Sandy Town Council



To:
   
Cllrs N Aldis, A Jackson, C Osborne (Chairman), 

M Pettitt, M Runchman, M Scott, D Sharman, S Walsh and G White 

Cc: 

Cllrs J Ali, K Lynch, A Maycock, R Smith, Mrs S Sutton 
You are hereby summoned to attend a meeting of the Policy, Finance and Resources Committee of Sandy Town Council which will be held in the Council Chamber at 10 Cambridge Road, Sandy, Bedfordshire on Monday 18 March at 7.30pm for the purpose of transacting the items of business below.








Town Clerk 

10 Cambridge Road

Sandy SG19 1JE


11 March 2013

A G E N D A

	
	
	Reports Attached

	1
	Apologies for absence


	x

	2
	Declarations of interest and requests for dispensations 

Under the Localism Act 2011 members of Council are not required to make oral declarations of interest at meetings but may not participate in discussion or voting on any items of business in which they have a Declarable Pecuniary Interest (DPI) and under Sandy Town Council’s Standing Orders must leave the room for the duration of all discussion on such items.  (All members’ register of interests are available on the Sandy Town Council website or on application to the Clerk.)  

This item is included on the agenda to enable members to declare new DPIs and also those who wish to do so may draw attention to their stated DPIs and also any non-declarable personal interests which they have declared under Sandy Town Council’s adopted Code of Conduct and which may be relevant to items on the agenda.  

i) Declarable Pecuniary Interests

ii) Personal Interests

iii) Requests for dispensations (must be notified to the Proper Officer in writing in advance of the meeting)


	x

	3
	Minutes of previous meeting

To approve the minutes of the Policy, Finance and Resources Committee held on 21 January 2013


	x

	4
	Minutes of HR Sub-committee

To receive minutes and consider recommendations from Human Resources Sub-committee meeting held on 18 February 2013


	x

	5
	Committee Arrangements, Scheme of Delegations and Calendar of Meetings 2013/14

To consider potential changes to the current committee structure, scheme of delegations and calendar of meetings for the forthcoming year.


	√

	6
	Policy Review

i) To consider a revised complaints policy for adoption

ii) To consider a review of the community engagement strategy (Cllrs Aldis and Walsh)

iii) To consider a travelling expenses policy for members and employees
iv) To consider a revised grievance policy

v) To consider a revised customer care policy

vi) To consider a minutes policy


	√
x
√

X

√

√

√



	7
	Financial Matters

i) To consider a detailed financial report showing income and expenditure against the revenue budget for the financial year to date (financial year 2012/13)

ii) To approve the accounts for payment
iii) To consider adoption of an investment strategy and arrangement for investment of council funds
iv) To note arrangements for the year end procedures and external audit

	x
x
√

√



	8
	Property Matters

i) To discuss progress with the potential alterations and improvements to the premises at Cambridge Road
	√




Reports for Policy, Finance and Resources Committee 
18 March 2013

	4
	Minutes of HR Sub-committee 18 February 2013

5 Training

The Sub-committee resolved to recommend to Policy, Finance and Resources Committee that the training for the NEBOSH General Certificate in Health & Safety previously sanctioned by Town Council for the Clerk should not proceed as the level of qualification was deemed too high.  The Clerk noted her concerns that neither she nor the Deputy Clerk had had any formal Health and Safety Training and the Sub-committee recognised that training was desirable.
Clerk’s Note: As this was a decision of Town Council the committee will need to refer its recommendation back to Council.  The Clerk would again ask members to note that no formal Health and Safety training for managers has been provided either to her or the Deputy Clerk during the last two years (or before in the case of the Deputy Clerk) and the recommendation of the Town Council’s insurers was that a NEBOSH general certificate  qualification was desirable.    
7 Employee Handbook

It was resolved to recommend to the Policy, Finance and Resources Committee that the following changes to the employee handbook should be adopted:

1 New Policy on use of Social Networking Sites to be added

2 Amendments to unauthorised absence working to make it clear that the employer will follow disciplinary procedure before terminating an employee’s employment for AWOL to be added

3 Grievance Policy would be amended to state that all members of staff should raise a grievance with their manager in the first instance and any subsequent grievance hearing panel will be composed of three members of the HR Sub-committee elected by the HR Sub-committee or the Town Council whichever is most expedient. The scheme of delegations would be amended to include the HR Sub-committee’s role in providing members for grievance hearings.    The nature (though not the details) of any grievance would be reported to all Town Council members.

