitioners’
Tribunal. The test to be applied would be:

Where it appears to the Interim Case Tribunal that:

a)

b)

if the matters outlined by the Ombudsman in the interim report are found
by a Case Tribunal at a final hearing and would be likely to be found to
constitute a failure to comply with the Code of Conduct of the relevant
authority concerned;

and that the nature of that failure is such as to be likely to lead to
disqualification under section 79(4)(b) of the Local Government Act 2000;

and

and that it is in the public interest to suspend or partially suspend the
accused member immediately for the protection of members of the public,
to maintain public confidence in local government, to uphold proper
standards of conduct and behaviour, or to enable the completion of the
Ombudsman’s investigation.’

This would be a relatively minor amendment to the current public interest test, but would
make the approach to be adopted and the definition of public interest much clearer. It
would require new legislation by the Welsh Government.

Conclusions and recommendations

| welcomed the opportunity to lead this review and to collect the widest possible evidence

Page 47



5.2

5.3

5.4

from those involved in the operation of the ethical standards framework about strengths
and weakness of the current framework, how it might be improved and how the
requirements of the recent legislation as it relates to ethical standards will be managed.
The key question for all those | met with was - how can ethical standards in local
government in Wales be enhanced, and on a practical point how can the number of
complaints be reduced?

It was seen to be essential to ensure the local government family in Wales was fully
involved in the review and informed the outcome. This involvement needed to be
demonstrated as part of the outcome of this work. | have met with many of those
individuals and representatives of organization most involved in delivering the ethical
standards framework in Wales, and this report, its findings and its recommendations are
largely based on the views and experience of those individuals and organisations.

The first phase of the review involved engagement with those individuals and
representatives of organisations to establish views about the process and operation of
the framework including details of where the framework works well and whether there are
areas which could be improved. The outcome of this first phase builds on the positive
elements of the framework while strengthening those areas where it is considered
improvements could be made. Options to bring the requirements of the Register of
Interests provisions in the Model Code of Conduct Order in line with the policy of the Act
to stop Councillors’ addresses being published have also been considered.

The following were required as key components of delivery:

e An audit of the Codes of Conduct adopted by all the required authorities
against the Model Code to identify any local variances

e An analysis of the effectiveness of the framework in fostering high standards
of conduct in local government in Wales and public confidence in those
arrangements

e Consideration of whether the framework is still fit for purpose, including
whether the ten principles of conduct are still relevant and whether the Model
Code of Conduct needs updating. This will include identification of areas
where improvements could/should be made to the current arrangements.

e Consideration of the role of Standards Committees, including their role in
relation to Town and Community Councils and whether the establishment of
sub-committees has had any impact on the process of supporting Community
Councils and dealing with complaints.

e An analysis of the arrangements and protocols in place within authorities to
support members and staff in preventing the need for issues to a) arise in the
first place and b) be escalated beyond local resolution. This will include areas
such as clear communication and signposting, training and awareness and the
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5.5

5.5.1

5.5.2

approach to addressing concerns.
e Consideration of the current sanctions and whether they are still appropriate

This first stage of the review has covered each of these issues and my findings and
recommendations for change below relate to the key components of delivery:

An audit of the Codes of Conduct adopted by all the required authorities against
the Model Code to identify any local variances

| conducted an audit of the Codes of Conduct adopted by all the required authorities
against the Model Code of Conduct to identify any local variances and to consider
whether the ten principles of conduct are still relevant and whether the Model Code of
Conduct needs updating. This included identification of areas where improvements
could/should be made. The Monitoring Officers of all principal councils, National Parks
Authorities and Fire and Rescue Authorities responded to my request for information
about the Code of Conduct that had been adopted by their Authority and with only one
exception (a county Council) the response was that the Model Code of Conduct had
been adopted without significant variations or additions. However, a number of local
authorities (over one half) have also adopted a local resolution procedure or protocol
supplementary to the Model Code and over one half also have a mandatory training
requirement again not as part of the Code itself but supplementary to it. In other
authorities this is an expectation rather than being mandatory.

An analysis of the effectiveness of the framework in fostering high standards of
conduct in local government in Wales and public confidence in those
arrangements

All of those | met as part of this review consider that the ethical standards framework that
applies in Wales is far superior to that currently used in English local government partly
because unlike in England, the Code of Conduct applies both when a Councillor is acting
in their official capacity and when a Councillor behaves in a way that could be regarded
as bringing their office or their authority into disrepute, and partly because the separation
of roles and responsibilities as described earlier in the Welsh framework provides a
degree of genuine independence in the way that complaints are assessed and
investigated. The framework generally, and the requirements of the Code of Conduct in
particular, has been instrumental in fostering the high standards of conduct that are
evident in local government in Wales.

However, there are concerns by the Public Services Ombudsman and Monitoring
Officers about the continuing and recently increasing volume of complaints about the
conduct of members of Community Councils. Adjustments and amendments to the
current framework requiring mandatory training on the Code of Conduct for all members
and the greater use of local resolution procedures should result in the number of the
mostly low level complaints that are made and the need for formal investigations that are
required into allegations that there has been a breach of the Code of Conduct being
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5.5.3

significantly reduced, and this would result in the already high ethical standards in Welsh
local government being further enhanced.

Consideration of whether the framework is still fit for purpose, including whether
the ten principles of conduct are still relevant and whether the Model Code of
Conduct needs updating. This will include identification of areas where
improvements could/should be made to the current arrangements.

The consensus is that the current framework is fit for purpose, works well in practice and
a number of those that | consulted proposed that ‘if it ain’t broke don't fix it’. The ten
principles of conduct are seen as relevant and the Model Code of Conduct is seen as
generally appropriate - and superior to the Code of Conduct used in English local
government - and not in need of major revision.

However, | have proposed a number of amendments to the Model Code of Conduct in
respect of:

o) Paragraph 17 of the Model Code that requires members, within 28 days of
receiving any gift, hospitality, material benefit or advantage above a value
specified in a resolution of their authority, provide written notification to the
authority's Monitoring Officer, or in relation to a Community Council, to your
authority’s proper officer of the existence and nature of that gift, hospitality,
material benefit or advantage. The Code does not specify any threshold for
such declarations and a number of authorities have specified a threshold
beyond which there must be a declaration. The threshold should be specified in
the Code to ensure consistency across Wales.

o  The law requiring the publication of the home addresses of Councillors has
changed recently so Councils no longer do this. However, members are
required to include their home address in their Council’s Register of Interests.
There is agreement that the Code of Conduct should not require Councillors to
disclose their home address, and it is proposed that Paragraph 10.2.(vi) of the
Model Code of Conduct should be amended to read:

‘any land (other than the principal residence) in which you have a beneficial
interest and which is in the area of your authority’

o A ‘person’is not defined either in the 2000 Local Government Act or in the
Model Code of Conduct so the Public Services Ombudsman has had to rely in
conducting his investigations on the definition in the Interpretation Act 1978
which is ‘a body of persons corporate or unincorporate’. This has caused
problems, and it is considered that a clear definition of what is meant by a
‘person’ on the face of the legislation or in the Model Code would be beneficial.

o  There is concern that the provision in Paragraph 4a of the Model Code of
Conduct which requires that a member must:
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‘carry out your duties and responsibilities with due regard to the principle that
there should be equality of opportunity for all people, regardless of their
gender, race, disability, sexual orientation, age or religion’

does not include all protected characteristics. This provision should be
extended to include all nine protected characteristics under the Equality Act
2010 — race, religion or belief, age, disability, sex (gender), sexual orientation,
gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity.

o  The potential for breaches of the Code of Conduct as a result of the extensive
and increasing use being made by elected members of a range of social media
is a matter of concern. The helpful guidance on the use of social media by the
WLGA and the Public Services Ombudsman should be formalised by
appropriate amendments to the Model Code of Conduct.

o) 6(1)(b) of the Code of Conduct places the obligation on elected members to
report the criminal behaviour of others but not of themselves. In practice, most
members have self-reported to the Public Services Ombudsman for possible
breaches of the Code as a result of criminal conduct. However, there have been
cases where this has not happened and the Code of Conduct should be
appropriately amended to make this an obligation of the member to themselves
report on their own criminal conduct.

In addition to these proposed amendments to the Model Code of Conduct there are a
number of other recommendations in respect of the current ethical standards framework
in Wales:

. Mandatory training on the Code of Conduct for all members of principal
councils and community councils

Every individual or organizational representative that | met proposed that initial
training for all Councillors on the requirements of the Code of Conduct adopted
by their authority should be mandatory, and that this initial training should be
regularly ‘refreshed’. The simplest way to achieve universal mandatory training
would be to include a commitment to undertake the necessary training in the
Declaration of Acceptance of Office that all elected members in Wales are
required to sign under The Local Elections (Declaration of Acceptance of Office)
(Wales) Order 2004 before they can act as a Councillor, in the same way that
they are currently required to undertake to observe the Code of Conduct
adopted by their authority. It may require legislation to amend the 2004 Order
appropriately. The Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act 2021 includes
a requirement for Community Councils to publish and keep under review a
training plan for its members and officers. It is anticipated that such plans
would include training on the Code of Conduct at appropriate intervals. If initial
and refresher training on the Code is made mandatory for all councillors there
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will need to be consideration of how that training can be resourced and
delivered.

Increased use of local resolution of complaints

Most principal Councils in Wales have adopted local resolution procedures to
deal with low level complaints which are made by a member against a fellow
member. These arrangements are proving to be effective at resolving many of
these kinds of complaints, and there is a small number of Community Councils
(around 70 of the 735 Town and Community Councils in Wales) that have
adopted a similar procedure using the Model Local Resolution procedure
developed for their use by One Voice Wales and the Public Services
Ombudsman. Members may still complain directly to the Public Services
Ombudsman about a fellow member, if the matter being complained about
concerns paragraphs 4(b) and 6(1)(d), he is likely to refer the matter back to the
principal authority’s Monitoring Officer for consideration under this process. It is
generally accepted that such complaints are more appropriately resolved
informally and locally in order to speed up the complaints process and to ensure
that the Ombudsman’s resources are devoted to the investigation of serious
complaints. Consideration should be given to whether the Model Code of
Conduct should be appropriately amended to require that any complaint should
be considered for local resolution before it can be referred subsequently to the
Public Services Ombudsman. The consensus is that combined with mandatory
training on the Code of Conduct for all Councillors this would speed up the
complaints process and to ensure that the Ombudsman’s resources are
devoted to the investigation of serious complaints.

