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Convention on Working Relations

Introduction

1.
The relationship between councillors and officers is an essential ingredient that goes into the successful working of the organisation. This relationship within the authority is characterised by mutual respect, informality and trust. Councillors and officers feel free to speak to one another openly and honestly. Nothing in this Convention is intended to change this relationship. The purpose of this Convention is rather to help councillors and officers to perform effectively by giving guidance on their respective roles and expectations and on their relationship with each other. The Convention also gives guidance on what to do on the rare occasions when things go wrong. Responsibility for its operation lies with the Monitoring Officer.

2.
The Convention must be read and operated in the context of any relevant legislation and the Council’s Constitution which includes Local Codes of Conduct for both councillors and officers and the Council’s Whistleblowing Policy [confidential reporting code].  

Roles of councillors and officers

3.
The respective roles of councillors and officers can be summarised as follows:

Councillors and officers are servants of the public and they are indispensable to one another. But their responsibilities are distinct. Councillors are responsible to the electorate and serve only so long as their term of office lasts. Officers are responsible to the Council. Their job is to give advice to councillors and to the authority, and to carry out the authority’s work under the direction and control of the Council, the Cabinet, and relevant committees, etc.

Mutual respect between councillors and officers is essential to good local government

councillors

4.
Councillors have four main areas of responsibility: 

(a)
determining the policy of the authority and giving it political leadership, 

(b)
monitoring and reviewing the performance of the authority in implementing that policy and delivering services

(c)
representing the authority externally, and 

(d)
acting as advocates on behalf of their constituents. 

It is not the role of councillors to involve themselves in the day to day management of the authority’s services.

members of the cabinet, chairmen and vice chairmen

5.
Members of the cabinet and chairmen and vice chairmen of committees, panels etc. have additional responsibilities. Because of those responsibilities, their relationships with employees may be different from, and more complex than those of councillors without those responsibilities, and this is recognised in the expectations they are entitled to have. However, such councillors must still respect the impartiality of officers, must not ask them to undertake work of a party political nature, or to do anything which would put them in difficulty in the event of a change in the political composition of the authority.

opposition councillors
6.
Where a political group forms an administration, either alone or in partnership with another group or groups, it is recognised that the relationship between officers, particularly those at a senior level in the organisation, and the administration will differ from that with opposition groups.   The Opposition have a role to play in the conduct of the Council's business and are entitled to appropriate assistance from officers.  As individual councillors, all councillors have the same rights and obligations in their relationship with officers and should be treated equally. This principle is particularly important in the context of scrutiny

representing the council as employer

7.
When representing the Council as employer the role carried by members will include ensuring that:-

(a)
no commitments are made or negotiating positions stated which might undermine the Council's position;

(b)
the decisions which the Council and the cabinet have taken which impact on employees are actively promoted and supported;

(c)
close contact is maintained with cabinet members and officers to ensure there is no confusion over policy; and

(d)
effective working relationships between officers and trade unions are promoted and supported.

officers


8.
The role of officers is to give advice and information to councillors and to implement the policies determined by the authority.  In giving such advice to councillors, and in preparing and presenting reports, it is the responsibility of the officer to express his/her own professional views and recommendations. Whilst an officer may report the views of individual councillors on an issue, if the councillor wishes to express a contrary view he/she should not seek to pressure the officer to make a recommendation contrary to the officer’s professional view.

9.
Certain officers e.g. Head of Paid Service, Monitoring Officer, Chief Finance Officer (section 151 officer) and the statutory chief officers have responsibilities in law over and above their obligations to the authority and to individual councillors, and councillors must respect these obligations, must not obstruct officers in the discharge of these responsibilities, and must not victimise officers for discharging these responsibilities.

Expectations

10.
Councillors can expect from officers:

(a)
a commitment to the authority as a whole, and not to any political group

(b)
a working partnership

(c)
an understanding of and support for respective roles, workloads and pressures

(d)
timely response to enquiries and complaints

(e)
professional advice, not influenced by political views or preference, which does not compromise the political neutrality of officers

(f)
regular, up to date information on matters that can reasonably be considered appropriate and relevant to their needs, having regard to any individual responsibilities that they have and positions that they hold

(g)
awareness of and sensitivity to the political environment

(h)
respect, dignity and courtesy

(i)
training and development in order to carry out their role effectively

(j)
integrity, mutual support and appropriate confidentiality.  

(k)
not to have personal issues raised with them by officers outside the agreed procedures 

(l)
that employees will not use their relationship with councillors to advance their personal interests or to influence decisions improperly 

(m)
that officers will at all times comply with the Code of Conduct for Employees.

(n)
support for the role of councillors as the local representatives of the authority, within any scheme of support for councillors which may be approved by the authority.

11.
Officers can expect from councillors:

(a)
a working partnership

(b)
an understanding of and support for respective roles, workloads and pressures

(c) political leadership and direction

(d)
respect, dignity and courtesy

(e)
integrity, mutual support and appropriate confidentiality

(f)
not to be subject to bullying or to be put under undue pressure. Councillors should have regard to the seniority of officers in determining what are reasonable requests, having regard to the power relationship between councillors and officers, and the potential vulnerability of officers, particularly at junior levels

(g)
that councillors will not use their position or relationship with officers to advance their personal interests or those of others or to influence decisions improperly

(h)
that councillors will at all times comply with the Local Code of Conduct for Councillors.

