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Appendix B 
 
CSPL news 
 

Local government ethical standards – follow up to best practice 
recommendations 

Posted by:Jane Martin, Posted on:8 January 2021   

In January 2019, the Committee published a report and recommendations on local 
government ethical standards, an area of long-standing interest for CSPL. We 
approached the work as a health check of the standards framework in place at the 
time for local authorities across England, established by the Localism Act 2011. The 
report provided assurance that the arrangements in place are promoting and 
maintaining the standards expected by the public, and reinforced our view that the 
majority of local councillors maintain the highest ethical standards. However, we did 
recommend that some improvements were required, in particular, the need for 
maximum independence in local complaints processes and the need for greater 
sanctions where appropriate in the rare cases of significant or repeated breaches of 
the code of conduct.  Having carried out a review of actions since the 2019 report, 
we can give further assurance that the majority of local councils are demonstrating 
their strong commitment to high standards in public life. 

A key recommendation was that the LGA should develop a non-mandatory, model 
code of conduct.  Following consultation, the LGA has now published this model 
code, which CSPL views as a welcome step, helping to set clear standards and 
avoid confusion for both councillors and members of the public alike. 

We await the government’s formal response to this report. 

As well as making recommendations to government, CSPL identified 15 best 
practice recommendations to drive high ethical standards in local government. 

In the report, the Committee said it expected all local authorities could and should 
implement these best practice recommendations.  We therefore followed up on 
progress in 2020, writing to all local authorities in England inviting them to update the 
Committee.  CSPL is of course aware that the COVID-19 pandemic has involved 
significant additional work for those in local government and we will continue to 
accept responses.  We have received 213 replies to date. 

It was clear from the evidence we received during our review that the vast majority of 
councillors and officers want to maintain the highest standards of conduct in their 
own authority.  This is also reflected in the positive responses received from local 
authorities which have replied to date, saying that they have already implemented or 
are taking steps to implement our best practice recommendations. 

https://cspl.blog.gov.uk/author/jane-martin/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/777315/6.4896_CO_CSPL_Command_Paper_on_Local_Government_Standards_v4_WEB.PDF
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/777315/6.4896_CO_CSPL_Command_Paper_on_Local_Government_Standards_v4_WEB.PDF


Many of the councils, if they didn’t use the precise terms of CSPL’s best practice 
recommendation in their codes of conduct, nonetheless had elements in place and 
were reviewing their practices to comply fully.  

For example, with respect to the best practice recommendation: Codes should have 
prohibitions on bullying and harassment, many councils said that their codes 
contained provisions that members should treat others with respect.  And with 
respect to our best practice recommendation: Councillors should comply with formal 
standards provisions, many councils said that whilst not explicitly articulated in their 
code, such provisions were contained within their protocols and procedures for 
handling standards complaints. 

Of the 213 local authorities who had responded by 17 December 2020: 

75.6 % said they have prohibitions on bullying and harassment in their code of 
conduct, or were putting them into place.  Other councils we heard from were 
waiting for finalisation of the LGA model code of conduct to review how best to 
include prohibitions on bullying and harassment. 

51.2 % said they have provisions in their code of conduct requiring councillors 
to comply with formal standards investigation.  Most of the other councils we 
heard from said that they were waiting to see what the LGA model code of conduct 
looked like before they adapted their own codes of conduct to incorporate our best 
practice. 

98.6 % said  their code is readily accessible or were making changes to make 
the code accessible - published and available on council premises. 

86.4 % said they update their gifts and hospitality register regularly and have 
made it readily accessible to the public.  

98.6 % said they consulted an Independent Person as to whether to undertake 
a formal investigation on an allegation. 

98.6 % said they had clear guidance on their websites informing members of 
the public how to make a complaint under the code of conduct. 

 93.9 % said that their senior offices had arrangements for meeting with 
political group leaders/whips to discuss standards issues. 