Extended powers for the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales

There is concern that the low number of referrals to Standards Committees as a
proportion of the complaints received by the Ombudsman has had an adverse
impact on the ability of Standards Committees to maintain public confidence in
elected members, that complainants felt their concerns were not being taken
seriously and that on occasion the member complained about felt exonerated
and free to continue with the conduct that had been the subject of the
complaint. Greater use of the Ombudsman’s discretion for referral than is the
case at present would be welcomed by Monitoring Officers and Chairs of
Standards Committees. The Ombudsman is sympathetic to the view expressed
by some of those | spoke with that his investigations take too much time and
that too often quite serious complaints are simply not dealt with. He has
expressed his concern that too much of his organisation’s time is spent filtering
complaints — over 400 in 2020/21 — the vast majority of which do not warrant
investigation. In the Ombudsman’s view local resolution of many of these low-
level complaints is the key to making his work more focused and efficient, and
the extension of his power to refer complaints back for local resolution would be
a beneficial change to the current framework.
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Changes to the powers and processes of the Adjudication Panel for Wales

The President of the Adjudication Panel for Wales has made a number of
proposals for amendment both to the policies and the processes that apply to
the work Panel.

» Restricted reporting orders

The Panel does not have the ability to control in any way the reporting by
the press about any case, although the law about reporting of sexual
offences applies automatically. The Public Services Ombudsman has
reported that without an express legislative power enabling it to make
such restricted reporting orders, some complainants have been unwilling
to give statements or to make complaints, and there have been instances
of third parties who were not even witnesses becoming the focus of press
reporting and social media commentary. The Panel President considers
that the powers available to an Employment Tribunal - an Employment
Tribunal can impose a Restricted Reporting Order either until the end of
proceedings or an extended Restricted Reporting Order that can be in
place forever - would be appropriate for all Panel Tribunals and could be
introduced either through legislation for all Welsh tribunals following the
recent Law Commission Report or specifically for the Adjudication Panel
for Wales.

= Anonymity of witnesses

This is closely related to the issue of Restricted Reporting Orders. The
Public Services Ombudsman has asked for a consistent approach to the
anonymity of witnesses so his staff know the position when preparing
reports and explaining the process to witnesses. The President considers
it appropriate to issue presidential guidance to ensure consistency and
transparency and will do so shortly, but an express power to anonymise
would be useful for both Case and Appeal Tribunals to ensure that there is
legal underpinning for such a step. It is in the President’s remit to add this
power for Appeal Tribunals, but fresh legislation would be required for
Case Tribunals.

= Disclosure

There is an issue about the disclosure of the unused material held by the
Public Services Ombudsman and Monitoring Officers. It has been agreed
to amend the Ombudsman’s own process in this regard, with Presidential
guidance/practice direction on both disclosure and the role of the
Monitoring Officer generally.
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= Appeal Tribunal procedure

The Panel President intends to ask the First Minister, through the
President of Welsh Tribunals, to approve amendments to the Appeal
Tribunal procedure. The current Regulations also require the Standards
Committee to consider the Panel decision on the Appeal if it is different to
the original decision. This is unpopular with Standards Committees as
they feel bound by the Panel decision if only to avoid further appeals.
Despite this, the President is comfortable with the current position as it
means the Standards Committee remains responsible and can reflect its
response to the Panel decision in the sanction it decides to impose.

= Case Tribunal procedure

The Panel President considers that the Regulations are outdated and has
proposed a number of amendments to make the Case Tribunal Procedure
more efficient and fairer to witnesses.

» Permission to appeal procedure

In 2016 a new process for appeals was introduced, requiring permission to
appeal to be sought from the President of the Panel. The President
considers that this process does not work well and proposes minor
amendments to make the process more balanced and sensible.

= Sentencing powers

Currently the powers available to the Panel when it determines that a
member or co-opted member has failed to comply with the Code are
limited and the President would like the Panel to have the ability to impose
more varied sanctions as was the case with the former Adjudication Panel
for England. The Public Services Ombudsman and Monitoring Officers
have confirmed their support for this.

= Interim Case Tribunals

The Public Services Ombudsman has the power under s72 of the LGA
2000 to make interim referrals to the Adjudication Panel for Wales if it is in
the public interest and where there is prima facie evidence that the person
has failed to comply with the Code of Conduct, the nature of which is likely
to lead to disqualification. Both the Ombudsman and the Panel President
consider that the threshold for meeting the legislative requirements for an
interim referral to the Panel is too high, and this view is shared by many of
the Monitoring Officers and others that | have met, but any change to
these powers would require primary legislation by the Welsh Government.
The proposal is that the whole process should be simplified by applying a
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test similar to that used by the Regulatory Tribunals such as the Medical
Practitioners’ Tribunal. The Hearing would be by a legal member sitting
alone but with the ability to invite oral submission from the parties in the
interests of justice. The Public Services Ombudsman would submit a
referral to the President of the Panel with a report setting out the
background and why an interim suspension was being sought. At the
most, only six months suspension (partial or full) would be possible, and
could be renewed up to three times in total (18 months in total). The
accused member would be given an opportunity to submit why the interim
suspension should not be made, but there would be no evidence called
and the Ombudsman’s report would be taken at face value in the same
way that the GMC’s report is taken at face value at the Medical
Practitioners’ Tribunal. The test to be applied would be:

‘Where it appears to the Interim Case Tribunal that:

a. if the matters outlined by the Ombudsman in the interim report
are found by a Case Tribunal at a final hearing and would be
likely to be found to constitute a failure to comply with the Code
of Conduct of the relevant authority concerned;

b. and that the nature of that failure is such as to be likely to lead to
disqualification under section 79(4)(b) of the Local Government
Act 2000;

and

c. and that it is in the public interest to suspend or partially suspend
the accused member immediately for the protection of members
of the public, to maintain public confidence in local government,
to uphold proper standards of conduct and behaviour, or to
enable the completion of the Ombudsman'’s investigation.’

This would be a relatively minor amendment to the current public interest
test, but would make the approach to be adopted and the definition of
public interest much clearer. It would require new legislation by the Welsh
Government.

5.5.4 Consideration of the role of Standards Committees, including their role in relation
to Town and Community Councils and whether the establishment of sub-
committees has had any impact on the process of supporting Community
Councils and dealing with complaints.

| was struck by the variation in the way that Standards Committees in Wales see their

remit and at the different roles played by the Independent Chairs of Standards
Committees. At the one extreme Standards Committees and their Independent Chairs
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seem to have either been given or have adopted a very limited role, meeting infrequently
and only really active when there is a Hearing of a case referred by the Public Services
Ombudsman for Wales. At the other extreme there are Standards Committees and
Chairs that see their remit much wider than this, and as leading the development and
maintenance of the ethical standards framework in that local authority. In particular these
Standards Committees and Chairs, along with the Monitoring Officer, act as a primary
source of advice, support and guidance to the Town and Community Councils in their
area. There is a need for consistency of approach and for the remit of the Standards
Committee to be generally similar across Wales, but accepting that ‘one size does not fit
all’ and that there is a need for the local Standards Committee to reflect the specifics of
the situation for the principal council concerned. The Chair of the Standards Committee
should play a leadership role, along with the Chief Executive, the Monitoring Officer and
the Leaders of political groups in promoting high standards of conduct across the
Council.

The Local Government and Elections (Wales) Act 2021 includes a number of provisions
that will have implications for the work of Standards Committees which will be expected
to support the political leadership of the Council in maintaining high standards of conduct
by the members of their group and to make an annual report to the authority on the
discharge of its functions, its assessment of standards of conduct within the authority and
any recommendations for improving standards.

There is a need for training of members of Standards Committee, not only on the Model
Code of Conduct but also on how to hold Hearings to ensure openness and fairness to
the member complained of, to the complainant and to any witnesses.

There is an established Forum for Independent Chairs of Standards Committees in north
and mid Wales. Although a Forum for the Chairs of Standards Committees in South
Wales no doubt would serve a similar purpose in the facilitation of exchange of
information and experiences about the work of Standards Committees in that part of
Wales, | suggest that there should be an all-Wales Forum and the re-establishment of
the annual Conference for Independent Chairs and Independent members of Standards
Committees across Wales that took place until recently that would encourage
consistency of approach and the adoption of best practice across Wales.

The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales accepts that there is a need for more
reference back to Standards Committees when he declines to investigate complaints,
and that although the technicalities of how references back are managed needs careful
consideration he does not believe this to be complicated. The Ombudsman considers
that this informal arrangement would not require any legislative change as far as his
powers are concerned but that Standards Committees would need to have additional
powers to require necessary training of members and the power to require a member to
make an apology to the complainant. His clear view is that the power for the Standards
Committee to impose training or to require an apology to be made would be helpful to
‘nip things in the bud’ at a local level.
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5.5.6

| reviewed whether the establishment of sub-committees of Standards Committees
dedicated to Community Council issues has had any impact on the process of supporting
Community Councils and dealing with complaints. From my audit of Standards
Committees it seems that only one County Council in Wales has established such a
subcommittee of the Standards Committee and as that County Council has 128
Community Councils in its area this is seen to be a practical way of managing the
situation.

There is serious concern about the extent of bullying, lack of respect or otherwise
generally disruptive behaviour by some members at meetings of Town and Community
Councils. The Public Services Ombudsman takes seriously any allegation that a member
has bullied or harassed another member or officer and his guidance on this makes it
clear that members must show other members and officers the same courtesy and
consideration that they show others in their daily lives. In seeking to reduce the incidence
of bullying or otherwise inappropriate behaviour, with the assistance of Monitoring
Officers, the Ombudsman has engaged with a number of Town and Community Councils
that have given rise to a disproportionate number of complaints in the past, and
guidance prepared by One Voice Wales and the Society of Local Council Clerks aims to
help Councils in avoiding or tackling bullying, harassment and inappropriate behaviour.
This is an issue that may be mitigated to some extent by a requirement for mandatory
training of councillors and greater use of local resolution procedures, but it is a serious
problem that will continue to need to be monitored and addressed where necessary by
local Standards Committees and Monitoring Officers

An analysis of the arrangements and protocols in place within authorities to
support members and staff in preventing the need for issues to a) arise in the first
place and b) be escalated beyond local resolution. This will include areas such as
clear communication and signposting, training and awareness and the approach
to addressing concerns.

The review has been very useful in indicating where there is the need for changes to the
current arrangements to support members and staff — principally Standards Committees
and Monitoring Officers — in preventing issues arising and needing being dealt with more
effectively in a timely way without the need for investigation by the Public Services
Ombudsman. The recommendations for changes to the current ethical standards
framework are intended to assist in achieving that objective.