4 New equal opportunities and harassment policies be adopted to be compliant with Equality Act and employees reminded that harassment may amount to a criminal offence.

5 Paternity Leave policy to be amended to include new rights to additional paternity leave.

6 New section of severe weather to be considered when available

7 Retirement policy to be removed from handbook as statutory procedure no longer lawful

8 New anti-bribery policy to be added to deal with Bribery Act. Gifts of up to £25 in value would be permitted but must be recorded in a hospitality register.  All staff should seek advice about what gifts may/may not be accepted from the Town Clerk and the Town Clerk will seek advice from the Mayor and Chairman of the HR Committee.  The staff gifts/hospitality register will be stored with the Members’ register of gifts/hospitality and will be available for inspection.

(NB papers previously supplied to members of HR Sub-committee.)

8 Grievance Report Outcomes
It was resolved to recommend to Policy, Finance and Resources Committee that training for members should be scheduled when time permits and that this should be held at 6.30 pm.  It was felt that 4 hours of training was an onerous burden for members and it might be difficult to secure attendance however, members would be encouraged to attend.

9 Review of operation of HR Sub-committee arrangements

It was resolved to recommend to Policy, Finance and Resources Committee that there should be an HR working group composed of 5 members plus the Mayor which would meet quarterly and additionally on an ad hoc basis as necessary.  Members with expertise in employment and HR matters would be encouraged to stand for election at the annual meeting.  Substitutes would also be elected.   The working group would report direct to Town Council

Members may wish to consider this recommendation under agenda item 5.



	5
	Review of Committee Arrangements and Calendar of Meetings 2013/14

Clerk’s Report

At a meeting of the Policy, Finance and Resources Committee on 12 November 2012 it was agreed that the Clerk would produce a questionnaire for consideration by each committee and the staff team in order to assist the planned review of the scheme of delegation and committee structure adopted by Council in April 2012.  This work has been undertaken and the responses of the principal committees (which have already been minuted) are attached.

It is not possible to delegate decision making to a working/advisory group.   Therefore if the proposal to adopt an advisory HR group is adopted new terms of reference and amendments to the scheme of delegations will be necessary.  

The Clerk has reviewed the work of each committee over the past 12 months and there have been several occasions when it has not been physically possible to take items of business to the correct committee because of the adopted schedule of meetings.  This has resulted in “leapfrogging” of committees with business going straight to council to meet time constraints.  This, despite the fact that there have been over 40 formal meetings. 

A revised draft calendar of meetings for 2013/14 has been prepared for consideration as follows:

