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CONFIDENTIAL 
 
 

(Draft) FINAL REPORT 
 
Report of an investigation in relation to alleged breaches of the Member’s Code of Conduct 
by Jo Furner, investigator appointed by the Monitoring Officer of North Norfolk District 
Council into allegations concerning Mrs Sandra Clark of Hickling Parish Council. 
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1. SUMMARY 

 
This matter has been referred by the Monitoring Officer for investigation in accordance with the North 
Norfolk District Council’s Assessment procedures. 
 
It is alleged that Councillor Clarke of Hickling Parish Council breached the Code of Conduct in that: 
 

Cllr Clarke made statements to the Eastern Daily Press which were factually in accurate and 

accordingly has deliberately misled the readers of the Eastern Daily Press and the parishioners of 

Hickling. 

It is therefore investigated as to whether the conduct complained of fell short of the standards required 

under the Code of Conduct adopted by the Parish Council. 

A copy of the complaint appears at Appendix A and it is alleged that this conduct failed to comply with 
Hickling Parish Council’s Code of Conduct.  
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2. RELEVANT PARTS OF THE CODE 
 
 
1. Hickling Parish Council has adopted the NNDC Code of Conduct. 

 
2. The Code contains the following provisions which are relevant to this investigation; 

 
•    Dealing with representations or enquiries from residents, members of our communities and visitors fairly, 

appropriately and impartially. 

•    Providing leadership through behaving in accordance with these principles when championing the interests 

of the community with other organisations as well as within this authority.  
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3. FACTS AND EVIDENCE 

 
 
1. Councillor Clarke is a Councillor for Hickling Parish Council and acts as Chairperson. 
 
2. Hickling Parish Council adopted North Norfolk District Council’s Code of Conduct on 16

th
 July 2014, 

which contains the following provisions: 
 

 Dealing with representations or enquiries from residents, members of our communities and 
visitors fairly, appropriately and impartially; and 

 Providing leadership through behaving in accordance with these principles when championing the 
interests of the community with other organisations as well as within this authority. 

 
3. As part of the investigation, I have enquired whether the complainant had anything further to add 

and they provided me with some additional information in support of their complaint.   
 
4. I have had the benefit of a written response from Councillor Clarke. 

 
5. I have consulted the minutes of the meetings in question, an email from Hickling Playing Field or 

Recreational Ground Charity to the Parish Council, a flyer relating to the Extraordinary meeting 

(should this be in quotes?) of the HPFRG Charity, a statement read out at a Public  Meeting  and 

reviewed the news report in question.  

 

Background 
 
6. The incident being investigated relates to Cllr Clarke making a statement to the Eastern Daily Press, 

which was reported on 27 October 2014.  

 

The Complainants’ case  
 
5. The Complainant is Robin Slatter, a member of the public. 

6. It is Robin Slatter’s case that Cllr Clarke made factually incorrect statements to the EDP and has 

therefore misled members of the public, particularly the parishioners of Hickling.   

7. It is Mr Slatter’s case that Cllr Clarke was  quoted as saying of the Hickling Playing Field or Recreational 

Ground (HPFRG) Charity Trust “They don’t want to make changes to the constitution to protect the 

village asset”.   

8. However, it is his contention that Cllr Clarke, when making her statement to the press, must have 

know that the village asset in question was already protected under the existing  constitution  and that 

the HPFRG Charity Trustees offered negotiations  to find a compromise.  In a letter to the Parish 

Council dated 29 September 2014 they stated that they were “re-drafting the charity’s existing 

constitution to incorporate changes that we believe will satisfy the membership, the nominating 

organisations and Hickling Parish Council”. Robin Slatter refers to this letter being a matter of public 

record having being posted on the ‘Barn’ website.  Furthermore, Robin Slatter refers to the minutes of 

the Parish Council meeting of 6 October 2014 where the letter in question was detailed as being 

discussed, and which Cllr Clarke was chair of.  Robin Slatter also refers to a flyer which was distributed 

to every household of Hickling in the week preceding the EGM held by the HPFRG Charity on 26 
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September 2014, in which specifically discussed and voted against adopting a new constitution, a 

bullet point in the flyer which reads; “It is (Hickling Barn) protected by being a Designated Building on 

Designated Land, by Charity Law, by Planning Law and by its current constitution”. 

9. Robin Slatter also refers to a statement read out at a public meeting on 22 December 2014 chaired by 

Norman Lamb, which clarifies in some details the protections which were already afforded to the 

village asset. 

Councillor Clarke’s case 
 
10. Cllr Clarke made her response to the press orally over the course of a couple of days when she says 

she was contacted by the EDP to give her comments in response to a statement put out by Mr 
Watkins.   
 

11. Cllr Clarke takes the view that she has a duty to cooperate with the media, this playing an essential 
role in the functioning of a democracy.  She stated she always does her best to be careful and accurate 
when speaking to the media, but that she has no control over what they finally write.  She stated she 
did not see an advance copy of the story that was printed in the Eastern Daily Press and does not 
accept responsibility for the context in which Mr Slatter is complaining.  
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4. INVESTIGATORS FINDING 

 

 

22. The Complaint arises following a news article printed in the Eastern Daily Press on 27 October 2014, 

which talks about an on-going dispute between the Hickling Parish Council and the charity trustees of 

Hickling  Barn (HPFRG Charity), and makes reference to information provided by Sandra Clarke, 

Chairman of the Parish Council, including a direct quote “We have tried everything to resolve this 

whilst the charity have tried very little … They are saying they will re-negotiate but I ask what have 

they been doing the last year … They don’t want to make changes to the constitution to protect the 

village asset, and its very sad”.    Cllr Clarke has provided no indication to me that this statement was 

made other than in her capacity as Chairman of the Parish Council, and in light of her quoted as 

Chairman of the Parish Council and the contents of the statement referring to ‘we’ (being the Parish 

Council), I am content that when she made the statement to the press she was doing so in her 

capacity as a Parish Councillor.   