Consideration of the current sanctions and whether they are still appropriate

Where a Standards Committee concludes that a member or co-opted member has failed
to comply with the relevant Council’s Code of Conduct, it may determine that:

e No action needs to be taken in respect of that failure

o the member or co-opted member should be censured which takes the form of
a public rebuke
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5.5.7

5.6

or

« the member or co-opted member should be suspended or partially
suspended from being a member of that authority for a period not exceeding
six months or if shorter, the remainder of the member’s term of office.

A member subject to a sanction by a Standards Committee may seek the permission of
the President of the Adjudication Panel for Wales to appeal against the determination.

There was no view expressed during my review that these sanctions available to a
Standards Committee are not proportionate or appropriate. However, the Public Services
Ombudsman and Monitoring Officers confirmed their support for the Adjudication Panel
for Wales having the ability to impose more varied sanctions than is currently the case.
The proposal is that the sanctions should be similar to those available to the former
Adjudication Panel for England.

Accessibility of the ethical standards framework

Although this was not an issue raised by any of those that | consulted there is
nevertheless a concern that the ability of a member of the public to make a legitimate
complaint about the conduct of an elected member in their area is constrained by the
lack of publicity about the ethical standards framework and how the complaints
procedure can be utilised. There is very helpful information and advice on the websites of
the Public Services Ombudsman, the WLGA and One Voice Wales. However, based on
my own experience of searching principal Council websites as well as the Welsh
Government website for information about the Code of Conduct, or the work of
Standards Committees or how to complain about the conduct of a councillor, a member
of the public would have great difficulty in finding helpful information if they wished to
complain. And of course not every member of the public has internet access, and some
members of the public have particular difficulty in accessing information because of
various disabilities, or because they belong to a ‘hard to reach group’ such as the
traveler community or because of language problems. | have no practical
recommendation about how this should be addressed but if the ethical standards
framework is to be genuinely open, transparent and accessible to everyone, and if the
objective is that the framework should command the confidence of everyone who may
need to use it, then consideration needs to be given to how to ensure equality of access
for everyone.

The second phase of the review will focus on working with partners and stakeholders to
deliver any changes to the ethical standards framework that are considered appropriate
and necessary by Welsh Ministers in the light of the findings and recommendations of the
first phase of the review.
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Richard Penn
Independent Consultant

July 2021
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Lisa James

Deputy Director

Local Government Democracy Division

Department for Local Government

Welsh Government

(By Email) 25 March 2022

Dear Lisa,
Initial response to the Penn Report dated July 2021 - Three key issues

At the Standards Conference on 9 February 2022 you said that you would welcome feed-
back from Standards Committees on the Penn Report on the Ethical Standards Framework,
prior to full public consultation on any proposed changes to the Framework.

Monmouthshire County Council’s Standards Committee met on 21 March 2022 and resolved
to contact you with their views accordingly. A recording of that meeting is available on MCC'’s
website?.

The committee agreed with the overarching conclusion in the Report that the “the current
framework is ‘fit for purpose’, works well in practice and [is] viewed by many as far superior
to that currently used in English local government™.

There were some initial points that the Committee wanted to raise with you and | would be
more than happy to engage with any follow up consultation or additional work on the report.

The 3 key areas the Committee wanted to raise are:
Limited consultation

The consultation was heavily slanted towards Welsh Government and local government offi-
cers, and only a minority of Standards Committees were involved3.

Despite “public confidence” in the Framework being one of the terms of reference of the re-
view#; there was no consultation of the public, nor were any elected Members spoken to ei-
ther (as councillor confidence is also critical).

It is the opinion of the Committee that any changes to the ESF as a result of the Report
would be fatally undermined by the lack of engagement with the 2 most important stake-
holder groups — complainants (especially among the public) and those who have been sub-
ject to complaints (Councillors).

2 para 1.5 of the report

3 para 2.14
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A subsequent consultation that would be available to these two groups would not be suffi-
cient in itself to reassure the Committee that the formulation of the recommendations them-
selves had a basis in a balanced set of contributions. The risk is the recommendations are
flawed, and subsequent consultation cannot redress this.

Community Councillor Behaviour

The Report repeatedly raises concerns about Community Councillor conduct, for example:
“there is serious concern about the extent of bullying, lack of respect or otherwise generally
disruptive behaviour by some members at meetings of Town and Community Councils5”.

On reading the latest Public Services Ombudsman’s (PSOW) Annual report® the Committee
notes that there were 167 and 135 code of conduct complaints relating to Town and Com-
munity Councils in the years 20/21 and 19/20, compare with 138 and 96 for Principal Coun-
cils.

In consideration of the relative number of Councillors in Wales for each type of Council, the
figures do not suggest that there such a problem; indeed, it suggest that proportionately
complaints about Principal Council Members are far higher.

It is accepted that the numbers alone are insufficient to determine where issues may lie, but
the Report did not explain why the current Framework is not dealing with such behaviour
which breaches the Code. Effective sanctions are available to APW and Standards Commit-
tees, and subsequent publicity should deter future breaches. If the current Framework is fail-
ing to deal with particular sorts of behaviour, we need to understand why.

Local Resolution of Complaints

The Committee does not support the proposal to remove the right of the public to complain
directly to the PSOW?, specifically the recommendation that:

“The Model Code of Conduct should be appropriately amended to require that any complaint
should be considered for local resolution before it can be referred subsequently to the Public
Services Ombudsman.”

In the first instance, this is a Framework redefining change that is completely disproportion-
ate to the overarching conclusion that the ESF is fit for purpose, and concerningly seems to
draw in part upon the point raised above about Town and Community Councillor behaviour

that is not fully evidenced or expanded in the Report.

It must be recognised that to introduce what on the face of it sounds like a reasonable esca-
lation measure is to fundamentally undermine the single most important element of the ESF
in Wales — that it is built upon the foundation of an independent PSOW to which everyone
has direct, unfettered access should they wish it - this is critical to both public and member
confidence.

The Committee is concerned that the obvious hosting of any local resolution would lie with
the Monitoring Officer or associated element of a Principal Council. One of the frequent is-
sues cited with the system in England, and the Committee enjoys a membership that in-
cludes experience of that system, is that code of conduct matters dealt with by Monitoring
Officers there are not perceived as independent, and so biased towards Councillors, by
complainants, while at the same time undermining the relationship between the Monitoring
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Officer and staff and the elected Members of a Council. It is a move that would only weaken
and not strengthen what is already a good system in Wales.

There are a host of relevant resourcing issues associated with this recommendation as well
and it is felt that it misses a fundamental point. The independence of the PSOW enables the
crucial application of the public interest test. If local resolution was required, detached from
this critical test, it will increase demand and resource requirements not only with those re-
quired to investigate local resolution but at the PSOW as well, not only through the inevitabil-
ity of appeals, but because the ability Monitoring Officers currently have to triage and treat
complaints currently through non-binding advice and an explanation of elements such as the
public interest test will be restricted, resulting in greater numbers of complaints needing re-
sourcing.

In a letter to Jayne Bryant MS dated 21st January 2021, Lord Evans the Chair of the Com-
mittee on Standards in Public Life stated:

“... it is vital that the investigative process for complaints is sufficiently independent, so that it
is perceived as fair by potential complainants and respondents. An investigatory process that
is not perceived as fair will deter complainants from coming forward and will lead to respon-
dents challenging the legitimacy of the process and its outcomes. The former is a particular
problem for those who are victims of bullying or harassment, for whom confidence that their
complaint will be taken seriously and processed fairly will often determine whether or not
they complain at all.”

Informal local resolution of conduct complaints works well now, it does not require a new

process. Removal of the public’s right to complain directly to the PSOW would be an unjusti-
fied and damaging move towards the English ethical standards framework.

[sent electronically]

Richard Stow

Chair Standards Committee
Monmouthshire County Council

richard@sunnybankvines.co.uk
01981 240256

CC: Matt Phillips
Chief Officer People & Governance and Monitoring Officer
Monmouthshire County Council

MatthewPhillips@monmouthshire.gov.uk
07977 014176

Page 63


mailto:richard@sunnybankvines.co.uk
mailto:MatthewPhillips@monmouthshire.gov.uk

This page is intentionally left blank



Agenda Iltem 8

pmbwdsmon

Ombudsman

OMBWDSMON GWASANAETHAU CYHOEDDUS CYMRU
PUBLIC SERVICES OMBUDSMAN FOR WALES

Annual Report and Accounts

2021 /2022




We can provide a summary of this document in accessible
formats, including Braille, large print and Easy Read.
To request, please contact us:

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales
1 Ffordd yr Hen Gae

Pencoed

CF35 51

Tel: 0300 790 0203

Email: communications@ombudsman.wales

Page 66



pmbwdsmon

Ombudsman

OMBWDSMON GWASANAETHAU CYHOEDDUS CYMRU
PUBLIC SERVICES OMBUDSMAN FOR WALES

Annual Report and Accounts 2021/22

of the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales
for the year ended 31 March 2022

Laid before the Welsh Parliament
under paragraphs 15, 17 and 18 of Schedule 1
of the Public Services Ombudsman (Wales) Act 2019.

Page 67

Annual Report & Accounts 2021/22 3



Contents

Contents

06

09

10

12

14

15

16

18

21

39

48

50

52

56

Foreword 60

The impact of COVID-19 62

About us 64

Our Key Performance 66

Indicators

Snapshot of the year 67

A guide to some terms used 78

in this Report

Strategic Aim 1 80

Deliver Justice

Our caseload 82

Complaints about public 85

services

Complaints about the Code of 89

Conduct

Review and Quality Assurance 90

How quickly we 91

considered complaints

What people think about our 92

service

How accessible we are 926

124

Page 68

4 Annual Report & Accounts 2021/22

Strategic Aim 2

Promote Learning
Complaints Standards

Own Initiative Investigations
Policy work

Sharing our findings
Strategic Aim 3

Use Resources Wisely
Training and development
Health and wellbeing
Equaity, diversity and inclusion
Sustainability

Formal accountability
Working with similar bodies
Financial Management
Accountability Report

2021/22

Annual Accounts
2021/22



We have continued to deliver for those who have
suffered injustice during the pandemic.

We are proactive, helping the public sector improve
during challenging times.

We embrace learning and welcome feedback

We are accountable and transparent about our
performance and use of resources.

We strive to ensure and promote equality, diversity and
inclusion.

We pull together and support each other.

WEOBE@W
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Foreword

Forewo rd +completed just over 2400
investigations

| promise that this is definitely my last +Issued 50 publicinterest reports

foreword as PSOW! + issued 5 thematic reports and

published our first ‘Own Initiative’

| became Ombudsman in August 2014. . o
investigation report.

