
 
 
 

Standards Hearing Panel 
 

Date: Tuesday, 2 November 2010 
Time: 
 

10.00 am 

Venue: Committee Room 3 - Wallasey Town Hall 

 
 
Contact Officer: Brian Ellis 
Tel: 691 8491 
e-mail: brianellis@wirral.gov.uk 
Website:  
 

 

AGENDA 
 
1. DECLARATIONS  
 
 The members of the panel are invited to consider whether they have a 

personal or prejudicial interest in connection with any of the items on 
this agenda and, if so, declare it and state the nature of such interest. 
 

2. EXEMPT INFORMATION  
 
 RECOMMENDATION:  That under section 100(A)(4) of the Local 

Government Act 1972, the public be excluded from the meeting during 
consideration of the following item of business on the grounds that it 
involves the likely disclosure of exempt information as defined by the 
relevant paragraph of part 1 of Schedule 12A (as amended) to that 
Act. 
 

3. COMPLAINT AGAINST A MEMBER OF THE COUNCIL (Pages 1 - 
56) 

 
 To hear and determine an allegation that a member of the Council has 

failed to comply with the Council’s Code of Conduct. 
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WIRRAL COUNCIL 
     
STANDARDS HEARING PANEL – 2 NOVEMBER 2010 
  
REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF LAW, HR AND ASSET MANAGEMENT   
 

 
COMPLAINT AGAINST COUNCILLOR DENIS KNOWLES 
 
Case Reference: 2009/04 
 
Report of an investigation under Section 59 of the Local Government Act 2000 by Bill 
Norman, Monitoring Officer for Wirral Council into an allegation concerning Councillor Denis 
Knowles. 
 
1.0 Executive Summary 
 
This report outlines the background to the complaint made against Councillor Denis Knowles.  
It summarises the findings based on evidence gathered during the course of the investigation 
and sets out the investigator’s view as to whether there has been a breach of the Code of 
Conduct for Members. 
 
2.0 Subject Member Details 
 
The complaint is against Councillor Denis Knowles.  Councillor Knowles is councillor for the 
Seacombe Ward.  He has been a councillor since 1996.  He is a member of the Economy 
and Regeneration Overview and Scrutiny Committee and is Vice-Chair of the Pensions 
Committee .  He is also a member of the Licensing Act 2003 Committee and sub-committee. 
 
3.0 The Relevant Provisions 
 

The complaint is that Cllr Knowles has acted in a manner which amounts to a breach 
of the Code of Conduct for members of Wirral Council.  The current code was adopted 
by Council on 21 May 2007.  The relevant parts of the Code are contained within the 
general obligations in paragraph 3 of the Code: 
 
(1) You must treat others with respect. 
 
(2) You must not conduct yourself in a manner which could reasonably be regarded 
as bringing your office or authority into disrepute. 
 

4.0 The Evidence Gathered 
 
The following people were interviewed in the course of the investigation: 
 
1) Cllr Ron Abbey; 
2) Cllr Adrian Jones; 
3) Cllr Phil Davies; 
4) Cllr George Davies; 
5) Cllr Harry Smith; 
6) Cllr Denis Knowles  
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 2 

7) Cllr Sue Taylor; 
8) Cllr James Keeley; 
9) Cllr Andrew Hodson; 
10) Cllr Tom Harney; 
 
5.0 Summary of the Complaint 
 
5.1 This complaint was submitted by Councillors Ron Abbey, Adrian Jones, Phil Davies, 
George Davies, and Harry Smith.  The allege that at a Council meeting on 13 July, 2009 
Councillor Knowles made a threatening gesture directed at Councillor Ron Abbey. 
 
6.0 Findings 
 
6.1      In order to establish a breach of the Code of Conduct, the Panel must be satisfied on 
the balance of probabilities that the member concerned has been guilty of failing to treat 
others with respect and of bringing the Council into disrepute. 
 
6.2     The accounts of the incident are conflicting and contradictory and except in the case of 
Councillor Harney and the Mayor originate from witnesses who’s evidence could be tainted 
by bias and in turn undermine their impartiality.   
 
6.3   There is insufficient evidence to prove on the balance of probabilities that Councillor 
Knowles made the threatening remarks attributed to him by Councillors Abbey and George 
Davies. 
 
6.4   Councillor Knowles was subject to persistent baiting and barracking from some 
members of the Labour Group which was incompatible with proper conduct of Council 
business and could be damaging to the Council’s reputation.        
 

 
7.0 Subject Member Comments 
 

A copy of the investigating officer’s report was sent to Cllr Knowles  on 3 August 2010, 
together with the procedure for Local Standards Hearings. Councillor Knowles has no 
disagreement with the findings of fact set out in the Monitoring Officer’s report.   

 
8.0 Conclusion 

 
That Councillor Knowles behaviour did not bring the Council into disrepute. 
 