 

23. The complaint specifically is that the suggestion that the HPFRG Charity don’t want to make changes 

to the constitution to protect the village asset is inaccurate and this has resulted in readers of the 

newspaper and the parishioners of Hickling being misled as to the true position of the HPFRG charity.  

Whilst, the Complainant raises other issues around the protection of the Barn, I am bound to 

investigate only matters referred for investigation, that being the comment about whether or not the 

statement about made about the HPFRG Charity not being prepared to amend the constitution is 

factually accurate or not.   I do not propose to consider the Constitution itself and how or what 

protection it does or does not afford to the Barn. 

 

24. Accordingly, in the first instance it is necessary to consider the factual accuracy of the statement and, 

if found to be inaccurate, whether or not Cllr Clarke was being deliberately misleading or deceiving 

when making the statement.     

 

25. There is evidence that what has been printed in the EDP on 27 October 2014, i.e. the HPFRG Charity 

“don’t want to make changes to the constitution to protect the village asset”, to suggest this may be 

factually inaccurate.  The email on 29 September 2014 from the Secretary of the HPFRG Charity to the 

Clerk of the Hickling Parish Council certainly does indicate a willingness to amend the Constitution 

and to engage in negotiations to avoid the need for further court action, contrary to the statement in 

the press article:  “To this end we are re-drafting the charity’s existing constitution to incorporate 

changes that we believe will satisfy the membership, the nominating organisations and Hickling 

Parish Council.  We aim to have this draft completed in time for you to consider it at your scheduled 

meeting on October 6”.   

26. The minutes of the meeting of the Hickling Parish Council, which Cllr Clarke was chairman, make 

reference to the letter of 29 September from HPFRG Charity (presumably the email of the same date 

and appended to this report) being read out at the meeting, along with a discussion taking place in 

relation to the same, although the actual details of the discussion are not published pending 

conclusion of on-going legal proceedings.   

27. I would note, however, that there is no reference in the minutes to an amended constitution being 

presented at the meeting, as was suggested would be the case in the email of 29 September 2014.   
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28. It is fair to say that the statement made by Cllr Clarke in the EDP is directly contradicted by the email 

of 29 September 2014, and therefore appears factually inaccurate.  However, it is not clear from the 

subsequent Parish Council meeting whether or not any members of the HPFRG Charity were present 

what was discussed nor what further comments may have been made which may have served to 

contradict the written statement of intention to amend the constitution in the email on 29 September 

2014.  Furthermore, from the information I have privy to, it does not appear that the HPFRG charity 

presented an amended Constitution as they had indicated they would in their email of 29 September 

2014, and may equally be construed as evidence of a their reluctance to amend the constitution, 

particularly since the evidence before me is suggestive of an on-going dispute as to whether there is 

in fact a need to amend the constitution at all.     In saying this, I am not suggesting there is truth in 

the statement made by Cllr Clarke but merely illustrating that the truth of a statement is subject to 

construction depending on what evidence is presented to support it.  

29. It is important to further note, that comments made to the media are subject to editing and therefore 

may be taken out of the context they were made in to support whatever the particular view the 

media may be portraying.   Cllr Clarke states that she is always careful to provide accurate information 

to the press and suggests the comment may have been printed out of the context in which it may 

have been originally made.  Certainly, I note that the formatting of the quotations in the article 

suggests that the three quotes made may have been picked from a larger statement, and this is 

supported in information provided by Cllr Clarke who says she had telephone conversations over the 

course of a couple of days where the press asked her response to certain statements made by Mr 

Watkins, a trustee of the barn.  I am not privy to that statement. 

30. Accordingly, whilst it is apparent that the statement made in the press does not represent the 

position current position of the HPFRG Charity as per their email of 29 September 2014, I don’t feel 

able to make a finding that the statement that “they [the HPFRG Charity] are not willing to make 

changes to the constitution” is factually correct or not in light of the information supplied to me by 

the complainant and subject member.    I do not feel that the flyer referred to by Robin or the 

Statement read out at the public meeting in December 2014 are helpful in establishing whether or not 

the statements made were factually accurate or the intentions of Cllr Clarke when making such 

statement, since both are more relevant to substance of the debate between the HPFTG Charity and 

Hickling Parish Council.   

31. In any event, even if I were to find that the statement was factually incorrect, which I am not able to 

do, I do not find there is any evidence of any deliberate attempt to mislead or deceive the public as to 

the actual position of the HPFRG Charity: at worst she may have simply represented her overall 

impression of the situation as a whole which may reflect a different interpretation to that of Mr 

Slatter and the HPFRG Charity and take into account, in any event,  that she is not necessarily 

responsible for the context in which her statement to the press was made due to editing. 

32.  It is clear that the subject matter – that being the protection of the Hickling village  barn – is one 

which has been an on-going source of contention within and outside the Parish of Hickling.   The 

Complainant is one whom is clearly passionate about the subject matter and vehement that the 

HPFRG Charity and their involvement are not misrepresented to the parishioners of Hickling and 

members of the public generally.   

 

33.  
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34. On the basis there is no evidence of intent to mislead I don’t find that Cllr Clarke did not deal with 

representations or enquiries from residents, members of our communities and visitors fairly, appropriately 

and impartially and nor do I find that she did not provide leadership through behaving in accordance 

with these principles when championing the interests of the community with other. 

35. While I am sympathetic to the fact that this is clearly a highly emotive topic for both the subject 

member and the complainant I am persuaded that the Cllr has not breached the code of conduct. 

Jo Furner  
Solicitor  
eastlaw 

 

 
 
 