Since then, we have:

dealt with almost 38,000 | am particularly pleased at the impact
enquiries our recommendations, including those

in the thematic report on Out of Hours
care in hospitals, have had. Taken
together, our work has made a significant
contribution to putting things right for
individuals as well as improving services
for everyone in Wales.

considered over 18,000
complaints

The past year has been very challenging.
Our core function is to consider
complaints — about public service
providers, or about councillors breaching
the Code of Conduct. This year we
received over 30% more cases
than last year — we also closed a
record number of complaints.

We investigated many more
complaints about the
Councillors' Code of Conduct.
Compared to last year, we
referred twice as many
complaints to Standards
Committees and to the
Adjudication Panel for
Wales. This is still only a
small proportion of our
complaints about breaches
of the Code of Conduct
- but we are concerned
about this increase.

| am immensely proud that,
during my time at the helm, we
have succeeded in securing legislative
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reform of the office. We now have some
of the most comprehensive powers to
proactively drive improvement in public
services among ombudsman offices in
Great Britain.

We made huge progress with those
proactive powers during the year:

We received over two hundred
oral complaints

Our Complaints Standards

role now extends to local
government, health bodies and
some housing associations

We trained approximately
4000 staff members at these
bodies to improve how they
handle complaints.

We published our first ‘own initiative’
investigation report in October,
'Homelessness Reviewed: an open door
to positive change’. The report included
many recommendations to improve
support to some of the most vulnerable
service users in Wales. We were also
able to use our proactive powers to
extend an investigation into a prostate
cancer case to include a further 16
affected patients in North Wales.

Our staff worked hard during the year
to manage our increasing caseload

and promote improvement. But these
pressures took their toll. For example,
we did not always manage to consider
complaints as quickly as we wanted and
our staff experienced increased stress
because of the increased caseload. As
we emerge into the 'new normal’ after
the pandemic, we consider it likely that
our caseload will remain high and it may

continue to increase. We are working

hard to find ways to improve how we can
deal with cases even more efficiently, but
also how we can better support our staff.

When | started this job, | publicly called
for innovation to deliver improvement for
my office and for public services in Wales.
| am incredibly grateful to the Senedd
and to my staff for making that ambition
a reality. | am also very aware that any
legacy from my period in office will be
dwarfed by the legacy of the pandemic
on public services. | am especially
concerned that almost 25% of the Welsh
population are on NHS waiting lists - this
will prove a huge challenge over the next
few years for the NHS and could also
impact our work at PSOW.

| wish my staff, my successor Michelle

Morris, public services and all our
stakeholders all the best for the future.

Nick Bennett
Public Services Ombudsman for Wales

March 2022
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Foreword

As | start my term as Ombudsman |
would like to pay tribute to Nick Bennett,
my predecessor and to the staff in the
Office for their hard work in continuing
to deliver services through what has
undoubtedly been the most challenging
couple of years for the public sector in
Wales.

Our public services continue to work
under considerable pressure as we all
find a way to return to new and improved
working arrangements, while coping with
the issues that remain a legacy from

the pandemic, including backlogs and
waiting times for some services and the
recruitment and retention of a first class
workforce.

Public bodies across Wales have
continued to work with us to ensure

that we can properly deal with issues
when they go wrong and that we all learn
lessons from that experience.

During my term in office, | want to build
on those good working relationships

to ensure our public services in Wales
emerge stronger and that service users
continue to receive proper redress when
things go wrong.

In the autumn, | will share my priorities

for the next three years and consult on
my first Strategic Plan.

Michelle Morris
Public Services Ombudsman for Wales

20 July 2022
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The impact of
COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected our
office, as it has all other public bodies

in Wales. We had to adjust how we
organise our work, what demands we
placed on bodies in our jurisdiction and
how we managed the expectations of our
complainants.

However, some of the most striking
effects of the pandemic on our office to
date have been the dramatic changes in
our caseload since 2020.

During 2020/21, the first year of the
pandemic, for the first time in many years
we saw a drop in the number of new
cases reaching our office. We believe
that this reflected public sentiment and
support for the NHS, with members of
the public reportedly being reluctant

to complain about a service that was
already under strain.

However, this grace period appears to
have ended. We have never received
more complaints than in 2021/22. Our
cases suggest that members of the
public are increasingly impatient and
distressed by services that, in their view,
are failing to meet their needs. As this
Report shows, complaints about health
boards have increased and the number
of new complaints about county councils
and social landlords have increased
significantly.

Throughout this Report, we explain how
this significant increase in our caseload
affected our service.

We usually compare our annual
performance to the previous year, but
2020/21 was an exceptional year. In
this Report, we take the unusual step of
comparing our public services, Code of
Conduct and review caseload also with
2019/20, the last ‘'normal’ year on record.
We think that by doing that we present
more accurately and fairly the trends in
our work and the performance of public
bodies in Wales.

This Report includes key statistics about
our complaints trends this year. To be as
transparent as possible, we publish more
detailed data_on our website here.
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About us

10

About us

We have three main roles.

 We investigate complaints about public services.

 We consider complaints about councillors breaching the

Code of Conduct.

* We drive systemic improvement of public services.

We are independent of all government bodies and our
service is impartial and free of charge.

Complaints about public
service providers

Our first role is to consider complaints
about services provided by devolved
public bodies in Wales, including:

local government (such as county
and community councils)

the National Health Service
(such as Health Boards, Trusts,
GPs and dentists)

registered social landlords
(housing associations)

Welsh Government and its
sponsored bodies

We can also consider complaints about
privately arranged or funded social care
and palliative care services. In some
specific circumstances, we can look into
aspects of privately funded healthcare.

We examine complaints that people have
been treated unfairly or have received

a bad service through some fault of the
service provider.

When we find that something has gone
wrong, we can recommend redress,

or changes in process, to ensure that
service providers do not repeat their
mistakes.

(11 The service was excellent,
and the outcome achieved

was positive. | could not

have achieved this outcome
without assistance from the
ombudsman’s office. They
helped me to achieve a sense of
fairness.
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Code of Conduct complaints

Our second role is to consider
complaints that local councillors have
breached their authorities’ Codes of
Conduct, which set out the recognised
principles of behaviour that elected
members should follow in public life.

We can consider complaints about
elected members of:

county and county

borough councils

community and town councils
fire authorities

national park authorities

police & crime panels.

Where we find evidence suggesting that
the Code has been breached, we refer
these cases to a Standards Committee
or the Adjudication Panel for Wales for
decision.

19 recognise the
understanding and
professionalism shown in your
contribution to the hearing and
deliberation on its outcome.
Please accept my gratitude for
your management of the case.

We are a “prescribed person” under the
Public Interest Disclosure Act for raising
whistleblowing concerns about breaches
of the Code of Conduct by members of
local authorities. We explain this role

in more detail in the Whistleblowing
section of the Report.

Systemic improvement of
public services

Our third role is to drive broader
improvement of public services. The
Senedd approved more proactive
powers to do this under the Public
Services Ombudsman (Wales) Act 2019
(the PSOW Act 2019).

We can investigate on our own initiative
even if we have not received a complaint.
We talk about this power in more detail
in the Own Initiative section of this

Report.

We can also set complaints standards for
public bodies in Wales. We can publish
a statement of principles for complaints
handling by public bodies and set model
complaints handling procedures for
them. We monitor the performance

of public bodies in complaint handling,
including reviewing their complaint
handling data. We also provide training
to public bodies on good complaint
handling. The Complaints Standards
section of this Report explains how we
have taken this power forward.

GE we are very grateful for the
time taken to deliver such high-
quality training to the Health
Board.
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Our Key Performance Indicators
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Our Key Performance Indicators

We check how well we perform against a set of measures or Key Performance
Indicators (KPIs). Below we explain how we aimed to perform and how we did.
We discuss these figures in more detail throughout this Report.

Performance indicator

Target QA yAVr¥, 2019/20

Our decision times in complaints about public bodies

.de.CISI.Oﬂ' that .a ;omplamt iS not within 90% 90% 94% 95%
jurisdiction within 3 weeks
decision taken not to investigate a
complaint (after making initial enquiries) 90% 83% 85% 92%
within 6 weeks
whgrg we ;egk Early Resolution, 90% 83% 830 94%
decision within 9 weeks
decision to investigate and start
investigation within 6 weeks of the date 80% 69% 65% 67%
sufficient information is received
Complaints about public bodies which are investigated - cases closed
cases closed within 12 months | 85%| 76% | 529 | 81%
Our decision times in complaints about the Code of Conduct
decision taken not to investigate within 90% 98% 90% 93%
6 weeks.
decision to investigate and start
investigation within 6 weeks of the date 90% 80% 76% 86%
sufficient information is received
Code of Conduct complaints which are investigated - cases closed
cases closed within 12 months 90% 67% 50% 88%
Customer satisfaction*
we are easy to find 91/98% | 80/95%| 85/97%| 91/98%
we offer a helpful service 63/83%| 60/86%| 62/91%| 63/83%
we clearly explain our process and 65/89%| 65/91%| 63/96%| 65/89%
decision
How bodies fulfil our recommendations (‘compliance’)
proportion of recommendations due
and complied with by public service - 81% 85% 72%
providers
number of compliance visits 7 6 7 4
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Performance indicator

Target QwirAVy¥; 2019/20

Human resources

completion of the appraisal process - 100% 100% 100%
employee response to staff survey - 84% N/A** 92%
Staff training
proportion of staff achieving target
number of days of continuing - 72% 77% 93%
professional development
Staff attendance
average number of days lost through
, - 3.0 9.0
sickness per member of staff
proportion of vyorkmg days lost ) 5 70% 114% 3.40%
through staff sickness
proportion of vvorkmg days lost ) 1.04% 0.62% 1.0%
through short term sickness
proportion of vvorkmg days lost ) 170% 0.52% 5 40%
through long term sickness
Financial performance
cash repaid to Welsh Consolidated <30 5 3% 0.4% 1.0%
Fund
unit cost per case £540| f£491*%** £695 £521
support costs as percentage of budget <5% 4.2% 4.1% 4.3%
. . Unqualified Unqualified Unqualified Unqualified
external Audit Opinion on Accounts
accounts accounts accounts accounts
internal Audit Opinion on internal Substantial Substantial Substantial Substantial
controls Assurance Assurance Assurance Assurance
Complaints about us
number of complaints received N/A 32 26 36
number of complaints upheld N/A 12 5 7
Sustainability
waste (kg) 26,000 9,205 3,988 26,996
electricity (kWh) 104,000 73,754 71,668| 104,521

* We present these results for all respondents (the first figure) as well as those satisfied with the

outcome (the second figure).

