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Introduction 

1. The purpose of this protocol is to guide Members and Officers of the Council in their working 
relations with each other. 

2. A number of codes of practice and other documents deal with standards of conduct for both 
Members and Officers, and also lay down procedures for the proper conduct of Council 
business.  These documents include the following, all of which are included in Part 4 of the 
Constitution: 

• The Council’s Rules of Procedure 

• The Council’s Local Code of Conduct 

• The Officer’s Code of Conduct 

3. These documents are detailed and cover a range of circumstances, including some of the issues 
arising from the close working relationships which are needed between Members and employees 
if mutual confidence is to be maintained and the aims of the Council’s Plan are to be achieved. 

4. This protocol seeks to pull together in one document the various references to the working 
arrangements between Members and Officers contained in other sources, and also seeks to 
supplement these provisions with additional guidance on other, related, matters. 

5. This protocol cannot and does not seek to cover every eventuality, but it is important that 
misunderstandings on these issues are avoided, as they can give rise to unnecessary stresses and 
tensions which, if not resolved, can harm the effectiveness of the relationships and the operation 
of the Council.  The protocol therefore seeks to strengthen the good working relationships 
which already exist, to clarify possible areas of doubt and to offer advice as to how difficulties 
which might arise can best be resolved.  Whilst much of what is contained in the protocol 
primarily concerns the relationships between Members and senior Officers of the Council, the 
same principles apply to all employees. 

6. The protocol is part of the Council’s commitment to the upholding of standards of conduct in 
public life and implements are of the key recommendations of the Nolan Committee report on 
aspects of conduct in local government. 

Political Neutrality 

7. Employees serve the Council as a whole.  It follows they must serve and give information to all 
Councillors and not just those of any political group.  They must ensure that the individual rights 
of all Councillors are respected. 

8. Chief Officers and other senior staff may also be required to advise political groups.  They must 
do so in ways which do not compromise their political neutrality and which are in accordance 
with the Council’s Rules of Procedure and to any agreed protocols. 

9. Employees, whether or not politically restricted, must not allow their own personal or political 
opinions to interfere with their work.  Both the employees’ job description and contract of 
employment will state whether the post is politically restricted and such a restriction becomes a 
condition of employment. 

Advice from Chief Officers 

10. All Members have the right to seek advice from Chief Officers. 

Independence of Officers 

11. No Officer is prevented from expressing a professional view alternative to that of a political 
group. 
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12. It is the responsibility of Officers to advise the whole Council.  As such, they may initiate reports 
on any matter where they believe the Council, the Executive or one of the Committees or Sub-
Committees should be informed. 

13. Advice may be sought from Officers by Members in an individual capacity or collectively in their 
political groups. 

Officers’ Advice to Political Groups and Individual Members 

14. Officers give advice to each political group to the same degree.  It is accepted by the Council 
that:- 

(a) any request for an Officer to attend a political group meeting to give advice is made 
through the Chief Executive or a Director; 

(b) the advice given is strictly confidential (and must be received as such), unless agreed 
otherwise; similarly, officers should respect the confidentiality of any information they are 
given or receive; 

(c) any strategy or policy based on the advice given is accepted as that of the political group; 

(d) the group concerned should not assume that the Officer supports any strategy or policy 
merely because he/she has helped in its formulation; and 

(e) an Officer cannot be required to attend a political group meeting. 

Officer Reports 

15. Neither an individual Member, nor a political group, shall have the right to require a change to 
an officer’s report before it is considered by a formal meeting. 

Information to Members 

16. Where a Member seeks information or advice from an Officer, their request should be 
responded to within 2 working days.  If longer time is needed to prepare a substantive response 
an acknowledgement should be given and a full response should be provided at the latest within 
10 working days (which is the Council’s performance target for answering all inquiries).  The 
response should be provided courteously and on a confidential basis to the Member making the 
enquiry. 

17. If a Member is seeking information or advice on a politically contentious or controversial issue 
they should direct their request to the relevant Director or other senior Officer.  If a request is 
made of an Officer by a Member for information / advice of other than a factual nature, the 
Officer may need to liaise with his/her manager, but this should not delay the provision of the 
information beyond the targets set out in paragraph 10 above. 

18. The Council’s Access to Information Rules contain the formal legal provisions relating to access 
to documents by Members. 

19. Where the Chief Executive or a Director takes the initiative to provide general information to 
individual leaders, spokespersons or Members, this information will also automatically be 
provided to other political groups. 

