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	Twinning with South Dublin – a protocol


1.0
SUMMARY
1.1 This reports sets out the background to the current twinning arrangement with South Dublin County Council and proposes that a protocol be adopted to cover any twinning activities and visits between the two boroughs. 
2.0
RECOMMENDATIONS

2.1
That the Standards Committee endorse the attached twinning protocol.
3.
DETAIL

3.1
The Preamble to the Treaty of Rome states that member states of the European Community are determined to lay the foundations of an even closer union amongst the peoples of Europe. To meet that objective of bringing citizens closer together the European Commission introduced a program to support town twinning schemes as a valuable way of involving people and their elected representatives in European integration. The basis on which twinning proposals can be developed includes objectives for the development of co-operation between the communities involved as well as cultural exchanges, the promotion of tourism, and artistic, musical, economic and industrial projects.
3.2.1 Brent has the largest Irish born population in mainland Britain.  In 1997 South Dublin County Council and the London Borough of Brent agreed to enter into twinning arrangements on the basis of their common geographical, historical, cultural and trading links and their wish to continue to develop those links for the mutual benefit of the councils and their communities.  The agreement was signed on 5th September 1997.  
3.2.2 The agreement is based on the wish to foster and develop mutual understanding and respect between the people of South Dublin and Brent and to encourage and assist youth and adult organisations, clubs, companies, groups and all persons and organisations in South Dublin and Brent to take part in this twinning agreement. Further, the aim is to develop civic relationships between linked municipalities, to share approaches and experiences in relation to local governance and the development of civic pride, to encourage communication and exchange visits between citizens and organisations within the two communities.
3.2.3 There were two twinning visits to South Dublin last year which took place on 6th April and 21st June. A visit to Brent is planned for 11th and 12th April.
3.2.4 The Local Government International Bureau acts as an advisory body for local authorities engaged in international work and disseminates principles of good practice. It aims to support elected members in international work and assist in the development of links between Great Britain and overseas authorities. The LGIB encourages authorities engaged in international links to adopt a strategy which outlines what it wishes to achieve from such work by way of aims, objectives and outcomes as well as agreed guidelines for officers and members to adhere to. 
3.2.5 The LGIB has released two documents providing guidance for local authorities on conducting twinning visits. One is a document called ‘Establishing a Partnership’, with a section specifically on Running a Twinning, the other is called ‘Take Your Partners’, a local authority handbook on twinning and international partnerships.  They set out the types of issues that must be thought through. It makes clear that local authorities need to set and follow ground rules and be willing to justify expenditure. It also states that thought must be given to conduct, financial accountability, travel costs and hotel costs. 
3.2.6 The Adjudication Panel and Standards Board for England have had several cases before them concerning overseas visits by councillors. Nottinghamshire County Council had two cases this year which both took some time to be heard causing stress and anxiety to those concerned and considerable time and resources. There was much attention given to the existence of an approval policy for these visits in the council which the councillors had followed, specifically referred to by the Tribunal and saving them from disqualification or suspension (one received a reprimand instead and one was found not to have breached the code as the policy was followed which highlights the importance of having a clear and detailed policy).  In one case the Tribunal noted that the funding was approved and fell within guidelines approved by the council. The council had a policy on visits which covered how the visit would further the work of the council, the full costs involved, whether the number of elected members and officers attending was the minimum required to achieve the purpose of the visit, whether there is an alternative means of achieving the purpose and evidence that these have been considered. There has also been quite a lot of press coverage on this issue, in Ireland and further afield.

3.2.7 Given the amount of press coverage, the advice from the LGIB and the recent Standards Board decisions it is now essential to adopt a protocol which reflects this guidance and to provide protection to members and officers engaged in twinning activity. Having said that, the notion of a protocol is not new. A protocol was drafted previously at the commencement of the twinning arrangement with South Dublin but it is unclear if this was ever signed. 

3.2.8 Members will recall that the topic of twinning was discussed at the April 2005 and November 2005 meetings of the Standards Committee. Concerns were expressed at the November 2005 meeting that the suggested guidance was to draconian and lengthy and needed to be reconsidered. Those comments have been incorporated into a second draft which is now before members for endorsement. Once endorsed by the committee the protocol will be forwarded to South Dublin officers with a view to agreeing the protocol with them.
3.2.9 Members who attended the recent standards networking event will recall the comments received from the Head of Legal Services for the Standards Board for England who spoke at the event and who congratulated Brent on being proactive in promoting good practice in relation to twinning protocols. Other councils forming part of the West London Alliance, including Hillingdon, Hammersmith & Fulham and Ealing have also expressed an interest in seeing our twinning protocol to use as a basis for their own. The London Borough of Lewisham have drafted guidelines for their civic exchange visits to ensure they are cost effective and transparent. They have shared their drafts with us. In the Lewisham draft any expenditure over £2000 must be approved personally by the Chief Executive and the Chief Financial Officer. Gifts should be small tokens. All travel is to be economy class. Hotel accommodation should be reasonably priced. The guidance also covers standards of conduct.
3.11.1 It is important for Brent not to be seen to be falling behind other boroughs in relation to this area of civic activity and should be seen as leading the way on good practice for councillors. The attached protocol has been drafted by the Monitoring Officer and reflects the advice she would give to members in that capacity.
4.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