2013

Mon 13.05.13

Town Council (Annual Meeting)
Mon 20.05.13

Development Scrutiny

Policy, Finance & Resources 

Mon 03.06.13

Town Council

Mon 10.06.13

Development Scrutiny

Community Services & Environment 

Mon 24.06.13

Human Resources Advisory Group

Mon 01.07.13

Development Scrutiny

Policy, Finance & Resources 

Mon 15.07.13

Town Council

Mon 22.07.13

Development Scrutiny

Community Services & Environment

Mon 12.08.13

Development Scrutiny

Policy, Finance & Resources

Mon 02.09.13

Development Scrutiny

Town Council 

Mon 16.09 13

Human Resources Advisory Group

Mon 23.09.13

Development Scrutiny
Community Services & Environment 

Mon 14.10.13

Development Scrutiny

Policy, Finance & Resources 

Mon 21.10.13

Town Council

Mon 04.11.13

Development Scrutiny

Community Services & Environment 

Mon 25.11.13

Development Scrutiny

Policy, Finance & Resources

Mon 02.12.13

Town Council (Estimates)
Mon 16.12.13

Development Scrutiny

Community Services & Environment

Mon 23.12.13

Human Resources  Advisory Group

2014

Mon 06.01.14

Development Scrutiny

Policy, Finance & Resources 

Mon 13.01.14

Town Council (Precept)
Mon 27.01.14

Development Scrutiny

Community Services & Environment

Mon 17.02.14

Development Scrutiny

Policy, Finance & Resources

Mon 24.02.14

Town Council

Mon 10.03.14

Development Scrutiny

Community Services & Environment

Mon 17.03.14

Human Resources  Advisory Group

Mon 31.03.14

Development Scrutiny

Policy, Finance & Resources

Mon 07.04.14

Town Council 

Mon 14.04.14

Development Scrutiny

Community Services & Environment 

Mon 12.05.14

Development Scrutiny

Annual Town Meeting 

Members are requested to consider the position and make recommendations as appropriate.



	6
	Policy Review 

i) Complaints Policy

Members should note that the report below which was produced following the last PF&R Committee meeting on and erroneously included in Town Council papers has been amended following the issue of new guidance from NALC in February 2013.

Clerk’s Report

At a meeting of the Policy Finance and Resources Committee of Sandy Town Council a draft complaints policy was considered and amended and a revised draft is provided for consideration and adoption by Town Council.  For the sake of clarity, the original draft was based on the model complaints procedure recommended by NALC based on guidance from the Local Government Ombudsman, specimen documents downloaded from the internet and discussed during the committee meeting were not necessarily based on this model.   The Clerk would ask that the following advice is taken into consideration by Members.

Complaints in writing – the committee has amended the complaints policy in such a way that it only applies to complaints submitted in writing.  It is understandable that the Council would prefer complaints in writing but the complaints process should be accessible to everyone and it is known that many people find it difficult to express complaints in writing for a whole range of reasons.   In practice many customers will often prefer a telephone call or a meeting to discuss problems and agree a solution and the complaints policy should apply to all complaints and their resolution at each stage.

Section 5 of the policy clearly states that if the complainant is not satisfied with the initial outcome the complaint should then be put in writing. At this stage the Council can offer to refer those with difficulties expressing themselves in writing to appropriate advocacy agencies.

Appeal to Town Council – the NALC model complaints procedure does not incorporate an appeals procedure.  The council is required to have a minimum two stage procedure.  An appeals process makes it a three or four stage procedure depending on how you count (frontline staff – Clerk – committee – council).  

It is in the nature of complaints which reach the formal stage that the complainant cannot always be satisfied; this means the final stage of the process will frequently be used in the event of a formal complaint.  The benefit of having a committee hearing complaints is that it is quicker than council (easier to convene a committee than a council) and complaints can be finalised swiftly. An appeal procedure builds in delay and adds cost; an alternative is to have all complaints heard by the full council instead of a committee (which may be daunting for some complainants).  There is then no possibility of an appeal. Many councils feel uncomfortable with this as their beliefs about “natural justice” lead them to think that an appeal is a fair and necessary process.  However, there are no appeals against any decisions made by the Town Council (not just complaints) and Members should consider whether a decision made by a committee of 6 Members with delegated powers to deal with complaints is likely to be overturned by the full council.   Ultimately, practice varies from council to council and Members need to determine the best process for Sandy bearing in mind existing workloads.

Unreasonable and Vexatious Complaints – see advice above on appeals procedure which is also relevant to vexatious complaints. 

The Clerk advises that the amendment approved by the committee to include a section on unreasonable complaints is removed from the Complaints Procedure. This is because it can be read as implying that the council will only follow the complaints procedure if the complaint is “reasonable”.   In other words some complaints will be pre-determined before the complainant has had chance to put their case.  It is true that a small minority of people will make unreasonable and vexatious complaints but it is more usual practice to have a separate policy to deal with this and the Clerk has prepared one for the council’s consideration which is attached.

