GUIDANCE ON MEMBER/OFFICER RELATIONS
1.

INTRODUCTION

1.1

Councillors and Officers both have important but distinct roles. The relationship
between them has to function effectively in order for them to be able to carry out
their respective roles. The purpose of this guidance is to offer advice to Councillors
and Officers on how to conduct that relationship in a way that allows both to do their
jobs and enhances the reputation of the County Council.

1.2

Although both councillors and officers depend upon one another to be able to do
their respective jobs, councillors, in particular, are reliant upon officers for
information and support. Because of this all officers need to be aware of their
responsibility when called upon to provide support and assistance to councillors to
enable them to do their job effectively. Whenever a councillor raises a question
with an officer a response must be given promptly. When promises are made to
Councillors they need to be kept.

2.

THE ROLE OF COUNCILLORS

2.1

Councillors may have a number of complex roles including politician, policy maker,
representative, constituent advocate and Council/Committee worker. It is not the
role of a Councillor to involve themselves in the day to day management of Council
services.
o
o

o

o

o

Councillor – in this capacity Councillors will usually belong to particular
groupings represented on the Council and will express political values and
support the policies of the group to which they belong.
Policy Maker - Members may have personal, individual or collective
responsibility depending on their role for the Council and its activities. They set
the direction of the Council; are responsible for ensuring that adequate
management arrangements are in place; develop and allocate the Council’s
physical, financial and human resources and monitor the performance,
development, continuity and overall well-being of the Council.
Division Member –in this capacity Councillors interpret and express the wishes
of the electorate, advocate on behalf of constituents and seek to account for
service priorities, allocation of resources and ultimate performance of the
Council. Councillors may also be appointed to outside bodies and the role can
vary from representing the views of the Council to acting according to individual
judgement.
Members, collectively, therefore Need to:
o Determine vision and values and ensure staff commitment;
o Ensure standards are properly established and monitored;
o Link service and corporate objectives;
o Enable local people to resolve problems and issues faced by the
community;
o Ensure community needs are fed into strategy formulation and service
provision;
o Develop and support community leadership.
Cabinet Members and Leader of the Council - The Leader and Members of
the Cabinet have executive power to take decisions. Working closely with the
Corporate Management Team, they will develop the policy framework and
budget proposal for Council. The Leader and Cabinet are then responsible for

o

implementing the approved policy framework by collectively and individually
making decisions in keeping with the Council’s scheme of delegation.
Opposition Members - All Members should be given timely access to
information required in their role as Councillors and have the same rights and
obligations in their relationship with officers.

3.

THE ROLE OF OFFICERS

3.1

Officers of the Council have the following main roles:
o Initiate policy proposals;
o Implement all Council policies;
o Manage the services for which the Council has given them responsibility. They
are accountable for the efficiency and effectiveness of those services and for
proper professional practice in discharging their responsibilities and taking
decisions, within agreed policy;
o Provide professional advice to the Council, its Committees and Members and
the public in respect of their service;
o Ensure that the Council acts in a lawful way.

4.

RESPECT AND TRUST

4.1

The relationship between Councillors and Officers should be based on mutual
respect and trust. Officers should avoid criticising Councillors, and Councillors
should avoid criticising officers, in order to maintain that trust and respect.

4.2

In dealings between Councillors and Officers neither should seek to take unfair
advantage of their position. Councillors should not press employees to do things
that they are not empowered to do.

4.3

Officers must not press Councillors to make a decision in their favour, nor raise
personal matters to do with their job, nor make claims or allegations about other
employees. (The only exception to this rule is where the officer wishes to report
possible wrongdoing under the Council’s “Whistleblowing” procedure.)

4.4

Reports from officers should be in the name of the relevant Chief Officer. Reports
may be discussed with councillors, such as with the relevant Cabinet Portfolio
Holder or Chair of the relevant Committee, and the Councillors concerned may
make suggestions as to the contents of the report. However, the content remains
the responsibility of the Chief Officer and amendments can only be made by him or
her. (This does not apply to the recommendations to Cabinet or the front sheet to a
Cabinet report on which the Cabinet Member has the final say).

4.5

Officers must deal honestly with members and not attempt to mislead them.
Reports and all other communications with members must be clear concise and in
plain English.
Familiarity

4.6

Close personal familiarity between individual Councillors and Officers should be
avoided and the relationship maintained on a professional basis.

4.7

The holders of office should, in public, always be addressed by their office such
as “Chairman”, “Vice-Chairman” etc. At formal meetings it would be usual for
officers and members to address each other by their surname and title.

4.8

In less formal environments, the use of first names as a means of address is
usually acceptable. However, some individual members and officers may feel
more comfortable with the more formal mode of address, and allowance should
be made for such individual preferences where known.

5.

INFORMATION FOR COUNCILLORS

5.1

It is vital for Chief Officers and officers to keep councillors informed about the major
issues concerning the County Council. Just as importantly, councillors should be
informed about proposals that affect their electoral division before they are
announced publicly, and should be invited to attend County Council initiated events
within their electoral division.