Limitations upon behaviour

12.
The distinct roles of councillors and officers necessarily impose limitations upon behaviour. By way of illustration, and not as an exclusive list:

(a)
Close personal relationships between councillors and officers can confuse these separate roles and get in the way of the proper discharge of the authority’s functions, not least in creating the perception in others that a particular councillor or officer may secure advantageous treatment.

(b)
The need to maintain the separate roles means that there are limits to the matters on which they may seek the advice of officers, both in relation to personal matters and party political issues.

(c)
Relationships with a particular individuals or party groups should not be such as to create public suspicion that an employee favours that councillor or group above others. The issue of officer attendance and advice to political groups is specifically covered below.

Political groups
13.
The operation of political groups is an integral feature of local government, and they have an important part to play in the development of policy and the political management of the authority. It is in the interests of the authority to support to effective operation of political groups, but their operation can pose particular dangers in terms of the impartiality of officers.

reports

(a)
Political groups may request the Chief Executive or an Executive Director to prepare a briefing or a written report on any matter relating to the authority for consideration by the group.

(b)
Officer reports to political groups will be limited to a statement of material facts and identification of options and the merits and demerits of such options for the authority. Reports will not deal with any political implications of the matter or any option, and officers will not make any recommendation to a political group.
(c)
Where a briefing or report is prepared for a political group, the Chief Executive will advise all other groups and offer them a similar facility. 
officer attendance
(a)
Any political group may request the Chief Executive or an Executive Director to attend a meeting of the group to advise on any particular matter relating to the authority.

(b)
The Chief Executive or an Executive Director may arrange for the attendance of a representative, or may decline to attend or to provide a representative where he/she is of the opinion that the particular issue is of such a political nature that it would be inappropriate to attend

(c)
Officers’ advice to political groups will be limited to a statement of material facts and identification of options and the merits and demerits of such options for the authority. Advice will not deal with any political implications of the matter or any option, and officers will not make any recommendation to a political group.
(d)
Where an officer attends a political group, the Chief Executive will advise all other groups that the officer has attended and the subject upon which he/she has advised.
(e)
Officers will respect the confidentiality of any matter which they hear in the course of attending a political group meeting.

group meetings
14.
Party groups will make available to the Chief Executive a copy of their rules and the standing orders under which their group meetings are conducted together with a list of non-councillors who are permitted to attend their group meetings (including groups on committees).  These will be available for inspection by any member of the public.  A list of group office holders will also be made available to the Chief Executive.

support staff

15.
Party groups may have political assistants, subject to legal restrictions, and administrative and secretarial support staff to assist them in their work, without being involved in or carrying out management functions.  However, the level of support provided for a party group will be broadly related to that group's strength on the Council and be subject to the Council’s agreed arrangements for dealing with staffing matters. These officers are appointed to the staff of the Council under the management of the Director of Legal and Democratic Services although they work directly with councillors.  

When things go wrong

procedure for officers
16.
From time to time the relationship between councillors and officers may break down or become strained. Whilst it will always be preferable to resolve matters informally, through conciliation by an appropriate senior manager or councillors, officers may refer the matter to the Chief Executive or the Monitoring Officer.  If the issue relates to an alleged breach of the Local Code of Conduct for Councillors then the matter should be raised with the Standards Board for England. 

procedure for councillors
17.
In the event that a councillor is dissatisfied with the conduct, behaviour or performance of an officer, the matter should be raised with the appropriate Service Director.  Where the officer concerned is a Service Director or Executive Director, the matter should be raised with the appropriate Executive Director or with the Chief Executive. Where the employee concerned is the Chief Executive, the matter should be raised with the Monitoring Officer.  If the matter cannot be resolved informally, it may be necessary to invoke the Council’s disciplinary procedure.

Support for members

conferences

18.     (a)
information received about conferences will be circulated to the Chief Whip, Opposition Chief Whip and whips of any other political groups on the council;

(b) for major conferences (see appendix A) the relevant cabinet member, the shadow cabinet member and the scrutiny chairman (or nominees) shall be entitled to attend without any further authorisation;

(c)
members may attend appropriate conferences subject to budget provision being identified and consultation with the Chief Whip of their group;

(d)
a record of all member conference attendance including the cost will be maintained by the Leader’s Office. This record will be regularly considered by the Whips and made available for inspection by all members;

(e)
where the Council is proposing to send more than two members to a 


conference or seminar, then opposition party members are entitled to attend in accordance with the normal principles of proportionality; the Council's view being expressed by the majority party representatives;

(f)
where the Council is proposing to send one or two members, opposition members may attend with the agreement of the Chief Whip; 

(g)
the cost of conference attendance, including accommodation and travel expenses, under this paragraph will normally be met from departmental budgets.

member development & training

19.     (a)
a budget has been established centrally to fund development and training opportunities for members; this will be used to support members in equipping themselves to carry out the varied roles they have to perform.  It will not be used to fund traditional conference attendance.