Review Date -  the committee has recommended that the policy is reviewed every two years, bearing in mind the need to reduce rather than increase workloads and pressure on Member time at meetings, it is suggested that a review of most policies on a 4 yearly cycle would be sufficient.   At present the majority of Town Council policies are considerably overdue for review and it seems wise to set a more realistic target.

ii) Community Engagement Strategy

Draft document to follow from Cllrs Aldis and Walsh.

iii) Expenses Policy

Draft Policy is attached based on previous recommendations of Council.

iv) Customer care policy

A new draft is attached for consideration.

v) Minutes Policy
Clerk’s Report

A draft minutes policy is attached for consideration following the expression of concern about STC’s procedures for approving minutes. A minutes protocol will also be prepared when time allows which will include the standard format to be used by all minute-takers.   At present the burden of meeting preparation and minute production for officers is very considerable.  There have been well over 40 formal meetings in the last municipal year the majority of which have been minuted by the clerk.  STC has a tradition of narrative minutes rather than decision only minutes.  These are very time-consuming to produce and legal and good practice advice is that decision only minutes are preferable for obvious reasons.  There are many town councils the size of Sandy where the town clerk is not the minute taker and the clerk recommends that consideration should be given to making use of a minute taker rather than tying up large amounts of expensive officer time on clerical work.  

The legislation governing town council minutes is contained in the Local Government Act 1972 Sch 12.  The legislation requires that minutes must be signed at the meeting which they record or at the next meeting.  Any alternative practice is not lawful (unless the Secretary of State has made specific regulations permitting some other day which is most unlikely for a parish/town council).  It is obviously desirable that minutes are produced well in advance of a meeting so as to allow members time for consideration of their accuracy and a good clerk will ensure that this happens.  However if the minutes are not produced until the beginning of the next meeting (as happened recently at STC when the minute taker was not the clerk and the timescale was out of officer hands) there is no lawful or good practice obstacle to reading out the minutes and approving them then and there at that meeting as has been common practice for many years in many local councils.   The theory is that if the meeting is quorate then it is fully equipped to approve the minutes.  

Charles Arnold Baker advises that the practice of drawing up and signing minutes within a meeting should not be disregarded.  “In a difficult or complicated matter, and especially when an interval of some months or a change of membership is expected, it is preferable to adjourn while the minutes are drawn up and to approve and sign them then and there.”

The procedure of “receiving” or refusing to receive minutes is not considered to be good practice since it is meaningless (this also applies to reports etc).  A more specific resolution should be formulated in either case.

Members are asked to consider all the attached policies for adoption.


	7
	Financial Matters

v) Financial report showing income and expenditure against the revenue budget for the financial year to date will be circulated closer to the date of the meeting so that as much data as possible had been included.

vi) A list of accounts for payment will be provided at the meeting.

vii) Investment Strategy

The Clerk was instructed to obtain more information about investment in Close Brothers’ bonds and bring this information to Town Council in February 2013.  Despite repeated telephone conversations with Close Brothers Asset Management and several emails no information has been supplied about the Close Brothers investment bond opportunity previously reported to Council. The Clerk has been unable to find any other Town or Parish Council which has invested in Close Brothers’ products.  

The Clerk has undertaken extensive research comparing treasury management and investment policies and practices of local councils both locally and elsewhere in the UK and has revisited the regulations on investment contained in the guidance issued by the Secretary of State under Section 15(1) (a) of the Local Government Act 2003 which have previously been made available to members (please contact the Clerk for a further copy if required).  
A simple draft treasury management and investment policy has now been prepared for council to consider.  Members will recall that the internal auditor has advised the Council to adopt a specific policy on reserves.

The Council’s temporarily surplus/reserve funds are currently invested in

· Barclay’s Active Saver Account (current interest rate Gross and AER 0.380% balance £330,261) balance £330,261.72 on last statement. No restrictions on withdrawal
· Santander Business Reward Saver (current interest rate 2% gross) balance £206,142.75 on last statement.  NB These funds were originally invested for a term of two years hence the higher interest rate.

whilst the balance of approximately £65,000 is currently held in a Barclays community account which attracts no interest.  

