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Decision Notice

Standards Committee Hearing
Borough Council of King’s Lynn and West Norfolk
Date: 1 February 2022

Summary of the Complaint:

It is alleged that Borough Councillor Michael Howland referred to the Complainant as “shitface”
on several occasions in a text sent to another Councillor.

The Complainant has interpreted this to be a racially motivated term.

Additionally, the Investigator raised within his report that Clir Howland had failed to engage
appropriately with the investigation process.

Relevant sections of the Code of Conduct

As a member or co-opted member of the Borough Council of King’s Lynn and West Norfolk |
have a responsibility to represent the community and work constructively with our staff and
partner organisations to secure better social, economic and environmental outcomes for all.
In accordance with the Localism Act provisions, when acting in this capacity | am committed
to behaving in a manner that is consistent with the following principles to achieve best value
for our residents and maintain public confidence in this authority.

bPENNESS: Holders of public office should be as open as possible about all the decisions
and actions that they take. They should give reasons for their decisions and restrict information
only when the wider public interest clearly demands.

ACCOUNTABILITY: Holders of public office are accountable for their decisions and actions to
the public and must submit themselves to whatever scrutiny is appropriate to their office.

As a Member of the Borough Council of King’s Lynn and West Norfolk my conduct will in
particular address the statutory principles of the Code by:

. Being accountable for my decisions and co-operating when scrutinised internally and
externally, including by local residents.

. Valuing my colleagues and staff and engaging with them in an appropriate manner and
one that underpins the mutual respect between us that is essential to good local government.
. Always treating people with respect, including the organisations and public | engage

with and those | work alongside.
Summary of evidence considered and representations made
The Investigation Report concluded the following:

a. That Cllr Howland sent a text about Council matters involving the Complainant to a fellow
Councillor;

b. The term “shitface” was used in reference to the Complainant within that text message,
which was disrespectful language;

c. Clir Howland failure to engage with the investigation properly, or at all;
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d. ClIr Howland DID breach the Code of Conduct;

e. There was insufficient evidence to come to any finding on the intention of the Councillor
in using the term “shitface” in reference to the Complainant.

Clir Joyce made representations that Clir Howland was not acting in his official capacity as a
Councillor when he sent the text message.

Cllr Joyce also made representations and heard from the witness ClIr Parish that the term
“shitface” did not have racial connotations.

The Investigator confirmed that in total Clir Howland had been contacted 10 times in relation
to the originating complaint and Investigation, and in the Investigator’s view there had been a
failure by Clir Howland to appropriately engage with the investigation process. The Investigator
drew the Panel’s attention to an email from Clir Howland on 5 January 2022 as being the first
time that Clir Howland acknowledged sending the text message.

4. Facts and Conclusions

The Panel, after carefully considering the Investigation Report and the representations made
by ClIr Joyce and the Investigator, reached the following conclusions:

a. The Panel was in no doubt that a communication to another Borough Councillor was
written and sent by Clir Howland which had been seen and read by other Councillors in
which he referred to the Complainant as “shitface” and this was intended to be a
disrespectful term about the Complainant;

b. On the question of whether the Code of Conduct was engaged, the Panel accepted the
submissions of the Investigator that the text message was sent by one elected Member
to another with reference to Council business and therefore Councillor Howland was
acting in the capacity of a Councillor and the Code of Conduct is engaged:;

c. The Panel considers that Clir Howland failed to engage with the Code of Conduct
complaint process in a transparent and accountable way; and

d. Whilst the Panel understands why the Complainant perceived the term used to have racial
connotations, the Panel does not consider that Clir Howland intended it to have racial
connotations.

5. Decision
The Panel found that as a result of the Facts and Conclusions set out at paragraph 4
(a)-(c) above, Clir Howland breached the terms of the Borough Council of King’s Lynn
and West Norfolk’s Members’ Code of Conduct which are set out at section 2 above.
6. Sanctions
The Standards Committee at the Borough Council of King’s Lynn and West Norfolk exists to

maintain high standards of conduct amongst elected members in line with the Code of Conduct
and the expectations that the public have of elected members.



The Panel found that Councillor Howland’s conduct fell short of the standards expected. The
Panel recommended that:

Clir Howland undergo training in Ethics and Standards

Signed.. . Date: 1 February 2022

(Councillor Bambridge, Chair of the Standards Committee Panel Hearing)
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