(b)
this budget will be managed by the Head of Democratic Services in consultation with the Chief Whip, Opposition Chief Whip and the whips of any other party groups.  

officers’ decisions

20.
All delegated decisions taken by officers with the concurrence of cabinet member or chairman will be sent to the proper officer within a week of their being recorded and copies will be despatched weekly to the Leader, the Leader of the Opposition and the Leader of any other political Groups;

facilities for members

21.
Facilities such as reprographic services, stationery, members' room telephones, postal services and secretarial support will be provided to individual members and party groups for use solely in connection with the conduct of the Council's business.  For example party group meeting agendas and reports will be printed on the Council's reprographic facilities but work of a purely party political nature will not.  

22.
The facilities available to members in connection with carrying out their duties are set out at in the Members’ Charter – within the members’ handbook.  Any change to these facilities will be the subject of prior discussion between the party Whips and the proper officer.

consultation documents

23.
The Leader of the Council, the appropriate cabinet member(s), the shadow cabinet member, appropriate scrutiny committee chairs, the Leaders of any other political Groups and council representatives on local authority association bodies or other relevant outside bodies will be alerted to the publication on the appropriate web site of consultation documents from central government, local authority associations and statutory authorities. A paper copy will be supplied where the document has not been published electronically or at the specific request of these members. (see also Access to Information Procedure Rules).

Conduct of council business 

council meetings

24.
On the morning of each ordinary council meeting the Whips of the party groups will advise the proper officer generally of those matters on which members of their groups will move amendments, may speak, request recorded votes, move nominations and other relevant matters.  The proper officer will prepare a list of amendments to be moved which will be supplied to the party groups as soon as possible after 12 noon. 

dates of meetings

25.
Where it is necessary to arrange, cancel or change the dates of member level meetings the opposition parties will be consulted (through the Chief Whip and the relevant member). 

Information about council services
26.
(a)
Requests for information or visits to a department or service will be met subject to any legal restrictions and to being reasonably practicable.  Any difference of opinion should be referred to the Chief Executive or appropriate executive director.

(b)
A copy of any written response may be given to the appropriate cabinet member unless the member's letter is about a personal matter and is so marked;

(c)
These provisions should be read in conjunction with the Access to Information Procedure Rules.

Ombudsman
27. The local government ombudsman has the right to investigate alleged cases of maladministration referred to him by members or sent directly by members of the public.  The Council's response to any investigation by the ombudsman is co-ordinated by the Chief Executive.  It is expected that all members and officers will co-operate with the Chief Executive (or his representative) in producing the Council's response or in attending for interview with the ombudsman's investigating officer. The local ombudsman generally relies on the goodwill and co-operation of local authorities but if necessary has most of the powers of the High Court.

Press statements
28.
Official press statements will be sent out by the Communications Unit after consultation with the Leader of the Council and the appropriate cabinet member.  The Leader of the Council, the Leader of the Opposition and the Leaders of any other political Groups will be sent copies of all official press statements at the time of issue.

Observance of the convention

29.
(a)
When a member feels that another member is failing to observe this Convention they should, in the first instance, inform the other member so as to allow them to respond to the claim and, if appropriate, to take action.

(b)
If the first member is not satisfied with the reply or action taken they should then inform the other member’s Leader and Whip and the Chief Executive.  They should not circulate their views to any other person.

Appendix to Convention Governing Working Relations
MAJOR CONFERENCE LIST
In accordance with paragraph 18 of the Convention no further approval is necessary for the office holders and officers indicated to attend the following conferences.

	Conference
	Cabinet portfolio
	Officer(s)

	L G A Education Conference
	Children and Young People
	Director of Children’s Services

	Council of Local Education Authorities
	Children and Young People
	Director of Children’s Services

	Association of Directors of Social

Services Conference


	Children and Young People, and Health and Adults Services 
	Executive Director of Children and Adults

	National Housing and Town Planning

Conference


	Relevant cabinet member
	Executive Director of Regeneration and Housing


	L G A General Assembly  & Annual Conference
	Four LBE representatives on LGA General Assembly


	Chief Executive; Director of Marketing and Communications 



	Local Government Association Executives Conferences


	Relevant cabinet member
	Relevant executive director or service director

	Library Association Annual

Conference
	Deputy Leader, Community Services and Safety
	Head of Library Service

	Chartered Institute of Public Finance & Accountancy Conference


	Leader of the Council
	Executive Director of Corporate Resources

	Institute of Housing Conference
	Housing
	Executive Director of Regeneration and Housing

	Recreation Management Conference
	Leader of the Council
	Assistant Director of Leisure

	Society of Chief Personnel Officers
	Leader of the Council
	Assistant Director of Human Resources

	Society of Local Authority

Chief Executives


	Leader of the Council
	Chief Executive

	Housing Corporation Annual Conference
	Housing
	Executive Director of Regeneration and Housing
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