** We carry out our staff survey every two years, so there was no staff survey in 2020/21.
*** Figures reported for unit costs reflect the approach introduced in 2020/21. The target and
previous years' figures have been restated using the same approach, so figures are meaningful.
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Snapshot of the year
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Snapshot of the year

April :
2021 I;I - 22 County and County Borough Councils become subject to
. complaint handling standards.
................. ...........
May :
V) — .
2021 =1 : We publish new Code of Conduct Guidance for members of
lv—] : local authorities in Wales.
J ................ . ...........................................................
une :
2021 @ . Health Boards and Trusts become subject to complaints
- handling standards.
-J.Ijl.y. ............ ’ ...........................................................
A .
2021 é . We issue a public interest report about Cwm Taf Morgannwg
- UHB - and our Annual Report 2020/21.
August ......... R R R R E R R PP
2021 . We launch a new Our Findings tool. We issue a public interest
report about Betsi Cadwaladr UHB & Denbighshire Council.
September . We publish complaints standards data for the first time
2021 |I| - We issue public interest reports about Betsi Cadwaladr UHB
B . and Bridgend Council.
................. ............................................................

2021 - We issue a public interest report about Hywel Dda UHB
: We appear before the Senedd's Finance Committee.

November

October J—I- - We launch the findings of our first Own Initiative investigation

2021 :
g : We publish our third Equality and Human Rights Casebook.

December
2021 =] : Weissue a public interest report about Cardiff and Vale
—1: UHB
................. ............................................................
January o=
2022 v=| : We publish revised Principles of Good Administration and
Y—1 . Principles of Good Records Management.
February =N -
2022 é :
. We publish a public interest report about Cardiff Council
March ’
2022 20 . We refer the 20th complaint about the conduct of councillors in

- the year and say farewell to outgoing Ombudsman Nick Bennett.
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A guide to some terms

used in this Report

Case

Any matter raised with us by a
member of the public.

A case when someone contacts us
with a general query but is not yet
ready to complain - or we know
straight away that we cannot look
into their issue. If that happens,
we try to offer advice or direct
people to another organisation
that can help.

Complaint

A case where we have enough
information to suggest that it is
something we are able consider.

Intervention

An outcome in complaints

about public services when we
decided that something has gone
wrong and things must be put
right. This could be by making
recommendations or agreeing
early resolution or settlement of a
complaint.

All cases that we handle.

Pre-assessment

A Code of Conduct case which is
not a duly made complaint. People
who complain to us about the
Code of Conduct need to sign a
declaration to say that the details
of the complaint are true and they
are aware that their details and the
complaint will be shared with the
member. If they do not sign that
declaration, we close the case at
the preassessment stage.

Our decision after we have
considered a complaint.

An outcome in Code of Conduct
complaints where we refer a matter
to a Standards Committee or the
Adjudication Panel for Wales. We
generally do this for cases which
involve serious breaches of the
Code..
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Strategic Aim 1: Deliver Justice

Strategic Aim 1.
Deliver Justice

We want our service to be fair,
independent, inclusive and responsive
to the needs of people who complain
to us.

age 8




Deliver Justice: our work at a glance

1 7 We received 8178 new cases 32% more than in 2020/21
(enquiries, pre-assessments

o0

GOOGODE

and complaints). 14% more than in 2019/20
We received 2,726 new 45% more than in 2020/21
complaints about public

services. 22% more than in 2019/20

We issued 1131
recommendations
to public service

We found that something
had gone wrong in 18% of
complaints that we closed.

providers.
We received 294 new 5% less than in 2020/21
complaints about the
Code of Conduct. 27% more than in 2019/20

We referred 20 complaints about.the Code of 100% more
Conduct to the Standards Committees of the

o o referrals than
relevant local authorities, or the Adjudication |
Panel for Wales. ast year

We upheld only 7% of the review requests we received.
Although there is always more work for us to do to improve, this
gives us confidence in our decisions.

43% of our complainants that we asked were happy with our customer service
- compared to 51% in 2020/21. However, people were much happier with our
service when they were also happy with the outcome of their complaint.

43% of people who We accepted 221

responded to the oral complaints - and

national survey knew our first complaint in

about us. British Sign Language.
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Our caseload

Our caseload
New caseload

Every year, thousands of people contact us about public services or about
breaches of the Code of Conduct. This year, we received more new cases than
ever before.

new cases cases brought

81 78 + forward

32% more than in 2020/21 f 2020/21
14% more than in 2019/20 rom

8588 cases in total

in 2021/22

new complaints

4989

38% more than in 2020/21
22% more than in 2019/20

public service Code of Conduct
enquiries  pre-assessments

complaints  complaints about
about public the Code of
services Conduct
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Closed caseload

We also closed a record number of cases. We think that this high caseload will
continue in 2022/23 and we are looking at ways to improve how we deal with

cases even more efficiently.

.
.
.

closed cases

cases carried over
28% more than in 2020/21 to 2022/23

11% more than in 2019/20

This is much more than in
2020/21 (410) and 2019/20
(453) because of the very
high number of cases that
we had to deal with this
year.

closed complaints
29% more than in 2020/21
4% more than in 201 9/20

public service Code of Conduct

enquiries

pre-assessments

complaints  complaints about
about public the Code of
services Conduct

In the next sections of this Report,
we focus on the main trends in our
complaints only.
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Complaints about public services

This is when someone contacts us These are cases where we have
with a general query but is not yet enough information to suggest
ready to complain - or we know that it is something we are able
straight away that we cannot look consider.

into their issue. If that happens,
we try to offer advice or direct
people to another organisation
that can help.

| Assessment 4 el

We assess if we can and need to investigate the complaint. For example, we
check how much time has passed since the issue complained about.

If we decide that we We can propose Early If we think that we need

cannot or should Resolution - suggest to get more evidence,
not consider the that a body takes or we cannot resolve
complaint, we will action to resolve the issue early, we will
let the complainant the issue without an investigate.

know. investigation.

Investigation -

We look into the complaint in more detail, and we gather additional evidence.
We aim to complete our investigations wihtin 12 months or sooner.

If we decide that If we decide that something has gone wrong,
nothing has gone we can:

wrong, we will issue

a report and contact

the complainant to propose a voluntary issue a report
explain our decision. settlement - similar upholding the
to Early Resolution. complaint.
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Complaints about public services

New complaints about public services

We received a record number of complaints about public services, especially
about County Councils and Housing Associations. Code of Conduct complaints
are covered in a separate section of this Report. In 2021/22:

we received 2,726 new
complaints about public
services.

we received 765 new
complaints about Health
Boards.

we received 1143 new
complaints about County
and County Borough
Councils.

we received 302 new
complaints about Housing
Associations.

® B®®O

45% more than in 2020/21

22% more than in 2019/20

30% more than in 2020/21

2% more than in 2019/20

47% more than in 2020/21

32% more than in 2019/20

78% more than in 2020/21

50% more than in 2019/20

Find all the complaints data that
( ) we refer to in this Report
on our website here.
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Complaints about public services - new

Which bodies people complained about

The main bodies that people complain to us about are Health Boards, County
Councils and Housing Associations.

Health Boards

We had 765 new complaints about Health Boards - 30% more than
last year, but only 2% more than in 2019/20. This is an increase, but
not as significant as for some other bodies in our jurisdiction.

Compared to 2020/21, we noted increases in complaint numbers for
all Health Boards apart from Powys Teaching Health Board.

However, when comparing to 2019/20, several Health Boards were
less complained about this year.

As in previous years, in 2021/22 the most complained about Health
Board was Betsi Cadwaladr University Health Board. However, that
Health Board was subject to 6% fewer complaints than in 2019/20.

We noted large increases in new complaints about Cwm Taf
Morgannwg University Health Board and Swansea Bay University
Health Board, compared to 2020/21 and 2019/20.

22 Annual Report & Accounts 2021/22

Change | Change
from from
Health Board 2021/22 2020/21 | 2019/20 2020/21 ik kTb2)
% %
Aneurin Bevan UHB 142 +48% +1% 96 140
Betsi Cadwaladr UHB 213 +16% -6% 184 227
Cardiff and Vale UHB 89 +44% -11% 62 100
Cwm Taf Morgannwg UHB 113 +31% +41% 86 80
Hywel Dda UHB 88 +38% -4% 64 92
Powys Teaching HB 10 -38% -57% 16 23
Swansea Bay UHB 110 +39% +21% 79 91
All Health Boards 765 +30% +2% 587 753
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County and County Borough Councils

We had 1143 new complaints about County and County Borough
Councils. This was a large increase - 47% more than last year, and 32%
more than in 2019/20.

Compared to 2020/21, all councils were subject to more complaints
except for Blaenau Gwent, Conwy and Swansea. We noted some

of the highest increases in new complaints for Neath Port Talbot,
Carmarthenshire and Cardiff.

Compared to 2019/20, all councils apart from Blaenau Gwent, Conwy,
Swansea and Powys were subject to more complaints. For many
councils we noted very significant increases in new complaints. Some
of the highest increases related to Torfaen, Wrexham, Merthyr Tydfil,
Neath Port Talbot and the Vale of Glamorgan.

You can find a detailed breakdown of our new o
complaints about County and County Borough
Councils overleaf.

Housing Associations

Finally, we had 302 new complaints about Housing Associations. The
increase in new complaints about these bodies was the most significant
- we received 78% more complaints about them than in 2020/21 and
50% more than in 2019/20.

No single organisation was responsible for a large proportion of these
complaints. Over the last two years, we had complaints about around
40 different Housing Associations and we rarely received more than 10
complaints about one body.

Almost a half of the complaints that we received this year about
housing associations - 46% - was about repairs and maintenance. This
is higher than in previous years.
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Complaints about public services - new

Our new complaints about County and County Borough Councils:

County or Count Change | Change
Borough Council p(yAVF¥4 from from 2020/21 @Ak ETpA)
2020/21 | 2019/20

Blaenau Gwent 14 -7% -18% 15 17
Bridgend 55 +77% +62% 31 34
Caerphilly 60 +30% +22% 46 49
Cardiff 182 +90% +49% 96 122
Carmarthenshire 54 +100% +29% 27 42
Ceredigion 52 +63% +68% 32 31
Conwy 27 -16% -7% 32 29
Denbighshire 34 +6% +69% 32 32
Flintshire 99 +68% +62% 59 61
Gwynedd 39 +30% +59% 30 37
Isle of Anglesey 29 +61% +12% 18 26
Merthyr Tydfi 27 +80% | +108% 15 13
Monmouthshire 20 0% +25% 20 16
Neath Port Talbot 45 +137% +105% 19 22
Newport 40 +290 +3% 3 39
Pembrokeshire 39 +39% +56% 28 25
Powys 55 +45% -24% 38 /2
Rhondda Cynon Taf 51 +28% +31% 40 39
Swansea 71 -3% -23% 73 92
Torfaen 18 +50% +260% 12 5
Vale of Glamorgan 61 +56% +103% 39 30
Wrexham 71 +65% +115% 43 33
All County and County 1143 +47% +32% 776 866
Borough Councils

Find all the complaints data that
we refer to in this Report .y,
on our website here.
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What people complained about

We report our new complaints showing
the different public service providers
they relate to. However, we also monitor
and report on the subject of those
complaints.