Bill Norman 
Director of Law, HR and Asset Management 
 
20 October 2010. 
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STANDARDS HEARING PANEL – PROCEDURE 

 

CASE REFERENCE SfE 2009/04 

 

The hearing procedure is essentially in 3 parts: 
 

• making Findings of Fact  

• deciding if the Members’ Code of Conduct has been breached 

• deciding on the imposition of any penalty and making any recommendations 
to the Council 

 
The outline procedure is as follows: 
 
1. The Chair introduces everyone present who will be participating in the meeting. 
 
2. The Panel shall then deal with the following preliminary procedural matters; 
 
(a)  Disclosures of interest   
 
The chair shall ask members of the panel to disclose the existence and nature of any 
personal or prejudicial interests which they have in the matter, and to withdraw from 
consideration of the matter if so required 
 
(b) Quorum  

 

The Chair shall confirm that the panel is quorate. 
 
(c) Exclusion of the Press and Public 
 

The Panel may exclude the press and public from its consideration of a matter where 
it appears likely that confidential or exempt information will be disclosed in the 
course of its consideration. 
 
Where the Panel does not resolve to exclude the press and public, the agenda and 
any documents which have been withheld from the press and public in advance of 
the meeting shall then be made available to the press and public. 
 
3. The panel should consider whether or not there are any significant disagreements 
between the parties (i.e. Councillor Knowles and the Investigating Officer) about the 
facts contained in the Investigating Officer’s report.  The Chair will ask Councillor 
Knowles to confirm that he maintains the position as set out in the pre-hearing 
summary. 
 
4.  The Investigating Officer will be invited to summarise his report and identify the 
issues of fact that the Panel will have to decide and the relevant parts of the 
Members Code of Conduct which the Panel will have to decide may have been 
breached by Councillor Knowles.  
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5.  The following people who gave evidence in the course of the investigation have 
been invited to attend the hearing to give oral evidence to enable the Panel to 
determine whether there has been a failure to comply with the Code of Conduct. 
They will give evidence in the following order: 
 
 1) Councillor R Abbey; 
2) Councillor Adrian Jones; 
3) Councillor Phil Davies; 
4) Councillor George Davies; 
5) Councillor Harry Smith; 
6) Councillor D Knowles; 
7) Councillor Sue Taylor; 
8) Councillor James Keeley; 
9) Councillor Andrew Hodson; 
10) Councillor Tom Harney; 
 
6.  Any member of the Panel may address questions to the Investigating Officer, 
Councillor Knowles or to any witness. Councillor Knowles will be entitled to question 
the witnesses on the evidence they have given. He will entitled to make a closing 
statement after all witnesses have given their evidence. 
 
7.  At the conclusion of the evidence, the Chair shall check with the members of the 
panel that they are satisfied that they have sufficient information to come to a 
considered conclusion on the matter.  
 
8.  The panel shall take its decision on the balance of probability based on the 
evidence which it has received at the hearing. 
 
9.  The Chair will announce the Panel’s findings of fact. 
 
10. Having decided the findings of fact the Panel then needs to consider whether or 
not based on the facts it has found, Councillor Knowles has failed to follow the 
Members’ Code of Conduct. 
 
11. (A)  If the panel decides that Councillor Knowles has not failed to follow the 
Members’ Code of Conduct, it can move on to consider whether it should make 
any representations to the Council with a view to promoting high standards of 
conduct among Councillors. 
 
(B) If the Panel decides that Councillor Knowles has failed to follow the Members’ 
Code of Conduct, it will consider any oral or written representations from the 
Investigating Officer and Councillor Knowles as to: 
 
(i) whether or not the panel should set a penalty, and; 
(ii) what form the penalty should take. 
 
The panel may question the Investigating Officer and Councillor Knowles, and take 
legal advice, to make sure they have the necessary information to make an informed 
decision. 
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When deciding a penalty the Panel should make sure that it is reasonable and in 
proportion to the Member’s behaviour. 
 
 
 
12. The Panel will announce its decision on the day of the hearing and provide a 
short written statement of its decision which the Director of Law, HR and Asset 
Management, will deliver to the Councillor as soon as practicable after the close of 
the hearing. 
 
13. The Chair will thank all those present who have contributed to the conduct of the 
hearing and formally close the hearing. 
 
14. Following the close of the hearing the Director of Law, HR and Asset 
Management, will produce a written notice of the Panel’s determination and shall 
arrange for the distribution and publication of the notice within two weeks of the close 
of the hearing to: 
 

• Councillor Knowles 
 

• The Investigating Officer 
 

• The persons who made the allegation 
 
and shall arrange for the notice to be published in a local newspaper. 
 
15.  The Councillor may appeal against the decision of the panel by writing to the 
President of the Adjudication Panel for England, ensuring that his letter sets out the 
grounds for such an appeal, includes a statement as to whether or not he consents 
to the appeal being heard by way of written representations, and is received by the 
President within 21 days of the written notice of decision under Paragraph 9 (c). 
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