4.1
There are no direct financial implications arising from this report. 

5.0
LEGAL IMPLICATIONS

5.1
Members are subject to the Brent Code of Conduct. The Code says that a member must not in his or her official capacity or in any other circumstance conduct himself or herself in a manner which could reasonably be regarded  as bringing his or her office or authority into disrepute. Nor must a member in his or her official capacity or in any other circumstances use his or her position to improperly confer on or secure for himself or herself or any other person an advantage. The Code of Conduct will therefore apply when the Mayor and other councillors participate in a twinning visit either overseas or in Brent and must be carefully observed. Adherence to an approved protocol for twinning will assist members in complying with the main Brent Member Code of Conduct.

5.2 
Section 176 of the Local Government Act 1972 is relied upon for twinning activities. Under this section the Council has power to defray any travelling or other expenses reasonably incurred by official or courtesy visits on behalf of the authority. The key word is ‘reasonable’.

6.
EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY IMPLICATIONS

There are none arising from this report. The proposed protocol has been subject to screening and no issues have been identified.

7.0
STAFFING/ACCOMMODATION IMPLICATIONS

4.1
There are no direct staffing implications arising from this report.

8.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION
· Take Your Partners; the Local Authority Handbook on Twinning and International Partnerships, International Report no. 10 Local Government International Bureau.

· ‘Establishing a Partnership’, a LGIB paper

· The Links Effect; a good practice guide to transnational partnerships and twinning for Local Authorities. International Report no. 3 Local Government International Bureau.

· Reports to Standards Committee April 2005 and November 2005.
Any persons wishing to inspect the papers in connection with the above proposals should contact Jane Alver at the Town Hall Annexe, Forty Lane, Wembley, Middlesex HA9 9HD. Tel: 020 8937 1368.
TERRY OSBORNE

Borough Solicitor
APPENDIX

Twinning protocol for London Borough of Brent

1.
Purpose of document

1.1
This document sets out the role of the London Borough of Brent’s Mayor’s Office in organising twinning visits, the purpose of the twinning budget, what expenses can be claimed, guidance on conduct and gifts and the protocol on officers and members accompanying the Mayor on twinning visits. The aim of this guidance is to ensure that twinning activity supported by the London Borough of Brent (‘Brent’) is of a high quality and makes effective use of resources. The aim is to agree this protocol with South Dublin County Council. For further background to this please see the report to the Council’s Executive dated 13th February 2006.


2. 
Budget
2.1
There is a limited budget for reasonable expenditure for twinning which cannot be exceeded. The purpose of the twinning budget is to provide funds for the Mayor to travel to and from the twin borough and to provide funds to pay for expenses while the visitors from the twin borough are staying in Brent.  In order to ensure transparency and accountability prior to any expenditure being incurred any twinning activity must be to promote one of the following objectives: improving service delivery, cultural exchange, promotion of tourism, artistic, musical, economic, or industrial projects (see further below).
3.
Itinerary
3.1
The Mayor’s Office plans and co-ordinates twinning visits and organises an itinerary which fits with the objectives of the twinning programme. The itinerary should include a discussion on the objectives of twinning visits and how they might be achieved (see further below). There will usually be a maximum of one or two Mayoral visits each way per year.

4.
Role of the Mayor’s Office

4.1
All contact with the host borough should be through the Mayor’s Office Manager in order to ensure good planning and to avoid confusion. For a visit to South Dublin the Brent Mayor’s Office will organise return travel to and from the host borough for those invited to attend the twinning visit. For a visit to Brent the Brent Mayor’s Office will organise the itinerary, travel, meals and accommodation arrangements.

5.
Travel and other costs
5.1
Under the Local Government Act 1972 local authorities may pay for the travel and related costs of councillors making official and courtesy visits overseas and for the costs of officially receiving and entertaining guests.  However, twinning activity must demonstrate a clear public benefit, facilitate true learning and understanding and use public money accountably.  Expenditure must therefore be in furtherance of this purpose only. The protocol that has been agreed between Brent and South Dublin County Council is that the receiving borough pays for the reasonable expenses of the guests once they arrive in their country. 

5.2
For a visit to Brent the twinning budget would normally be used for: 

Transport:
Hire of a standard vehicle or taxi to transport the visitors from the airport and around the borough if not using the Mayoral car.
Accommodation: 
Room(s) to be booked at a medium standard local hotel for the visiting party for the duration of the stay.