20. Where Officers consider that information is of a confidential nature which should not be openly 
available to the public or press, this information will be supplied by Officers to Members on an 
explicitly private and confidential basis.  Any information provided to Members on this basis will 
be treated as such and will not be released publicly or circulated outside the political group. 

Use of Confidential and Private Information 

21. As a Councillor or a member of the Executive, a Committee or Sub-Committee, Councillors 
necessarily acquire much information that has not yet been made public and is still confidential.  
It is a betrayal of trust to breach such confidences.  They should never disclose or use 
confidential information in any circumstances whatsoever (without exception), but particularly 
for the personal advantage of themselves or of anyone known to them, or to the disadvantage or 
the discredit of the Council or anyone else. 



Page 5-21 (May 2006) 

Inspection of/Access to Documents (see also Access to Information Procedure Rules) 

22. If a Councillor is a member of the Executive, a Committee or Sub-Committee, then he/she has 
the right to inspect documents about the business of that body.  If not a Member of the specific 
body, the Councillor must satisfy the Chief Executive or the relevant Director why sight of the 
documents is necessary to perform his/her duties. 

23. Except as otherwise provided, any Member of Council may inspect any document, or have 
access to information, held by the Council where such inspection or access is necessary to 
perform his/her duties as a Member of the Council. 

24. A Member of Council is not entitled to inspect any document, or have access to any information 
about a matter in which he/she has a pecuniary (financial) interest or where the Member is 
acting against the Council in a professional capacity.  However, this does not remove from such 
a Member the basic rights of a Member of the public. 

25. The Chief Executive or relevant Director may, with good reason, refuse a Member of Council 
access to, or inspection of, a document or other information.  This is likely to be in cases where 
the information is of a highly sensitive or personal nature and the Member has not demonstrated 
adequately why he/she has a genuine ‘need to know’ about the information. 

26. If a Member is not satisfied with a decision of the Chief Executive or relevant Director to refuse 
access to a document or information, he/she may refer it to the Monitoring Officer.  If a 
Member remains dissatisfied, he/she may ask for the matter to be considered by the Standards 
Committee, who may decide to refer the issue to Council for decision. 

Relationships 

27. Employees are responsible to the Council through their senior managers.  For some, their role 
is to give advice, but senior managers and all other officers are there to carry out the Council’s 
work.  Mutual respect between employees and Councillors is essential to good local 
government.  Close personal familiarity between employees and individual Councillors can 
damage the relationship and prove embarrassing to other employees and Councillors and should 
therefore be avoided. 

28. Although relationships should be declared on application forms, a situation may arise where a 
relative or close personal friend becomes a Councillor after the date of appointment of the 
employee.  In such cases, such relationships should be made known to the employee’s manager 
in the same way as other relationships which need to be divulged. 

29. Both 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 the Council and to carry out the Council’s work 
under the direction and control of the Council, its Executive, Committees and Sub-Committees. 

30. The law and the Rules of Procedure lay down rules for the appointment, discipline and dismissal 
of staff.  Councillors must ensure that they observe these scrupulously at all times.  If 
Councillors are called upon to take part in appointing an Officer, the only question they should 
consider is which candidate would best serve the whole Council.  They should not let their 
political or personal preferences influence their judgement.  They should not canvass the 
support of colleagues for any candidate and they should resist any attempt by others to canvass 
them. 

Members Acting Against the Council 

31. If a Member is about to act in a professional or private capacity against the Council, he/she must 
notify the Chief Executive in writing.  This applies to any action by a spouse/partner, associate, 
employer or by a company in which the Member has an interest.  Details given will be recorded 
in a register which will be open to inspection by Members of Council.  This also applies to co-
opted Members for matters which are within the responsibility of the Committee or Sub-
Committee on which they serve. 
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Respect and Courtesy 

32. For the effective conduct of Council business, there must be mutual respect, trust and courtesy 
in all meetings and contacts, both formal and informal, between Members and employees.  All 
dealings between them must be conducted with courtesy, civility and professionalism with 
respect for differing views.  The way in which Members and employees work together plays an 
important part in the Council’s reputation and how it is viewed in public.  It is therefore also 
important that both Members and employees remember their respective obligations to enhance 
the Council’s reputation and to do what they can to avoid open criticism. 

