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ADVISORY
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JOINT REPORT OF DIRECTOR OF LAW AND DEMOCRACY AND CHIEF INTERNAL AUDITOR

CONFIDENTIAL REPORTING POLICY 

SUMMARY

This is an update report regarding the Council’s Confidential Reporting Policy. 

RECOMMENDATION

The report be considered. 

DETAIL

Background

1.
The Committee received a detailed report on the Council’s confidential reporting policy in November 2002.  Details of the current policy were provided, together with proposals for publicising its purpose and raising awareness of its provisions. 

2.
Since November 2002 the following initiatives have been undertaken to widen  and strengthen awareness of the policy:-

· The February 2003 issue of Keeping You In Touch (KYIT) had a reminder for all staff of Confidential Reporting (Whistle-blowing) issues with a list of nominated contact officers and telephone numbers.

· The Spring 2004 edition of Stockton News had a two page article bringing the Council’s anti-fraud policies to the attention of the public and gave contact details for those wanting to report suspected fraud issues. 

· The July 2005 issues of KYIT had another reminder under the heading of Anti-Fraud measures.

· The Whistle-blowing and confidential reporting procedures are also referred to in the Council’s induction process. 

· The anti-fraud policies have been updated to take account of money laundering legislation.  Examples at a local level could be drug dealers paying bills regularly in cash.  

Surveys

3.
More recently, a survey of Nominated Officers has taken place in order to ascertain their views about the policy.  A copy of the survey form and synopsis of responses is attached at Appendix 1. 

4.
In light of these comments an action plan has been developed, details of which are attached at Appendix 2. 

5.
A survey of employees generally is also proposed and a copy of the proposed questionnaire is attached at Appendix 3.  Depending on the replies, an appropriate action plan will also be developed as a response to issues raised. 

Impact of the Policy

6.
A range of concerns have been reported and investigated as a result of the application of the policy.  These include concerns regarding  the following:-

· the accuracy of Council records regarding maintenance work

· the integrity of a Council employee relating to a registration issue

· an employee on long term sickness absence

· failure to follow procurement procedures

· inaccurate/incomplete data eg about consultees

· failure to follow contract procedure rules

7.
It is intended to publicise some of these anonymised cases, so that employees can see the practical implications and importance of the policy to the Council’s anti-fraud initiatives.  This, in part, is a response to suggestions made by one of the Nominated Officers in the survey referred to at paragraph 3. 

Revisions to the Policy

8.
The present policy applies to the Council’s employees and does not extend to third parties such as external providers, contractors and suppliers.  Other Local Authorities have taken the step of widening the scope of their policies to this extent and it is regarded as good practice, given the increasing number of external providers, suppliers and partnership arrangements involved in the local government sector. 

9.
The Council’s (Officer) Procurement Working Group supports the extension of the Policy’s scope to the Authority’s formal contractual relationships with third parties. 

10.
The matter has, in addition, been considered by the Members’ Advisory Panel, who supported the proposal.  Consultation is taking place with the Unions and a report is to be submitted to Cabinet on 20 April for a recommendation on to Council. 

11.
A copy of the proposed revised Policy is attached at Appendix 4 for the Committee’s consideration.  The proposed changes to the existing policy are highlighted in red.  

12.
If and when approved by full Council, the revised policy will be relaunched  to publicise  the changes to all employees and Members and it will also be highlighted to third parties involved in existing and proposed contractual relationships with the Authority.  
FINANCIAL AND LEGAL IMPLICATIONS

13.
There are no financial or legal implications arising directly from this report other than the costs of publicity and any required training which will need to be met from within existing budgets.  Financial and legal implications could arise should the Policy and related procedures/protocol not be followed correctly.  

COMMUNITY STRATEGY IMPLICATIONS

14.
The Confidential Reporting Policy is an integral part of the Modernisation Agenda and ethical framework. 

CONSULTATION

15.
Nominated Officers and the Officer “Steering Group” together with the Procurement Working Group, and the Members Advisory Panel, have been consulted, and their comments are reflected within the report where appropriate.  Employees are also to be surveyed about the Policy and the Unions are being consulted about the proposed revised policy as part of the reporting process to Cabinet and Council.

Director of Law and Democracy

Contact Officer : D E Bond

Telephone No: 01642 527060

Email Address : david.bond@stockton.gov.uk
Chief Internal Auditor

Contact Officer : I Jones

Telephone No: 01642 526362

Email Address : ian.jones@stockton.gov.uk 

Background Papers:
Attached Appendices

Property Implications:
None

Ward(s) and Ward Councillors:
Not Ward specific 

APPENDIX 1

Nominated Officer Survey

Synopsis of Replies

· There were six out of seven replies (one Officer was absent on maternity leave at the time of the survey). 

· All respondents agreed that they:-

· had been informed of the contents of the confidential reporting policy

· understood how the policy is intended to operate

· understood their role as Nominated Officer and that

· if they needed a copy of the Policy to refer to, they would have easy access to a copy. 

· One respondent though that the Policy is an effective way of enabling employees to raise serious concerns and to receive feedback on action taken in relation to those concerns, but five respondents were uncertain whether this was the case.

· Three respondents were uncertain if the Policy could be improved, but three thought it could.  The reasons they thought it could be improved were that:-

· not all employees (and perhaps also some/not all of the Unions) were clear about the nature and purpose of the policy, because there had been instances where (on Union advice in one case) employees had tried to use it to pursue a grievance; 

· in one Nominated Officer’s experience, the Policy was not being used very much at all, and it should therefore be reviewed and relaunched to all staff; and that

· it could be extended in its use across all of the Council and into schools and perhaps better publicised.  