5.2

Where an issue affecting a particular division is to be discussed by the Cabinet or a
Committee, Sub-Committee or Panel on which the local councillor does not serve,
the councillor will be invited to attend and may speak on it if he or she wishes to do
so. (This is of course subject to any overriding requirement of the Members Code
of Conduct).

5.3

Where a councillor requests information, the fact of that request, and the
information supplied, may be brought to the attention of the Cabinet Member/Chair
concerned by the relevant Chief Officer.

5.4

Councillors requests for information must always be given high priority and a
response given within 2 working days.
Access to Papers and other County Council Information

5.5

Councillors have all the rights available to members of the public and may request
individual copies of any agendas of the Cabinet and of Committees, SubCommittees or Panels of which they are not members.

5.6

Additionally, if a councillor is able to demonstrate a "need to know" in his or her role
as a County Councillor, officers should provide the relevant information, including
exempt or confidential information, to that councillor.

5.7

Special care needs to be taken when a councillor has a significant personal or
business relationship with a constituent about whom he or she is seeking
information. In such circumstances councillors are advised to consider their Code
of Conduct and consult the Director of Corporate Services as necessary.
How can the Information be used?

5.8

Any County Council information provided to a member should only be used by the
member for the purpose for which it was provided. Confidential information must
remain confidential.

6.

POLITICAL ACTIVITY

6.1

Senior officers cannot be councillors or MPs, nor can they speak or write publicly as
private individuals on party political issues.

6.2

Officers are employed by the County Council as a whole and are responsible to the
Chief Executive and their respective Chief Officers rather than to individual
members of the Council.

6.3

Regular contact between senior officers and senior politicians on matters affecting
the County Council is essential.

6.4

County Council decisions can only be made in accordance with the Constitution.
(Decisions by party political groups do not constitute County Council decisions). All
information or advice needed to make a decision should be given to the Cabinet or
the relevant Committee, Sub-Committee or Panel.
Officer advice to party groups

6.5

It is possible that senior officers may be asked to attend a party group meeting
whether of the controlling party group or of a minority party group.

6.6

Any such request should be made or referred to the Chief Executive. If agreed it
will be on the basis that a similar arrangements will be made for the other groups
should they so request.

6.7

Officer attendance at political group meetings is voluntary.

6.8

Officers are entitled to have their political neutrality respected should they agree to
attend the group meeting, and to be treated in a fair and proper way. They must
not be placed in a position where they feel that their political impartiality or integrity
are put at risk, and should leave the meeting having given information on the issue
in question, and before the Group decide what view to take on it as a political
group.

6.9

Officers should not be expected to be present at meetings, or parts of meetings,
when matters of party business are to be discussed. Officers should be reminded
on each occasion that they should leave a meeting if they are to be asked to
comment on matters beyond the brief agreed in advance, or if they feel vulnerable
or that their integrity was being put in question.

6.10

Special care needs to be exercised whenever officers are involved in providing
information and advice to a party group meeting that includes persons who are not
members or co-opted members of the County Council. For reasons of
confidentiality, officers may not be able to provide the same level of information and
advice as they would to a “members-only” meeting.

6.11

Officers must respect the confidentiality of any party group discussions by not
relaying the content of any such discussion to another party group.

Relationships between Officers and Portfolio Holders and Chairs
6.12

It is clearly important that there should be a close working relationship between
Portfolio Holders, the Chairs of Committees and the relevant Chief Officer and other
senior officers. However, such relationships should never be allowed to become so
close, or appear to be so close, as to impair the officers’ ability to deal impartially
with other members and other party groups.

6.13

Officers are accountable to their Chief Officer and must not go beyond the bounds
of whatever authority they have been given by their Chief Officer.

7.

REDRESS

7.1

If a councillor feels that an officer has acted contrary to the spirit of this guidance
they should raise it with the Officer’s line manager or Chief Officer.

7.2

If an officer has similar concerns about a councillor, he or she should raise the
matter with their Chief Officer who may then raise the matter with the individual
member and/or Party Group Leader.

7.3

If councillors are having difficulty in obtaining information they need to carry out
their duties as a County Councillor, they should contact the Director of Corporate
Services.

8.

SUMMARY

8.1

Officer Commitments to Councillors:
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

8.2

We recognise that we are here to support you to do your job as a County
Councillor and will provide you with support and assistance when requested
We will show understanding for your respective roles, workloads and pressures
We will treat you with respect and deal with you honestly
We will not use our relationship with you to advance our personal interests or to
influence decisions improperly
We will give your queries priority and answer them quickly (within 2 working
days)
We will ensure that local members are informed about our proposals for their
division before we announce them publicly
If we make a promise to you we will deliver on it on time
We will make sure that all communications with you whether formal or informal
are clear, concise and in plain English.

Member Commitments to Officers:
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

We will provide political leadership and direction
We treat you with respect, dignity and courtesy
We will show understanding for your respective roles, workloads and pressures
We recognise that you must operate with political neutrality and will respect this
We will not take unfair advantage of our position as a Councillor
We will not subject you to bullying or undue pressure
When you give us information in confidence we will respect that confidentiality.