  



CSPL: Intimidation in Public Life 
 
SUMMARY OF PROGRESS MADE AGAINST THE REPORT’S RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Government 
 
The government has made progress in a number of areas. In 2019, they published their 
Online Harms White Paper, which established a new regulatory framework for online safety, 
including a statutory duty of care to make companies take more responsibility for the safety 
of their users. This will be backed up by an independent online harms regulator. The 
government has not committed to bringing forward legislation to shift the liability of illegal 
content online towards social media companies. 
 
As per our recommendation, the government consulted on the introduction of a new 
electoral offence of intimidation of candidates and campaigners during elections. They have 
committed to legislating for this offence when parliamentary time allows. Similarly, the 
government published legislation in 2018 to remove the requirement for candidates 
standing as local councillors to have their home addresses published on the ballot paper. 
These provisions came into force for the polls on 2 May 2019. 
 
Political parties 
 
In 2017, we found that political parties needed to do more to protect their candidates from 
intimidation – to show leadership in setting an appropriate tone for candidates and 
supporters; to tackle intimidatory behaviour undertaken by their members; and to provide 
support to their candidates who face intimidation during elections.  
 
Political parties have made progress in a number of key areas, but there is still work to be 
done in others.  
 
All of the political parties represented in Westminster now have in place their own Code of 
Conduct, which sets out the minimum standards of behaviour expected of their members. 
The party codes all prohibit bullying, harassment and unlawful discrimination – conduct that 
clearly falls within the scope of intimidation. Some of the codes list further categories of 
behaviour that will not be tolerated by parties, including victimisation, abuse and hateful 
language. Many of the codes explicitly refer to the positive behaviours expected by party 
members, including fairness, respect, tolerance and dignity, as well the expectation that 
members will challenge unacceptable behaviour where it occurs. This is a significant step 
forward.  
 
Similarly, each party has in place its own internal disciplinary process for dealing with 
alleged breaches of the party’s code. A range of sanctions are included in those frameworks, 
including formal warning, suspension from party membership, prohibition from holding 
office or standing for election, and revocation of party membership. It is not clear to what 
extent parties enforce the full range of sanctions available to them to discipline intimidatory 
behaviour by their members. We would like to see all parties collecting data on the number 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/online-harms-white-paper/online-harms-white-paper
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/online-harms-white-paper/online-harms-white-paper
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/799873/Protecting-the-Debate-Government-Response-2019.05.01.pdf
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/841226/Review_of_political_parties__Codes_of_Conduct_July_2019.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/841226/Review_of_political_parties__Codes_of_Conduct_July_2019.pdf


of complaints against members for engaging in intimidation and the outcome of any 
disciplinary process resulting from these complaints.  
 
We have been working with the Jo Cox Foundation since 2019 on the recommendation that 
political parties work together to develop a joint code of conduct on intimidatory behaviour. 
That work has resulted in a high-level statement of principle outlining the minimum 
standards of behaviour that all party members should aspire to. We welcome support for 
the statement from the Labour Party, the Scottish National Party, the Liberal Democrats, 
Plaid Cymru, and the Green Party.  
 
Policing  
 
In 2017, we found that the approach taken on intimidation offences by local police forces 
was inconsistent. To that end, we recommended better training and guidance.  
 
In line with our recommendation, the National Police Chief’s Council published joint 
guidance with the Crown Prosecution Service, the College of Policing, and the Electoral 
Commission in 2019, about behaviour which candidates in elections may experience during 
a campaign which is likely to constitute a criminal offence. We were pleased to see that the 
guidance includes practical advice on how to protect yourself, as well as legal definitions 
and what might constitute a breach of criminal law.  
 
We were also pleased to see that the College of Policing has updated their Authorised 
Professional Practice for elections to include information on the Committee’s report, 
intimidation and the police’s responsibility to mitigate and investigate allegations related to 
intimidation.  
 
Social media 
 
In 2017, we found that social media had been the most significant factor enabling 
intimidation in recent years. We were concerned that not enough was being done by social 
media companies to proactively address intimidation online.  
 
All three social media companies now have measures in place to protect their users from 
intimidation and harassment. These include policies and guidelines that are regularly 
reviewed and updated, mechanisms to identify and remove abusive content, and reporting 
channels for users to report content that violates their policies. They also all give users 
options to control the content they see and who they can interact with online. These include 
block, mute and safe search functions. 
 
