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STANDARDS COMMITTEE 

Report Title  Annual Review of Whistleblowing 

Key Decision   Item No 

Ward n/a 

Contributors Head of Law 

Class Part 1 Date:  7 May 2013 

 
 
1. Summary  
 
 This report sets out the seven referrals made under the Council’s 

Whistleblowing Policy since 1st March 2012 and the action taken in response.  
It also proposes minor amendments to the Whistleblowing Policy.  

 
2 Policy context  
  
 The Council is committed to the highest standards of ethical behaviour and 

seeks to ensure that action is taken into any report of alleged malpractice or 
wrongdoing.  Through procedures such as the whistleblowing procedure the 
Council seeks to maintain and improve confidence in local governance.  

 
3  Recommendations 
 
3.1 To note the referrals under the Council’s Whistleblowing Policy since March 

2012 and to note the actions taken in relation to them. 
 
3.2 To approve the Whistleblowing Policy appearing at Appendix 1. 
 
4  Background 
 
4.1  The Council first issued a whistleblowing policy in 1998. It has been reviewed 

regularly since then, for several years on an annual basis, the last review being 
carried out  in March 2012.  Its purpose is to provide a means by which 
complaints of malpractice or wrongdoing can be raised by those who feel that 
other avenues for raising such issues are inappropriate, whether because they 
fear repercussions or for some other reason. As members of the Committee 
will see, the policy confirms that as far as possible, those raising complaints will 
be treated confidentially should they so wish, though this cannot always be 
guaranteed.  Members will also note that complaints may be raised in relation 
to councillors, employees, contractors or suppliers.  

 
4.2 It is not proposed to make major changes to the current policy at this stage.  

The document appearing at Appendix 1 very broadly reflects that in force to 
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date with only two proposed amendments.  The first removes the reference to 
Sally Hawkins as the independent Chair of the Standards Committee as this is 
no longer the case since the changes to the ethical framework introduced by 
the Localism Act 2011.  The second proposal reflects the fact that the Council 
is no longer audited by District Audit but by Messrs Grant Thornton, and so 
they are referred to in the Appendix as a potential avenue of complaint outside 
the Council for those alleging financial impropriety.  

 
4.3  The Head of Law, as the Council’s Monitoring Officer, receives referrals under 

the procedure.  She then either investigates personally or refers to another 
senior officer to investigate as appropriate, depending on the circumstances of 
the complaint.   

 
4.4 It is a requirement of the policy that the Head of Law report to the Standards 

Committee annually, both detailing referrals made and making any appropriate 
suggestions for amendment to the policy. 

 
5  Referrals 
 
5.1  There have been seven referrals under the policy since the last report 

considered by this Committee.  Details of these, duly anonymised, are set out 
below, with information as to the action taken.   

 
5.2 Case 1 
 
 This case was referred to the Head of Law in May 2012 from representatives of 

a community college, which had previously received funding from the Council 
and which was no longer in receipt of funding.  It was alleged that certain 
schools in the borough were incorrectly informing attendees that the college 
had closed down, and that certain (unnamed) officers were “bad eggs” who 
spread unfavourable reports about the college and though the officers had 
since left, their personal views “fester” into the beliefs of existing officers and 
providers.  The college representatives also stated that in 2007, Council 
officers had questioned them about whether they were members of the 
“Ancient Egyptian Order” and suggested that the Council did not fund them 
because it believed them to be a cult.  As the complaint was rather unclear 
about the specific details of the allegations, the Head of Law first wrote to the 
complainant on 29th May 2012 and later met the college’s representatives on 
5th June in an attempt to clarify their concerns.  The Head of Law promised that 
on receipt of sufficient particulars to facilitate investigation, she would begin her 
enquiries.  When nothing was received, the Head of Law sent a reminder 
asking for the requested information, but it was never received.  On 3rd 
September the college wrote to say that they wished to discontinue their 
complaint.  No further action was taken. 

 
5.3 Case 2   
 
 This case, received in July 2012, related to a complaint which was received by 

the Head of Law via HR.  A letter had been received alleging abuse of a child.  
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The Head of Law referred it immediately to the Director of Children’s Services, 
who conducted enquiries in accordance with his statutory responsibilities.  It 
transpired that the complainant had made previous unsubstantiated reports 
about the same child.  There had been police involvement in relation to the 
complainant who suffered from mental illness.  The Director of Children’s 
Services was satisfied that no further action was necessary in relation to the 
allegations.  His investigation was complete within a matter of days of referral. 

 
5.4 Case 3   
 
 A parent complained to her local councillors in October 2012 that a head 

teacher was bullying, threatening and intimidating staff and targeting pupils for 
ridicule.  The complainants’ son had also been excluded from the school.  The 
Head of Law advised that the parent should consider the normal appeal 
procedures for exclusion in respect of which she had engaged the services of a 
lawyer to represent her.  The Head of Law also advised that the school has a 
formal complaints procedure and that the complainant should refer the issue of 
alleged bullying there.  The matter was completed within two weeks.   