As in previous years, people complained
to us most commonly about health
services. 34% of our new complaints
were about those services. Still, this
was a lower proportion than in the last
two years (39% in 2021/22 and 41% in
2019/20)

The proportion of complaints about

problems with how public bodies
handled complaints has increased to

Health - 34%

14% (from 12% in 2020/21 and 9% in
2019/20). We hope that we will start

to see fewer of those complaints, as
public bodies put into action the learning
from our complaints standards training.
However, we also know that many

public bodies have received many more
complaints this year. This can influence
the standard of complaint handling.

This year, we recorded some complaints
as being related to COVID-19. These are
cases where the impact of the pandemic
was central to the issue complained
about. Around half of these complaints
related to health services. However,
these COVID-19 related complaints
account for a small proportion of new
complaints - around 3%.

Housing - 16%

Complaint
handling - 14%

Social
services - 8%

Planning
and building
control - 8%

COVID-19 - 3%

Other - 17%
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Complaints about public services - closed
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Closed complaints about public services

We closed a record number of complaints this year and we found that
something had gone wrong in about the same proportion of complaints as over
the last two years. In 2021/22:

0, .
we closed 2,584 complaints 34% more than in 2020/21

about public services. 13% more than in 2019/20

we closed 2,396 or

93% of our complaints We intervened
about public services in 315 of these
at the assessment complaints by
stage - a higher recommending Early
proportion than in the Resolution.

last two years (87%).

we closed 188 or 7% )
e 1 88 f our comolaint We intervened
: orourcompiaints in 144 of these

at the investigation .
5 complaints by

Stage - a lower upholding the complaint

proportion than in )
the last two years or proposing voluntary
settlement.

(13%).

Overall, we found that

1 8% something had gone wrong
in 18% of complaints that we

closed.

69% of all our interventions This wa§ ) h'ghef
69% ) ..orc Earlv Resolutions proportion than in 2020/21
y ' (55%) and 2019/20 (57%).

This was a lower
intervention rate than in
the last two years (20%).
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How many complaints we closed

This year, we closed 2,584 complaints about public
services - 34% more than in 2020/21 and 13% more
than in 2019/20.

Our closed complaints: Health Boards

We closed 691 complaints about Health Boards. This was 10% more
than last year, but 12% less than in 2019/20.

However, we have many more complaints about Health Boards still to
close. 271, or just over a half of the complaints about public services
that we still had open at the end of the year were about Health Boards.
These are often the most complicated complaints, which take longest
to investigate.

We have now closed all the outstanding complaints about the two
former Health Boards - Abertawe Bro Morgannwg Health Board and
Cwm Taf University Health Board.

Our closed complaints: County and County Borough Councils

We also closed 1108 complaints about County and County Borough
Councils = 42% more than last year and 26% more than in 2019/20.

Complaint stages 0

By looking at what stage we closed complaints we can better
understand the complaints reaching our office.

There are legal restrictions on the cases we can investigate. To investigate,
the body or the matter complained about must be in our jurisdiction. We
must know that the body complained about has had a reasonable chance
to respond to the complaint. We also need to receive a complaint within
12 months of the events complained about (or within 12 months of the
person complaining becoming aware of the issue).

Many of the complaints that we close at assessment stage are cases where
the complaint was made to us too early, too late or where the complainant
did not yet have the information that we needed to consider their
complaint in more detail.
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Complaints about public services - closed
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When we closed complaints

Assessments

This year, we closed 2396 or 93% of
our complaints about public services at
the assessment stage. This was a large
proportion - higher than in the last two
years (87%).

The main reason for closing complaints
at that initial stage was because they
were premature - they reached us
before the relevant body could respond
to them. That was the case for 32%

of the complaints we rejected at
assessment in 2021/22 (compared to
28% in 2020/21).

This could mean that people who contact
us do not understand when we can
consider their complaint.

However, it could also mean that the
bodies in our jurisdiction are taking
too long to consider the complaints
themselves.

Other common reasons included

that there was no evidence of
maladministration or service failure
(22%); and that we believed that we
could have achieved little further for the
complainant (12%).

Investigations

We closed 188 or 7% of our complaints
at the investigation stage. This was a
lower proportion than in the last two
years (13%).

This reflects, amongst other things,

the fact that case numbers in 2020/21
were lower, with fewer investigations
commenced that year and concluded in
2021/22.

We also had more investigations open
at the end of the 2021/22 year. Of the
complaints that we still had open at the
end of the year, 217, or about 36% were
being investigated — and 175 of these
investigations were about health.

Unfortunately, this is a high number of
complex cases that we simply did not
manage to close during the year because
of case complexity and our workload
pressures.

As in previous years, over 80% of the
investigations that we completed during
the year related to health services. This
tends to happen because complaints
about health services are usually most
complex. We often cannot make our
decision on a health case without
investigating in detail and commissioning
expert clinical advice.
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Our interventions

The number of complaints that we received or closed does not

tell us how well bodies in our jurisdiction deliver services. To
understand that, it is more useful to look at how many complaints we

intervene in.

Intervention means that we found that something had gone wrong

and that the public body needed to put things right. We can intervene

at assessment stage by suggesting an ‘Early Resolution’. We can also
intervene after we investigated - by publishing a report which upholds a
complaint, or by suggesting a settlement between the body and the person

complaining.

When we intervened

We intervened in 459 or 18% of
complaints about public services that we
closed in 2021/22.

Although this is a higher number of
interventions than in the last two years,
it is a smaller proportion of our closed
complaints overall - 18%, compared to
20% in the last two years.

In 315 of these complaints, or about 69%
of all our interventions, we proposed an
Early Resolution at the assessment stage.

This was a higher proportion than last
year (55%) and in 2019/20 (57%).

Many people complaining to us want
to see their case resolved quickly and
investigations take significant time
and resources. We are happy to have
resolved more complaints using this
approach.

In the other 144 complaints that we
intervened in, we issued a report
upholding the complaint or proposed a
voluntary settlement.
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Complaints about public services - closed

Our reference: 202105152

Ms X complained about how Conwy County Borough Council

managed a Gypsy Traveller site and how residents were reimbursed for
their costs in carrying out routine maintenance. She was also concerned
that the Council stated that officers would not deal directly with residents
if they made allegations of racism. Although we saw evidence that the
Council had been acting to address the situation, we were concerned that
some of these matters had been ongoing for some time. We agreed with
the Council that it would:

« provide a new draft management agreement to the residents and

* reimburse their outstanding costs.

Our reference: 202103182

Mr A complained to us that, in March 2020, Hywel Dda University
Health Board cancelled his orthopaedic operation because of the
pandemic and, by August 2021, he was yet to hear when his operation
would happen. We acknowledged that the Health Board's services had
been severely disrupted by the pandemic, causing delays. However,
we were concerned that the Health Board did not update Mr A on his
place on the waiting list. We agreed with the Heath Board that it would:

« update Mr A and explain the situation

« confirm how it manages and reviews the orthopaedic waiting list
to ensure that Mr A receives his operation as soon as possible.

Our reference: 202103058

Ms D complained that she had incurred a debt after the Student
Loans Company (SLC) gave her wrong information about funding
available for her tuition fees. Only after she started her course, SLC
told her that the funding support was not available to her. Although
Ms D left the course immediately, she still incurred a debt of tuition
fees for a term. We decided that, since the information that Ms D
received from SLC was not correct, SLC should reimburse Ms D for her
time and trouble, as well as cover the tuition fee debt.
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Our interventions:
Health Boards

We intervened this year in a

slightly lower proportion of
complaints about Health Boards - 30%,
compared to 33% last year and 31% in
2019/20.

We noted the highest intervention rates
for Powys Teaching Health Board (50%).
However, we closed this year only 6
complaints about that Health Board. The
intervention rate for other Health Boards
was between 34% (for Aneurin Bevan
University Health Board) and 22% (for
Cardiff and the Vale University Health
Board).

Compared to 2020/21, our intervention
rate this year increased only for Powys

@ Aneurin Bevan UHB

@ Betsi Cadwaladr UHB

@ Cardiff and Vale UHB

@ Cwm Taf Morgannwg UHB

@ Hywel Dda UHB

@ Powys Teaching HB 50%

@ Swansea Bay UHB 28%
All 30%

34%
32%
22%
30%
28%

Above, we list our rate of
intervention this year for each
Health Board. For context, the
number of all the complaints
about it that we closed is noted in
brackets.

Teaching Health Board and Cwm Taf
Morgannwg University Health Board.

However, compared to 2019/20, we
intervened in a higher proportion of
complaints for several Health Boards.
We noted the highest increases for Cwm
Taf Morgannwg University Health Board
and Swansea Bay University Health
Board.

We notice that, this year, we received
many more new complaints about Cwm
Taf Morgannwg University Health Board
and Swansea Bay University Health
Board and, compared to 2019/20, we
intervened in a much higher proportion
of complaints as well. We will be
working with these two Health Boards to
understand why that was the case.



Complaints about public services - closed
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Our interventions:
County and County
Borough Councils

We intervened this yearin a
slightly higher proportion of complaints
about County and County Borough
Councils = 14% compared to 13% over
the last two years.

We recorded the highest intervention
rates for Ceredigion County Council (28%)
and Cardiff Council (28%). We intervened
in the lowest proportion of complaints
for Blaenau Gwent Council (0%) and
Pembrokeshire Council (5%).

Compared to 2020/21, our rate

of intervention decreased for

many councils, such as Conwy,
Carmarthenshire, Pembrokeshire and
Wrexham. However, for some councils,
such as Ceredigion and Torfaen, we
intervened in a much higher proportion
of complaints.

Compared to 2019/20, our rate of
intervention decreased for councils such
as Pembrokeshire, Torfaen and Conwy.
However, our rate of intervention rate
increased noticeably for some councils,
including Ceredigion, Bridgend and
Cardiff.

During the year, we have continued to
work with County Councils as part of

Below, we list our rate of intervention this
year for each Council. For context, the
number of all the complaints about it that
we closed is noted in brackets.

