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NORTHUMBERLAND COUNTY COUNCIL 
 

Members Service Working Group 
 

At a meeting of the Members Service Working Group held at The Holiday Inn, 
Seaton Burn on Wednesday, 18 August 2021 at 3.00 p.m. 

 
PRESENT 

 
Councillor A Sharp 
(Chair, in the Chair) 

 
 

MEMBERS 
 

P Ezhilchelvan C Seymour 
B Flux A Watson 

V Jones  
 
 

 
OFFICERS 

 
L Dixon Democratic Services Assistant 
D Lally Chief Executive 
N Masson Principal Solicitor 
J Roll Head of Democratic Services and 

Electoral Services 
N Turnbull Democratic Services Officer 

 
 

1. MEMBERSHIP AND TERMS OF REFERENCE 
 
The Membership and Terms of Reference, as agreed by Council at the 
meeting on 26 May 2021, had been circulated for information. 
 
RESOLVED that the Members Service Working Group membership and terms 
of reference, as agreed by Council on 26 May 2021, be noted. 
 
 

2. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 
 
Apologies were received from Councillors S Dickinson, P Scott and E 
Simpson. 
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3.  MINUTES 
 
RESOLVED that the minutes of the meeting of Members Service Working 
Group held on 19 April 2021, as circulated, be confirmed as a true record. 
 
 

4. ITEMS FOR DISCUSSION 
 
(a) Parental Leave Policy 
 
A report and draft Policy was circulated at the commencement of the meeting 
to all members and officers. 
 
The Solicitor read out the purpose of the report and the key recommendations 
put forward for the working group to consider. 
 
Key issues which were subject to debate during the meeting included: 
 

• In section 1.7 of the report, clarity be provided on whether parental leave 
applied to adoption of a newborn baby or a child of any age. 

• It was noted that the policy was for the whole council and therefore the 
references to the Labour Group be removed from paragraph 3. 

• The policy had originated from the Local Government Association Labour 
Group and it was understood that 40 other local authorities had now 
adopted this or a similar Parental Leave Policy for Councillors.  Wording 
regarding the motivation be included within any explanatory or introductory 
text. A list of the local authorities to be made available. 

• In response to a query, the working group were informed that both parents 
were able to take parental leave and that it was up to the working group to 
determine how the policy worked. 

• The rules regarding Special Responsibility Allowances (SRA) and 
paragraph 3.4 were queried.  The working group were informed that a 
member who covered the chair for maternity/paternity leave purposes, be 
paid a SRA.  However, if they held more than one position where an SRA 
was payable, only one allowance could be claimed at a time (normally the 
higher SRA). 

• Case work was discussed and how members would keep this up to date.  
Members were informed that normal procedures would continue, and 
officers would work jointly with members.  Matters of urgency and emails 
could be referred to Democratic Services and an out of office message 
applied to a member’s email during any period of absence. 

• It was recommended that the Business Chair discuss the policy with the 
holder of the motion to seek agreement. 

• The updated policy was to be referred to the next meeting of Full Council 
and therefore the working group would not receive a further draft. 

• The Regulations state that the Member’s Allowances Scheme cannot be 
amended without Council first taking into account the recommendations of 
the Council’s Independent Remuneration Panel (IRP), and so any 
recommendation from the working group or resolution from Council would 
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need to be subject to the IRP report and could not be amended until that is 
considered at a meeting of the Council. 

 
RESOLVED that the Members Service Working Group:  

 
1. recommend to a meeting of full council that the Parental Leave Policy 

attached is adopted by the Council subject to any recommendations from the 
Independent Remuneration Panel (IRP) and subject to the following revisions 
to the policy: 

 

• The wording of paragraph 3 be changed to remove the reference to the 
Labour Group. 

• Clarification be given on section 1.7 of the report regarding parental leave 
when adopting and whether it applied to a newborn baby or a child of any 
age. 

• Clarifying that if the member on leave receives a Special Responsibility 
Allowance (SRA) then any member covering that member’s duties will also 
receive an SRA, subject to any recommendations from the IRP. 

• Provision for case work / members support be included within the report. 
 