 
5.5 Case 4   
 
 An anonymous email referral was received that an unnamed Lewisham 

manager was overheard talking about how he defrauded the NHS by claiming 
that his father lived with him (when in fact he said he lived abroad) and so 
avoided having to pay an invoice from the NHS for treatment he would 
otherwise have had to pay for.  It was alleged that the employee concerned 
had access to Council.  The case was referred to the Special Investigations 
Team in October 2012.  They responded to the email and asked for further 
details but there was no reply.  Because it was anonymous and the alleged 
perpetrator unnamed, the Team however could not progress their investigation 
further and the matter was closed. 

 
5.6 Case 5   
 
 An anonymous allegation was made that a Council employee had had an 

inappropriate relationship with an underage participant on a Council 
programme, and that a different employee had inappropriate gatherings at her 
home involving staff, managers and young people.  It was also alleged that one 
of these workers had employed a family member on the Council project she 
worked on and that they had inappropriate access to confidential information.  
The allegation was received in January 2013.  The Head of Law referred it to 
the Executive Director for Children and Young People and a detailed 
investigation was carried out by the Director of Children’s Services.  He 
personally interviewed the staff concerned and made enquiries of the Head of 
Service.  In addition, he identified a number of ways in which the details 
supplied by the complainant were demonstrably inaccurate.  He decided on the 
basis of the evidence he gathered that the allegation was unfounded.  The 
investigation was complete by mid February and no further action was taken. 
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5.7 Case 6  
 
 An allegation was received from an employee of the Council that the complaint 

of a former employee, who sought provision for her disabled child but did not 
receive it, was inappropriately refused access to Stages 2 and 3 of the 
statutory complaints procedure.  That complaint has been investigated and 
nears completion.  It will be included in the annual report next year.  
 

5.8 Case 7  
 
 A complaint received anonymously on the Monitoring Officer website on 22nd 

April alleges theft of Council property by an employee.  The Head of Law 
referred it to the Special Investigations Team immediately who will now 
investigate.  The outcome will be reported in the next review of the policy.  

 
6 Publicity  
 
 The Whistleblowing Policy appears on the Council’s website, is referred to in 

the Council’s Guide for Contractors and all new employees are informed about 
it in their induction process. Given that referrals are made under it from 
employees and public it would appear that people know it is there to be used.   
Another article in Lewisham Life and Managers Guide is proposed for this year 
in addition to the existing publicity measures to keep the profile of the policy 
high.   

 
7 Legal and Financial Implications 
 
 There are no specific legal or financial implications arising from this report. 
 
8 Crime and Disorder Implications 
 
 The entire policy is designed to ensure that criminal activity would be reported 

and investigated.  Through the policy, the Council seeks to minimise the 
prospect of it by increasing the potential for it to be discovered.  

 
9 Financial implications  
 
 There are no specific financial implications 
 
10 Environmental implications 
 
 There are no specific environmental implications. 
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Whistleblowing Policy 
 
Introduction 
 
The Council is committed to the provision of the highest quality services for local 
people and to full accountability for the services it provides. The Council is also 
committed to the highest standards of conduct and has in place detailed rules, 
regulations, quality standards and procedures to ensure that these standards are 
observed. However, sometimes malpractice and wrongdoing may occur. Lewisham 
is not prepared to tolerate any such malpractice or wrongdoing in the performance of 
its services. 
 
The Council acknowledges that the greatest deterrent to malpractice or wrongdoing 
is the probability that it will be discovered, reported and investigated thoroughly and 
that those responsible will be held to account. This policy is intended to be a clear 
and unequivocal statement that whenever any malpractice or wrongdoing by the 
Council, its employees, contractors or suppliers is identified or reported to the 
Council, it will be promptly and thoroughly investigated and that the alleged 
malpractice or wrongdoing will be rectified as necessary. The Council will also 
investigate means of ensuring that such malpractice or wrongdoing can be 
prevented for the future. 
 
The Council is committed to ensuring compliance with its statutory obligations. This 
policy is one of a number of corporate policies , including the Lewisham Anti-Bribery 
Act 2011 policy , which together demonstrates and reinforces Lewisham’s 
commitment to the prevention of malpractice in public life. 
 
The scope of the whistleblowing policy - The principles 
 
The policy is based upon the overriding principle that the public interest and the 
needs of service users must come first. The Whistleblowing Policy complies with the 
requirements of the Public Interest Disclosure Act 1998. 
 
What's covered? 
 