Redress 

33. If a Member considers that they have not been treated with proper respect or courtesy by an 
employee, they may raise it with the Chief Executive or relevant Director without delay, if they 
have failed to resolve it through direct discussion.  If the issue remains unresolved, a Member 
may raise it further with the Chief Executive.  A serious breach by an officer of the requirements 
to treat Members with respect and courtesy could result in disciplinary action being taken. 

34. If an employee considers that they have been treated inappropriately by a Member, they should 
raise the matter with their line manager or Director without delay, particularly, if they do not 
feel able to discuss it with the Member concerned.  In such circumstances, the Director will take 
such action as is appropriate, either by approach to the individual Member and/or Party Group 
Leader.  The Director will inform the Chief Executive if the party Group Leader becomes 
involved or in any other case where such action is appropriate. 

35. If the matter cannot be resolved to the satisfaction of the employee concerned and their 
Director, the matter will be treated as a grievance and dealt with under the Council’s Grievance 
Procedure. 

Public Meetings Called by Individual Councillors/Groups 

36. As part of the functions of a Ward representative or in relation to a particular issue, individual 
Members or political groups may wish to hold public meetings.  If the meeting is being convened 
and held on behalf of one group or Member, publicity for the meeting must clearly state this and 
should not state or imply that the meeting is a Council meeting – this would be inappropriate in 
view of the balanced nature of the Council and of the restrictions on political publicity by the 
Council. 

37. If a public meeting convened by an individual Member or a political group is being held, any 
request for an Officer to attend such a meeting in their official capacity must be made through 
the relevant Director.  It will be for the Chief Executive or the Director to decide if 
representation can be organised for the meeting, in the light of officer availability and priorities.  
The relevant spokespersons and the relevant Ward Member(s) if not already involved in the 
meeting, will be notified of any Officer attendance at a public meeting of this kind and of the 
nature of the business. 

38. The meeting will be conducted on the basis that the Officers are there in their official capacity, 
are politically neutral and their presence does not signify support for a particular political 
proposal or initiative.  This is important because of the balanced nature of the authority and the 
need for Officers to act impartially and comply with any political restrictions under which they 
operate. 

Other Public Meetings 

39. If a public meeting is called by another authority, a voluntary group or other external 
organisation and a West Oxfordshire District Council Officer is invited to attend, the same 
provisions apply as in paragraph 31 in relation to the clearance of Officer attendance, and the 
notification to Members.  However, these provisions will not apply where the attendance of 
Officers at such meetings is part of their usual duties (e.g. recycling officers).  The provisions in 
paragraph 32 will always apply to the conduct of such meetings. 
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Meetings Involving MPs/Parliamentary Candidates 

40. Where an Officer is invited to attend a public meeting called by or involving an MP or 
Parliamentary candidate for the area, relevant Spokespersons should be consulted by the Chief 
Executive/relevant Director before Officers agree to participate in such a meeting. 

41. Where such a meeting is being held between the announcement of a Parliamentary General or 
By-Election and the election itself, in addition to the consultation with Spokespersons referred 
to in paragraph 35 Officers will only attend if representatives of all political parties standing in 
the election have been invited to the meeting. 

Arrangement of Meetings Involving Members 

42. In order to ensure there are no clashes, when Officers are arranging public consultation 
meetings or any meetings involving Members (i.e. other than meetings which are part of the 
Council’s formal decision making system) they will check with:- 

(a) the Head of Administrative Services where a Central Diary of all West Oxfordshire 
Member-level meetings is maintained to ensure that there are no meeting clashes; 

(b) relevant Spokespersons to ensure that they know about the meeting and can attend if they 
wish with no diary clashes; and 

(c) relevant Ward Members to ensure that they know about the meeting and can attend if they 
wish with no diary clashes. 

43. After the meeting has been fixed, the Head of Administrative Services must be notified 
immediately in order that details of the meeting can be logged in the central diary. 

Support Services to Members and Groups 

44. The only basis on which the Council can lawfully provide support services (e.g. stationery, typing, 
printing, photocopying etc) to Members is to assist them in discharging their role as Members of 
the Council.  Such support services must therefore only be used on Council business.  They 
should never be used in connection with party political or campaigning activity or for private 
purposes. 

Conclusion 

45. The protocol is intended to build on the sound working arrangements and relationships which 
have developed in the operations of West Oxfordshire District Council. 

46. Mutual understanding and openness on sensitive issues of this nature, together with basic 
respect for the differing but complementary role of Members and Officers in Local Government, 
are the greatest safeguard of the integrity of the Council, its Members and employees. 
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