 
(b) Member arrangements regarding Complaints about staff 
 
The Chief Executive reported that the issue had arisen at a meeting of the 
Corporate Services and Economic Growth OSC on 12 July 2021 during a 
discussion on the Workforce Report.  A member queried how a complaint 
could be raised against a member of staff and the debate had then widened.  
The committee had suggested that the process needed to be reviewed and 
brought back to them for further consideration. 
 
She explained that as the Head of Paid Service, she was responsible for all 
members of staff.  The Protocol on Member/Officer Relations was included 
within the Constitution and set out the process very clearly.  It could be 
recirculated if this was required. 
 
A complaint against a member of staff should be referred to that individual’s 
line manager and escalated using HR policies, if this was necessary.  
Complaints regarding a Head of Service would be considered by the Executive 
Director and matters about them would be considered by the Chief Executive.  
The Leader of the Council was the line manager for the Chief Executive and 
would consider issues raised about her. 
 
The Chief Executive agreed that sometimes the right decision was not always 
made, and it was necessary to have a procedure in place for decisions to be 
reviewed.  However, this process was set out clearly in the protocol. 
 
It was intended that the process be open and transparent, and issues dealt 
with via the protocol.  It was not considered appropriate that the issue be 
considered by the Corporate Services and Economic Growth OSC and if a 
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review was required, the Constitution Working Group would be the relevant 
body to examine the policy. 
 
Clarification was provided around the origin of the issue which had arisen from 
discussion of the regular Workforce Report and statistics regarding instances 
of whistleblowing.  It was noted that Safecall provided an independent 
confidential service where employees could report any concerns.  All reports 
made were dealt with confidentially and callers could remain anonymous if 
they wished to do so.  It was confirmed that this could include members. 
 
The Members Services Working Group were asked to consider the matter and 
recommend a way forward. 
 
The following comments were made by members: 
 

• There were various circumstances where a complaint could arise, including: 

- A complaint by a member against an employee; 

- A complaint by a member against another member; 

- A complaint by a member of the public against a member; 

- A complaint by a member of the public against an employee 

- A complaint by a member of staff against a member. 

 

• The protocol was clear and did not require changing; all of the 

aforementioned circumstances were addressed within the protocol. 

• The Protocol on Member/Officer Relations should be recirculated to all 

members. 

• Agenda items for the scrutiny committees were agreed by the Chairmen’s 

Group. 

• Reference to the protocol/constitution should be included in the new 

member induction pack. 

• The Constitution was regularly updated when the need arose.  It had last 

been approved by Council on 24 February 2021.  The document had been 

refreshed and was now available online with hyperlinks rather than a pdf. 

• Members did not need to have a copy of the Constitution but needed to 

know where to find it.  The link should be circulated. 

• If a review of the protocol was necessary, it should be carried out by the 

Constitution Working Group. 

 
In answer to a question, the Chief Executive reported that the pandemic and 
restrictions had meant that new members had not received the induction and 
training sessions that would normally be held with urgent training having been 
held virtually.  It was intended that a session be arranged in the next month or 
so, when the refurbishment of the Council Chamber was complete, to provide 
some additional assistance, answer questions etc.  Any member with a query 
in the meantime could contact the Chief Executive, Monitoring Officer and 
Head of Democratic and Electoral Services. 
 
RESOLVED that the Members Services Working Group recommended that: 
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a) The link to the Constitution and page reference to the Protocol on 

Member/Officer Relations be circulated to all members. 

b) If a review of the Protocol on Member/Officer Relations was required, it be 

undertaken by the Constitution Working Group. 

c) A Q&A information session be arranged for new members as soon as 

possible. 

 
 

6. URGENT BUSINESS 
 
An email would be circulated to members requesting feedback on the 
induction process and to identify any areas where further advice or assistance 
was required. 
 
This meeting had been arranged to discuss the aforementioned urgent items 
and IT and Training were normally included as standing items on the working 
group agenda. 
 
IT were complimented on the instruction sheets that had been circulated 
regarding use of equipment although assistance was requested on the 
Expenses System. 
 
 
 
 

CHAIR _______________________ 
 
DATE _______________________ 


	PRESENT
	MEMBERS