@ Blaenau Gwent 0% (13)
@ Bridgend 13% (54)
@ Caerphilly 12% (58)
(4) Cardiff 28% (159)

Cardiff Council- 6% (16)
Rent Smart Wales

@ Carmarthenshire 14% (49)

28%
@ Conwy 8% (24)

(46)

@ Denbighshire 12% (33)
@ Flintshire 16% (94)
@ Gwynedd 15% (41)
@ sle of Anglesey 1M1% (28)

@ Merthyr Tydfi 8% (26)
@ Monmouthshire 10% (21)
Neath Port Talbot 1% (45)
@ Newport 1% (36)

Pembrokeshire 5% (40)
@ Powys 13% (55)
Rhondda Cynon Taf 7% (45)

our Complaints Standards role to help Swansea 13% (76)
improve public services. We will continue 0
this work during 2022/23, focusing on Torfaen 10%  (20)
those councils for which our intervention @ Vale of Glamorgan 15% (62)
rate was the highest.

@ Wrexham 6% (67)

All 14% (1108)
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Find all the complaints data that

) we refer to in this Report

on our website here.
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Complaints about public services - closed

Recommendations

When we find that something has gone wrong with public services, we
recommend that the body that provided those services puts things right. In

2021/22:

we issued 1131 recommendations to public service providers.

we recommended over £132,000 of financial redress -
compared to £62,000 in 2020/21 and £80,000 in 2019/20.

Often, when things have gone wrong,
most people simply want to receive

a response and an apology, or to
understand why things happened the
way they did.

However, sometimes it is not enough

to put things right for the person who
complained. Many people who complain
to us want to make sure that others will
not have to face the same injustice.

We focus on putting things right for
people who suffered injustice and on
making sure that lessons are learned.
However, we can also recommend that a
body pays a person, for example for their
time, their trouble, or for damage, loss
or avoidable costs incurred. In 2021/22,
15% of our recommendations involved
this kind of financial redress and we
recommended over £132k of financial
redress in total.

Of our recommendations,

» 20% were about an apology

* 12% were about the body
responding to the initial
complaint

* 6% were about the body
explaining better why it acted
the way it did

* 12% were about a reviews
or changes to processes or a
Quality Audit

* 11% were about the body
letting its staff know about the
issues we found

* 3% were about the body
organising training for its
staff.
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Our reference: 201904733

Ms R contacted us following a fall by her mother, Mrs A, when in the
care of Betsi Cadwaladr University Health Board. Ms R complained
that the Health Board did not take the right action to reduce the risk
of Mrs A falling while she was walking to the bathroom. Among other
issues, she also complained about how the Health Board investigated
the incident and how it communicated with her and her mother. We
did not uphold all aspects of Ms R's complaint. However, we agreed
that it seemed that the Health Board did not do everything that it
should have done to protect Mrs A from the fall. We also agreed

that there were issues with the Health Board's investigation and
communication. Our recommendations in this case included that the
Health Board:

+ apologises to Ms R and Mrs A and offers Mrs A £250 in
recognition that it did not investigate the fall as it should have

+ reminds its staff about the importance of clear communication,
detailed record keeping and comprehensive investigations when
incidents occur

« considers the incident, and how it affected Mrs A, under a
process akin to Putting Things Right (PTR).

After it considered the incident as we recommended, the Health Board
offered Mrs A significant financial compensation.

&6 Your recommendations will &6 we take comfort in the

help others following down thought that all involved have
this difficult path and | am glad learned some meaningful

their journey may be easier as lessons and hopefully as a

a result. We feel we now have result of your investigation, no
had a voice and are not invisible other family may experience the
anymore - that means a great situation we found ourselves in.

deal. Thank you.
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Complaints about public services - closed
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Compliance

Our recommendations aim to put things right, secure justice and-improve
services for the benefit of the public - not just for those who complain.
However, for these recommendations to have impact, public bodies must-act on

them.

When we make recommendations, we agree a date by which they need to
comply and we ask them to send evidence that they have complied. If public
bodies do not comply, we can issue a ‘special report’, which we lay before the

Senedd. In 2021/22:

81%

we received evidence of compliance with 81% of

recommendations due during the year - compared to 85% last

year and 72% in 2019/20.

we did not issue any special reports.

This year, we revised our processes
around checking and recording evidence
that service providers complied with

our recommendations. We have

noticed that this work is beginning to
show improvements in compliance
performance.

This year, bodies in our jurisdiction gave

us evidence that they complied with 81%
of the recommendations that they were

supposed to implement during the year.
This is similar to 85% last year.

For the remaining 19% of
recommendations, we are awaiting
evidence from the bodies. We continue
to follow this up.
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‘You professmqallsm
mtegrlty and honesty have
exceeded our expectations.

Although there are no
celebrations to be had, you
have now provided the bitter
sweet confirmation that our
concerns were well founded.



Complaints about the Code of Conduct

Pre-assessment

A Code of Conduct case which is not a duly
made complaint. People who complain

to us about the Code of Conduct need to
sign a declaration to say that the details of
the complaint are true and they are aware
that their details and the complaint will be
shared with the member. If they do not
sign that declaration, we close the case at
the preassessment stage.

Assessment - our two-stage test _

We apply our two-stage test:

A case where we have
enough information to
suggest that it is something
we are able consider.

* is there enough evidence that the councillor may have breached the
Code of Conduct?

« isitin the public interest that we investigate?

We can refer the
complaint to the
council's Clerk or
Monitoring Officer to
be resolved locally.

If we decide that we
cannot or should
not consider the
complaint, we will

let the complainant investigation.
know.

Investigation -

We look into the complaint in more detail, and we gather additional evidence.
We aim to complete our investigations wihtin 12 months or sooner.

If we decide that the
complaint passess
our two-stage test,
we will start an

38

We may find that
there was no breach
of the Code of
Conduct.

Annual Report & Accounts 2021/22

We may discontinue
our investgiation - or
decide that we do
not need to take any
further action.
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Committees.



Complaints about the Code
of Conduct

New Code of Conduct complaints

Compared to last year, we received fewer complaints about
the Code of Conduct. However, last year the volume of those
complaints was unusually high. Compared to 2019/20, we
received many more new Code of Conduct complaints. We
again saw more complaints about members of Town and
Community Councils. In 2021/22:

we received 294 new 5% less than in 2020/21
complaints about the Code
of Conduct. 27% more than in 2019/20

171 complaints about 2% more than in 2020/21
councillors at Town and
Community Councils. 27% more than in 2019/20

114 new complaints about 17% less than in 2020/21
councillors at County and
County Borough Councils. 19% more than in 2019/20

Conduct was about the promotion of equality and respect.
This is a slightly lower proportion than in 2020/21.

'@‘ about a half of our new complaints about the Code of
I',’

Find all the complaints data that
C ) we refer to in this Report
on our website here.
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Complaints about the Code of Conduct - new

40

Who people complained about

People complain to us mainly about
the conduct of councillors at Town and
Community Councils and County and
County Borough Councils.

Compared to 2020/21, we had 2%
more complaints about councillors at
Town and Community Councils. 58% of

our new complaints about the Code of
Conduct were about councillors at those
bodies - a similar proportion as over the
last two years. However, we had 17%
fewer complaints about councillors at
County and County Borough Councils.

The table below shows the number of
our new complaints about coundillors at
different bodies.

Body 2021/22 2019/20
Town and Community Councils 171 167 135
County and County Borough Councils 114 138 96
National Parks 5 2 0
Fire Authorities 0 1 0
Police and Crime Panels 4 0 0
Total 294 308 231

What people complained about

We report the subject of the Code of
Conduct complaints based on the
Nolan Principles, which are designed

to promote high standards in public life.

The table below shows the proportion
of complaints that we received for each
subject.

Subject 2021/22 2019/20
Accountability and openness 5% 4% 11%
Disclosure and registration of interests 11% 14% 17%
Duty to uphold the law 9% 8% 7%
Integrity 8% 12% 10%
Objectivity and propriety 1% 5% 2%
Promotion of equality and respect 51% 55% 49%
Selflessness and stewardship 5% 2% 3%
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As in previous years, about a half of all
new Code of Conduct complaints that
we received was about ‘promotion of

equality and respect’.

Many cases that we categorise under
‘respect’ are lower-level complaints.
These are the ones where we tend to
decide quickly that we will not investigate,
or where we recommend that the
complaint is resolved locally.

However, some of these complaints and
many of those that we categorise under
‘equality’ commonly involve more serious
allegations of bullying or discrimination.

The ‘two stage test’ that we apply when

deciding cases helps us focus our
resources on such serious allegations.

Our reference: 201906362

Our two-stage test

When we assess a complaint
about the Code of Conduct, we
use a two stage test to decide
whether we should investigate it.

Firstly, we decide if we have
enough evidence to suggest that
there may have been a breach of
the Code of Conduct.

Secondly, we decide if an
investigation would be ‘in the
public interest’. Public interest
can be described as something
which is of serious concern or
benefit to the public.

We will not investigate a
complaint that does not pass this
test.

The complainant in this case alleged that a councillor from
Abertillery and Llanhilleth Community Council had shown a

disregard for the principle of equality. This was demonstrated by making
comments about another member’s hearing impairment and deliberately
making it difficult for that member to participate in Council meetings.

We investigated this complaint and referred our report on this
investigation to the Adjudication Panel for Wales. The Panel decided that
the councillor breached 4 paragraphs of their Council's Code of Conduct,
including by not showing respect and consideration for others and by
using bullying behaviour. He also breached the Code for failing to engage
with the investigation.

The Panel suspended the councillor for 10 months.

Page 105

Annual Report & Accounts 2021/22

41



Complaints about the Code of Conduct - closed

Closed Code of Conduct complaints

Whilst we closed slightly fewer Code of Conduct complaints than last year,
we investigated a much higher proportion. This year, we also referred twice
as many complaints to the Adjudication Panel for Wales and Standards
Committees as last year. This means that we saw many more potentially
serious issues that could undermine public confidence in the people who
represent them. In 2021/22:

o .
we closed 281 complaints 3% less than in 2020/21

about the Code of Conduct. 20% more than in 2019/20

63% more than in 2020/21
we completed 39

investigations.

18% more than in 2019/20

we referred 20 complaints to the Standards Committees of the
relevant local authorities, or the Adjudication Panel for Wales.
This was 100% more than last year.

Code of Conduct referrals 0

Following consideration, we investigate only a small proportion of

the Code of Conduct complaints we receive. This reflects that we will
only investigate the most serious complaints to ensure that we use our
resources wisely.