Members are requested to consider the proposed draft treasury management policy for recommendation to Town Council and to give the Clerk appropriate instructions so that specific proposals for investment of the council’s current reserves can be put forward to Town Council on 15 April 2013.  
viii) Year-end procedures and external audit
Members are asked to note that this year it is hoped to produce the draft accounts in time for the annual town meeting on 29 April 2013, however the timetable will be challenging.  RBS will be visiting Sandy Town Council to undertake year end accounts preparation on 10 April 2013.  The internal audit visit has not yet been booked but will take place thereafter.  The date for submission of the annual return and arrangements for external audit have not yet been communicated to the Council by the external auditors.  A report on the outcome of the 2012/13 financial performance will be provided for the next Policy, Finance and Resources Committee.



	8
	Property Matters

Potential alterations and improvements to the premises at Cambridge Road
The clerk has been instructed to obtain advice from “space consultants” about use of the premises at Cambridge Road.  Preliminary work has been done to identify architects/builders who may be able to help the council however they all require additional information about what council has in mind.  

It seems premature to spend large amounts of time on possible configurations of the building when the council’s strategic and business plans and a review of staff workloads and performance is under way therefore the committee is asked to instruct the clerk on how it would like to proceed with this matter. 


Additional report for Policy, Finance and Resources Committee 
18 March 2013

Agenda Item 6  ii)

Review of Community Engagement Strategy

Cllrs Aldis and Walsh have worked with the Town Clerk on revisions to the Council’s Community Engagement Strategy which was adopted in 2009.

A revision of this strategy has been prepared (below) and is proposed for adoption.  However, it is suggested that this strategy is further reviewed and rewritten following adoption of the Town Council’s forthcoming strategic plan.  At the same time an action plan of specific activities will be prepared for further consideration by the committee.

Members are asked to consider the revised strategy for adoption subject to a further review later in the calendar year.
SANDY TOWN COUNCIL

DRAFT COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT STRATEGY

INTRODUCTION

Sandy Town Council wants to work closely with the public – residents, communities, businesses and voluntary organisations.  Our aim is to engage with residents and encourage their participation in the local democratic process; creating a more active and informed community that is involved in decision making and securing better services.

AIMS

Sandy Town Council strives to undertake the following:

To enable an involved, empowered and active citizenship through:

(i) involving residents in community issues

(ii) informing local people

(iii) engaging proactively with all sections of the community

To communicate information to our community clearly, factually and appropriately through:

(i) a website detailing all council services and activities

(ii) regular press releases and advertisements in local publications

(iii) an annual report 

(iv) use of plain English and no local government jargon

(v) display of information on public noticeboards

To improve our communication with our partners and stakeholders and co-ordinate our community engagement efforts through:
(i) supporting the work of statutory agencies in Sandy 

(ii) supporting the work of non-statutory organisations in Sandy

(iii) maintaining positive working relationships  with local organisations 

To raise the image and reputation of the Council through:

(i) inviting residents to be actively involved in meetings via the public forum

(ii) publicising the Annual Town Meeting

(iii) inviting residents/community groups to provide information for council publications 

(iv) issuing press releases covering activities of the council

(v) encouraging the Mayor to represent the council and the  community

To enable every councillor to maximise their role as elected representatives and community leaders through:
(i) the supply of a comprehensive new members pack

(ii) provision of regular training and briefing for members 

(iii) encouraging councillors to attend meetings of community organisations and residents associations in their respective wards

(iv) encouraging councillors to take up places on community groups and organisations 

(v) holding  monthly councillor surgeries 

(vi) uploading of agendas, minutes and other information on the council website

To ensure every member of staff understands the council’s role and priorities through:

(i) publication of a strategic plan incorporating the council’s goals 

(ii) development of a customer care programme

(iii) the staff appraisal scheme

(iv) encouraging staff to prove input into the decision making process

(v) encouraging staff to represent the council at community events

(vi) provision of regular staff training, continuous professional development and briefings

ENGAGEMENT

Sandy Town Council will work with individuals/organisations which seek to enhance the community.  
Draft prepared: March 2013

Review: following adoption of Strategic Plan
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