Food/ Refreshments:
All meals plus reasonable drinks such as soft drinks and a moderate amount of wine with dinner.  Other bar bills will not be paid out of the budget.
Entertainment:  
Any reasonable and appropriate expenses arising from pre-planned entertainment organised by the Mayor’s Office.
5.3.  
For a visit to South Dublin expenditure incurred by Brent is for economy standard return air tickets to Dublin and if necessary travel to and from the hotel.  This budget would also be used to provide additional insurance for the Mayor’s Chain of Office if it is taken on the trip. Any incidental expenditure on bar bills, hotel bills and extras must be paid for personally and not charged to Brent apart from reasonable subsistence costs which would be paid up to a maximum as outlined in the subsistence scheme for Officers.

6. Accepting Hospitality

6.1
When accepting hospitality from the host borough or any of its members the Mayor should be mindful of the limitations on the use of the twinning budget to pay for the expenses incurred by the visitors during their return visit to Brent, and the number of visitors to be accommodated. Embarrassment could be caused to all parties participating in the visit if this protocol is not followed.
7.
What personal expenses can be claimed?

7.1.
It is not normally expected that any personal expenses would be claimed.  It is the responsibility of the hosts to provide all accommodation, meals and basic refreshments.  Any expenditure such as additional alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages, entertainment, travel during free time, shopping, etc. must be paid by the Mayor. 

8.
Officers, Members  and Others accompanying the Mayor

8.1
The Mayor’s Consort is normally invited to accompany the Mayor and his or her flights are paid for out of the twinning budget.

8.2  
In some circumstances other Members or Officers may be invited by the hosts. According to the nature of the visit, who the meeting is with and their position within the council, the twinning budget may be used to pay for other Members or Officers.  However there needs to be a clear rationale for their visit, taking into account that public money is being used. In any case, the costs associated with this will not exceed the total budget available. Before Officers can accept such an invitation they must seek the approval of their Director.

8.3
It is not expected that any other personal guests would attend the visit.

8.4
Members and Officers should not attempt to solicit an invitation to attend a twinning visit. Nor should invited parties ask for additional visitors, whether councillor, officers or others, to accompany them.

8.5
A twinning visit may involve members of the community e.g. school children. The purpose of the visit needs to be clearly identified as part of the planning for the visit.  The costs can be met from the twinning budget where reasonable and appropriate in all the circumstances. In any case where school children or others attend the visit advice must be taken from the appropriate officers about arrangements for the visit including supervision, insurance, etc.

9.
Chain of Office and Robes

10.1
The Chain of Office can be taken to South Dublin provided insurance is obtained beforehand. Dress protocol for a particular event should be checked in advance.

10.
Conduct of Conduct
10.1 
It is important to remember that the Code of Conduct will apply when the Mayor and local authority representatives are participating in a twinning visit either overseas or in Brent and must be carefully observed. 
11.
Gifts

11.1 
Whilst gifts of a purely nominal value may be kept by the recipient any more substantial or valuable gifts should on return be given to the authority. All gifts and hospitality over £25 should be recorded in the members’ register of gifts and hospitality which is kept by the Democratic Services Manager. The Mayor and others attending will be mindful to courteously not accept inappropriate or excessive gifts or hospitality. As a matter of courtesy the Mayor should give a gift to the Mayor of the host borough which will be selected and purchased by the Mayor’s office. This will consist of some suitable civic token.

12. 
Political Neutrality

12.1 
Twinning should be neutral and above party politics. It is designed to promote friendship and should not be tied in to any party political agenda or a specific viewpoint. 

13.
Planning and reporting twinning activities
13.1
The key objectives for the visit need to be agreed in advance between the boroughs. This will be done through the Mayor’s Office. This will serve to explain and give the aims of the visit, a list of desired outcomes and benefits providing a starting point for evaluating the visit.  This will also serve to ensure participants have a clear idea about the purpose of the visit. The itinerary should be designed to achieve this. The following questions should be asked in advance of and during the visit:

1. How will the visit meet the objectives of bringing citizens from the European Community closer together?

2. Which parts of the itinerary will help meet these objectives?

3. Will the visit result in any cultural exchanges?  If so how and which part of the itinerary will achieve this?

4. Will the visit promote musical projects?  If so how and which part of the itinerary will achieve this?

5. Will the visit promote tourism?  If so how and which part of the itinerary will achieve this?  
6. Will the visit promote artistic projects?  If so how and which part of the itinerary will achieve this?  

7. Will the visit promote economic and industrial projects?  If so how and which part of the itinerary will achieve this?

8. How will it achieve Brent’s Corporate Objectives?
9. How will it achieve South Dublin’s corporate objectives?
13.2
A report on the visit will be published on the web to inform the community about the visit and to ensure transparency.

14. Extending the stay
14.1 In some cases the Mayor may wish to extend the duration of his or her stay in the country in which case any additional expenses will be paid for personally. Travel back to the airport for the journey home will, in these cases, need to be arranged and paid for personally. Return air travel will be included in the expenses paid by Brent provided it is no more expensive than it would be had the return travel not been delayed because of the extended stay.