In line with our recommendation, all three companies now publish transparency data on 
reported content and takedowns. This is a significant step forward. Neither Twitter, 
Facebook or Google appear to publish data on the time it takes to remove reported content, 
however. This would help satisfy the Committee that social media companies are able to 
make decisions quickly and consistently on the takedown of intimidatory content.  
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All three companies established temporary election teams during the 2019 General Election 
to protect the integrity of election-related content and identify and respond more quickly to 
potential threats and challenges, including removing intimidatory content. We were pleased 
to see that Facebook has since established a permanent reporting channel for MPs to flag 
abusive or threatening content, which runs year round for sitting MPs and is extended for 
Parliamentary candidates during elections.  
 
We were also pleased to see that all three companies shared bespoke election and safety 
resources with MPs, political parties and the government, ahead of the General Election.  
 
We were disappointed to see that social media companies have not adequately revised their 
tools for users to escalate potential illegal online activity to the police. We said in 2017 that 
general statements, such as “remember that you should contact local law enforcement if 
you ever feel threatened by something you see on Facebook”, do not help users to 
constructively engage with the police. It remains our view that social media companies have 
a responsibility to advise their users about how to escalate any credible threats they 
receive.  
 
Press regulators 
 
Press regulators IPSO and Impress both wrote this year to update the Committee. 
 
It is clear that the Editors’ Code of Practice Committee, who oversee IPSO’s Code of Practice, 
acknowledge that intimidation is a problem for all those in public life, and that their Code is 
robust and protects individuals in a range of circumstances, including discrimination and 
harassment. They have satisfied the Committee that editors exercise discretion for their 
own editorial content and language and that they are open to criticism and called to 
account by the public and those in public life. Editors must comply with the Code and the 
law. We were glad to hear that publishers are responsible for their freelancers’ work, which 
must also comply with the Code.  
 
We were pleased to see that Impress is currently undertaking a comprehensive review of 
their Standards Code, considering issues around discrimination, harassment, online threats 
and intimidation. They intend to publish a new version of the Code in July 2022. 
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Press release 
 

Committee on Standards in Public Life announces landscape 
review of public standards 
 
The independent Committee on Standards in Public Life has today launched 
Standards Matter 2, a landscape review of the institutions, processes and structures 
in place to support high standards of conduct. 

The independent Committee on Standards in Public Life has today announced that it 
will be carrying out a review of the institutions, processes and structures in place to 
support high standards of conduct. 

The review will look at best practice and identify any themes and gaps in the way 
the Seven Principles of Public Life are promoted and maintained. 

Announcing the review, Committee Chair, Jonathan Evans said: 

“There are now a wide range of different bodies involved in investigating, promoting, 
and maintaining standards, based on the Nolan principles – some as a result of the 
Committee’s recommendations over the last 25 years. 

“As well as sharing any lessons learned and best practice, we will consider whether 
there are gaps or issues that require further work. We want to check whether the 
Nolan principles are well understood, properly embedded and that they continue to 
reflect the standards expected by the public of those that serve them. 

“High standards are a public good. They improve predictability and promote better 
outcomes for society, increasing public confidence and the functioning of the 
economy. The Committee last undertook a strategic review of standards structures in 
2013. Back then, our predecessors concluded that the institutions, processes and 
codes of conduct were in place but that organisations needed to work harder to fully 
embed a culture of high standards. 

“Standards issues change and evolve over time. Organisations and institutions need 
to have the right culture and processes in place to maintain high standards of 
conduct, with the ability to properly and fairly investigate standards issues where 
necessary. 

“The Committee is launching an open consultation today and will be talking to 
regulators, academics and parliamentarians, as well as carrying out research with 
the public as part of this review. We intend to report to the Prime Minister in Summer 
2021 with our findings and recommendations. 

“We published research mapping the standards regulators last year. The Committee 
is aware that public perceptions of standards remain low, as they have for many 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-7-principles-of-public-life


years in fact. We want to look at what is working well and what more needs to be 
done to support high standards of conduct across public life.” 

 