In cases where we investigate and have evidence to suggest there

may have been a serious breach of the Code of Conduct, we refer the
complaint and our findings to a local Standards Committee or to the
Adjudication Panel for Wales. It is for those bodies to independently look
at the evidence we have gathered, together with any information put
forward by the councillor concerned and decide whether the councillor
has breached the Code of Conduct and if so, what penalty, if any, should
be imposed.
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Main trends

This year we closed 281 Code of Conduct
complaints - 3% less than last year, but
20% more than in 2019/20.

We closed 86% of complaints after
initial assessment. However, we closed
investigations into 39 complaints - 63%
more than last year and 18% more than
the year before.

In 19 of the complaints that we
investigated, we decided that either
the member did not breach the Code
of Conduct, or it was appropriate to
discontinue the investigation or we did
not need to take further action. The
main reasons we might decide no further
action is necessary are if the councillor
has acknowledged their behaviour and
apologised, or has taken steps to put
things right.

However, we referred 20 of the
complaints that we investigated to the
Standards Committee of the relevant
local authority, or the Adjudication Panel
for Wales.

Referrals
In 2021/22 we made:
11 referrals to Standards

Committees

9 referrals to the Adjudication
Panel for Wales.

We believe that it was necessary to refer
those complaints to maintain public
confidence in those holding public office.

Although this means that we still refer
a very small proportion of all Code of
Conduct complaints received, it was
more than half of those we decided to
investigate.

It was also twice as many as last year and
the highest number of referrals that we
made since 2012/13.

We are concerned about this increase.

It suggests that the ethical standards of

a small number of councillors have the
potential to undermine public confidence
and the reputation of local government
democracy.

It takes time for Standards Committees
and the Adjudication Panel for Wales to
consider our referrals.

Of the 20 complaints we referred during
2021/22, they have, by 31 March 2022,
considered 11.

Overleaf, we give examples of two
decisions by these bodies on our
referrals issued this year.

The Adjudication Panel
for Wales and Standards
Committees upheld and
found breaches in all our
referrals they considered in
2021/22.

This gives us additional
assurance that our process
for considering these
complaints is sound.
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Our reference: 201903571

In this complaint, the councillor represented Caerphilly County

Borough Council as a member of the Cardiff Capital Region (CCR) City
Deal's Regional Cabinet. The complaint was that he had purchased shares
in a company that had been leased premises by CCR City Deal and that he
had then not declared an interest as appropriate

Following our referral, the Adjudication Panel for Wales decided that

the councillor had improperly used his position in attempting to gain an
advantage for himself by purchasing shares in a company after receiving
confidential information relating to the Cardiff Capital Region City Deal. It
also found that the councillor had a personal and prejudicial interest in the
company which he had failed to declare and he did not leave a meeting
when the matter was being considered by the Council.

The Panel suspended the councillor 5 months for several breaches of the
Code of Conduct.

Our reference: 201906873

We received a complaint from the Chair of the Personnel Committee
of Tywyn Town Council that a member of that Council had been
disrespectful to the Clerk and had repeatedly undermined her.

Following our referral, Gwynedd Council’s Standards Committee found
that the member had used discriminatory language towards the Clerk
relating to her gender and had used disrespectful, bullying and harassing
behaviour towards her.

A censure was the only sanction available to the Standards Committee

as the member had resigned shortly before the hearing. However, the

Committee put on record that, had the member not resigned, he would
have been suspended for 6 months.
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Promoting better practice

We would want to see the overall number
of low-level complaints about members
of Town and Community Councils reduce
and we are also concerned about the
high number of referrals this year.

We strongly believe that the way to
overturn these trends is through training
for councillors on the Code of Conduct.
We would also encourage greater use

of local resolution procedures. These
procedures can deal with problems
early and prevent the need for further
escalation to our office, which can
improve working relationships.

Since not all members take up
opportunities to undertake training,

we are pleased that, under the Local
Government and Elections (Wales) Act
2021, Town and Community Councils
must now make and publish a plan about
the training provision for its members
and staff. The first training plans must
be ready and published by 5 November
2022. We expect these plans to include
training about the Code of Conduct.

We also welcome the additional
responsibilities that Group Leaders at
principal councils have to promote good
standards of behaviour. We look forward
to working with Monitoring Officers and
Standards Committees as they take up
their additional duties.

Last year, Richard Penn
(formerly the National
Assembly for Wales
Commissioner for Standards)
undertook, on behalf of
the Welsh Government,
an independent review
of the Ethical Standards
Framework for Wales.

We look forward to working

with the Welsh Government

and other key stakeholders

on matters arising from the
Penn review.
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Complaints about the Code of Conduct - whistleblowing

Whistleblowing disclosure report

Since 1 April 2017, we are a ‘prescribed person’ under the Public Interest Disclosure
Act 1998. The Act provides protection for employees who pass oninformation
concerning wrongdoing in certain circumstances. The protection only applies where
the person who makes the disclosure reasonably believes that:

1. they are acting in the public interest, which means that protection is not
normally given for personal grievances.

2. the disclosure is about one of the following:

criminal offences (this includes financial improprieties, such as fraud)
failure to comply with duties set out in law

miscarriages of justice

endangering someone's health and safety

damage to the environment

covering up wrongdoing in any of the above categories.

As a ‘prescribed person’, we are required to report annually on whistleblowing
disclosures made in the context of Code of Conduct complaints only.

In 2021/22, we received 27 Code of Conduct complaints that would potentially

meet the statutory definition of disclosure from employees or former employees

of a council. Almost a half of those disclosures (12) related to allegations that the
members concerned had 'failed to promote equality and respect'. We investigated 11
of these complaints. So far, we have closed one of those investigations. We decided
in that case that no further action was necessary.

We concluded investigations into 8 relevant complaints which were ongoing from
2020/21. Of these:

we referred one case to a Standards Committee. The Committee decided that
there was a breach of the Code of Conduct and censured the member.

we referred one case to the Adjudication Panel for Wales. The Panel has not yet
decided on that complaint.

in three cases, we discontinued the investigation.

In three cases, we decided that we did not need to take any action further action
in respect of the matters investigated.

One of the investigations opened in 2020/21 is still ongoing.
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Review and Quality Assurance

We do our best to make sure that we handle complaints fairly and in

a transparent way. We received many more complaints this year and
unsurprisingly we also received many more requests for reviews of our
decisions. We managed to complete these reviews promptly and we upheld a
smaller proportion than last year. This gives us confidence in our decisions. In
2021/22:

o .
we handled 260 review 20% more than in 2020/21

requests. 12% more than in 2019/20

17% more than in 2020/21
we completed 239 reviews.
5% more than in 2019/20

We did not complete 21 reviews this year and will
undertake them in 2022/23.

we closed 97% reviews within 20 days - about the same
proportion as in 2020/21 (98%), though much higher than in
2019/20 (83%).

we decided that we could do more in 7% of the cases that

we reviewed - a smaller proportion than in 2020/21 (9%) and
2019/20 (11%). This was most often because we received more
evidence from the complainant.

HE O®®
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Review requests

We understand that people may be
unhappy with our decisions. People who
are unhappy can ask for a review if they
can show we did not properly consider
the information they sent us, or if they
can send us additional, new evidence.
Those reviews are done by a member of
staff who was not previously involved on
a case.

This year we received more new review
requests than ever before and we also
managed to close more reviews than in
2020/21.

We upheld only 7% of the review
requests - less than last year (9%).
Although there is always more work
for us to do to improve, this gives us
confidence in our decisions.

Quality assurance

In addition to reviewing some cases, we
also aim to regularly check the quality of
our casework to ensure that it meets our
service standards.

Last year we introduced a new Quality
Assurance (QA) process. We aimed to
look regularly at a selection of our cases
at enquiry, assessment and investigation
stage, to check the quality of our work.
We undertook several QA reviews during
the year, but the high workload meant
that we were not able to do as many as
we wished. We have now appointed a
new Service Quality Officer to take on this
important work in 2022/23.

Learning lessons

If we see from reviews and quality
assurance that we can improve how we
work, we let our staff know. For example,
we may think that we need more training
to deal with some complaints, or that

we need to change our policies or
processes.

We talk about learning points in our team
meetings. We also have a space to share
these lessons on our Intranet.

For example, as a result of one complaint
we have amended our public body
complaints process so that our staff now
telephone complainants before sending
out our draft investigation reports. This
gives an opportunity for us to explain our
investigations and alerts complainants
that our reports are on their way.

After this section, we
compare our performance
this year to 2020/21 only

See section The impact of
COVID-19 for more details.
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How quickly we considered complaints

Despite our workload this year, we met or almost met many of our decision
times targets for public body and Code of Conduct complaints. However, we did
not always start investigations into complaints about public services, or close
cases about the Code of Conduct, as quickly as we aimed to.

We know that people expect us to We show below how quickly we aim to
consider their complaints quickly. make our decisions in complaints about
However, we also need to investigate public services and how we performed
thoroughly and consider the views and this year:

comments of complainants and public
bodies. In some cases, we also need to
ask for professional advice.

In 2021/22, We succeeded
we aimed to in...
do thatin ...
Complaints about public services
decide if a complaint is not in our 90% of cases 90% of cases
jurisdiction within 3 weeks
decide if we should not investigate 90% of cases 83% of cases
a complaint within 6 weeks
where we seek early resolution, 90% of cases 88% of cases
decide within 9 weeks
decide to investigate and start our 80% of cases 69% of cases

investigation within 6 weeks of the

date we receive sufficient information

close cases that we investigated 85% of cases 76% of cases
within 12 months

Complaints about the Code of Conduct

decide if we should not investigate 90% of cases 98% of cases
a complaint within 6 weeks
decide to investigate and start our 90% of cases 80% of cases

investigation within 6 weeks of the

date we receive sufficient information

close cases that we investigated 90% of cases 67% of cases
within 12 months
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2021/22 was a challenging year for us.
We received more complaints than ever
in the history of our office.

Despite that, we closed a record number
of complaints and we were able to meet,
or almost meet, many of our targets for
decision times:

Although we did not complete
our consideration of cases as
quickly as in 2019/20 in all areas
of our work, we were mostly
able to decide quickly which
cases not to investigate.

We were also able to resolve cases
promptly where we secured early
resolution. That is a good thing:
many people complaining to us
want to see their case resolved
quickly and early resolution
can often achieve that more
quickly than investigation.

However, in some respects we fell short
of our targets:

We were not always able to start
investigations into complaints
about public services as
quickly as we aimed to.

We took too long to investigate
some Code of Conduct cases.

This was in part because of our
workload - there were simply too many
cases for us to consider speedily with
the resources we have.

Our work was also affected by the
response times of the bodies in our
jurisdiction. As those bodies continued
to deal with t