· Some respondents commented as follows:-

· more Nominated Officers are needed within each service group at less senior levels

· it is difficult for people to decide if the policy is appropriate to their particular concern eg to deal with a disagreement about the outcome of a dispute with a Manager

· it is a good scheme for people wanting to get something off their chest rather than going through more formal procedures

· people would perhaps appreciate some examples of matters that have been successfully dealt with under the policy (in an anonymised way), so that they could see the advantages of using the Policy, rather than thinking that someone else will deal with the matter eventually

CONFIDENTIAL REPORTING POLICY

NOMINATED OFFICER

QUESTIONNAIRE/SURVEY

Purpose of Survey

The survey aims to ascertain if you are aware of and understand the Council’s Confidential Reporting Policy and your role as a Nominated Officer.  The results of the survey will enable further information and guidance to be provided if it is needed. 

Confidentiality

The information collected will be treated in confidence and it will not be possible to identify the response of any individual without their consent.

Enquiries

If you have any queries about this survey please do not hesitate to contact:-




Margaret Fawkes on extension 7061

Please ( the appropriate box to indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.

1. I have been informed of the contents of the Confidential Reporting Policy. 

Agree

Uncertain

Disagree

2. I understand how the policy is intended to operate


Agree


Uncertain


Disagree

3. I understand my role as a Nominated Officer. 


Yes


No

Uncertain

4. If you needed to  refer to the Confidential Reporting Policy, do you have easy access 

to a copy?


Yes


No

5. Do you consider that the Confidential Reporting Policy is an effective way of enabling employees to raise serious concerns and to receive feedback on action taken in relation to those concerns?


Yes, it is effective


No, it is not effective


Uncertain

6. Do you consider that the Policy could be improved?


Yes, it could be improved


No, it could not be improved


Uncertain 

7. If you consider the Policy could be improved, what improvements do you think could be made?

Details:-

8. If there are any comments you would wish to make about the Confidential Reporting Policy, or about the way it is intended to operate or about the role of a Nominated Officer, please provide them in the space below.

Comments:-

RESPONDENT’S DETAILS

Thank you for completing this questionnaire.  If you are agreeable, it would be helpful if you could provide the following information.  Please note that your responses to this questionnaire will be kept confidential.

Your Name:  …………………………………………………………………………..

Your Job Title:  ………………………………………………………………………..

Thank you for your co-operation. 

Please return the questionnaire to Margaret Fawkes. 

APPENDIX 2

Nominated Officers Survey Replies

Action Plan

1.
In liaison with the Chief Internal Auditor, to publicise (in an anonymised way) examples of cases dealt with successfully under the policy. 

2.
To review, revise and relaunch the policy, publicising it to all employees, the Unions, and to third parties with whom the Council has a formal contractual relationship (the Policy is to be extended on this basis). 

3.
Through the LEA take steps to commend the policy to Schools and their employees. 

4.
To conduct a survey of Council employees to ascertain their views on the policy (see the proposed survey questionnaire at Appendix 3 of the report), and to develop and implement an action plan regarding issues raised.  

5.
Through Nominated Officers to ascertain from Services whether they consider additional Nominated Officers (at less senior levels of the organisation) would be beneficial, and if so, to nominate appropriate appointees.  

APPENDIX 3

CONFIDENTIAL REPORTING POLICY

EMPLOYEE

QUESTIONNAIRE/SURVEY

Purpose of Survey

The survey aims to ascertain if employees are aware of and understand the Council’s Confidential Reporting Policy.  The results of the survey will enable further information and guidance to be provided if it is needed. 

Confidentiality

The information collected will be treated in confidence and it will not be possible to identify the response of any individual without their consent.

Enquiries

If you have any queries about this survey please do not hesitate to contact:-




Margaret Fawkes on extension 7061

Please ( the appropriate box to indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.

9. I have been informed of the contents of the Confidential Reporting Policy. 


Agree


Uncertain

Disagree

10. I understand how the policy is intended to operate


Agree

Uncertain

Disagree

11. If you needed to  refer to the Confidential Reporting Policy, do you have easy access 

to a copy?

Agree

Uncertain

No

4a.
Do you consider that the Confidential Reporting Policy is an effective way of enabling employees to raise serious concerns and to receive feedback on action taken in relation to those concerns?


Yes, it is effective


No, it is not effective


Uncertain

4b.
If you do not consider the Confidential Reporting Policy is effective, please explain why not:-


Details:-

5a.
Would you use the procedure laid down in the Policy if you had a serious concern regarding malpractice or wrongdoing of Officers, Members or others acting on the Council’s behalf?


Yes, I would use the procedure


No, I would not

Uncertain 

5b.
If you would not use the procedure laid down in the Policy if you had a serious concern, please explain why not.


Details:-
6a.
Do you consider that the Policy could be improved?



Yes, it could be improved



No, it could not be improved



Uncertain

6b.
If you consider the Policy could be improved, what improvements do you think could be made?

Details:-

7.
If there are any comments you would wish to make about the Confidential Reporting Policy, or about the way it is intended to operate, please provide them in the space below.

Comments:-

RESPONDENT’S DETAILS

Thank you for completing this questionnaire.  If you are agreeable, it would be helpful if you could provide the following information.  Please note that your responses to this questionnaire will be kept confidential.

Your Name:  …………………………………………………………………………..

Your Job Title:  ………………………………………………………………………..

Thank you for your co-operation. 

Please return the questionnaire to Margaret Fawkes. 
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