It is intended that any significant concern which a member of staff, service user, 
Councillor or member of the public has about any aspect of service provision the 
conduct of officers or Members of the Council, or the conduct of any other parties 
acting on behalf of the Council, which may be: 
 

• unlawful (including fraud or corruption); 
 

• against the Council's Standing Orders or policies; 
 

• contrary to established professional or other standards, the Council's Member 
and Employee Code of Conduct or any other established Codes of Practice 
can be reported under this procedure. 
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It is not intended however, that this procedure should replace existing processes 
such as the grievance or disciplinary codes.  Instead it may be that once the whistle 
has been blown, action under other processes (such as the disciplinary code) may 
ensue. 
 
A supplement not a substitute 
 
Anyone, including Councillors, employees, service users and members of the public 
are encouraged to raise complaints or matters of genuine concern with the Council. 
There are already in existence a number of channels available to raise such 
concerns. Where an appropriate avenue exists to deal with that concern, people are 
urged to use it.  This whistleblowing policy is intended to supplement, rather than 
replace the existing procedures wherever practicable. These channels are:- 
 

Service Managers/Directors 
 
Anyone with a complaint about Council services is encouraged to contact the 
manager directly responsible for that service or the relevant Executive Director. 
In most cases where there is concern this avenue will be the first point of 
reference. If a complaint relates to an Executive Director, it should be referred to 
the Chief Executive. 
 
The Council's Complaints Procedures 
 
The Council has a corporate complaints procedure by which it invites any 
person to raise a complaint they may have about Council Services. Information 
about this procedure is available from the Advice and Information Service on 
extension 48761. 
 
Local Councillors 
 
Members of the public are encouraged to refer matters of concern to their local 
Councillor who can then either identify the best point of contact for them to 
report the matter or take up the issue on their behalf. Information about how to 
contact local Councillors is available from Governance Support at Lewisham 
Town Hall on extension 49455. 
 
The Council's Grievance Procedure 
 
This deals with complaints relating to an individual employee's conditions of 
employment. The whistleblowing policy is not intended to replace the grievance 
procedure and should not be used to deal with matters which relate to an 
individual's contract of employment. If a concern is raised through the 
whistleblowing policy which would be more properly dealt with through the 
grievance procedure, it will be referred to Andreas Ghosh, Head of Human 
Resources. 
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Anti-fraud Procedures 
 
The Council’s Anti-Fraud & Corruption Team (A-FACT) investigates all 
allegations of fraud within and against Lewisham Council and is part of the Audit 
& Risk Group based within the Resources and Regeneration Directorate. As 
well as Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit fraud the team has specialist 
officers covering housing fraud, employee fraud, fraud relating to contractors, 
blue badges etc. 
 
Internal Fraud 
 
The Council's Financial Regulations state that it is the responsibility of any 
employee discovering or having reasonable suspicion of any irregularity, 
misconduct or fraud immediately to notify the relevant Executive Director or 
Audit and Risk Manager. When so informed, the Executive Director shall 
appraise the circumstances and shall notify and discuss the action to be taken 
concurrently with the Audit and Risk Manager. All information shall be treated in 
complete confidence. Reports of suspected fraud may also be made to the 
suspected fraud, corruption or other financial irregularity can also be made to 
the Anti-Fraud & Corruption Team 
Manager who will conduct an investigation and make recommendations for 
appropriate action. Further information about this procedure can be obtained 
from Carol Owen ext. 47909. 
 
Benefit Fraud 
 
All allegations of Benefit fraud should be made to Carol Owen, Anti-Fraud & 
Corruption Team Manager, preferably by email to, 
carol.owen@lewisham.gov.uk. 
 
Tenancy Fraud 
 
The Council has a dedicated Housing Investigator who investigates fraudulent 
applications for housing. They also receive allegations of subletting on behalf of 
Lewisham Homes and other housing providers. All allegations of housing related 
fraud should be made to Juliet Bennett, Housing Investigation Practitioner, 
preferably by email to juliet.bennett@lewisham.gov.uk. Any reports of 
suspected, corruption or other financial irregularity may also be made to 
reportfraud@lewisham.gov.uk or to the team’s 24 hour freephone Hotline on 
0800 0850119. 
 
Statutory Officers 
 
In addition the officers who have particular responsibility for regulating the 
conduct of the Council and its activities. They are as follows: 
 

• Chief Executive  (Head of Paid Service)  - Barry Quirk ext 46444 
Responsible for overall management of the workforce. 

 



 

  

 

 
 

5 
 

• Executive Director for Resources and Regeneration (Chief Finance Officer) 
Janet Senior ext 48013. Responsible for the financial management, audit 
and financial probity of the Council. 

 

• Head of Law  (Monitoring Officer) Kath Nicholson ext 47648.  Responsible 
for advising on the probity and legality of the Council's decision making. 

 
The Head of Law, as Monitoring Officer, is the Council's Whistleblowing officer. 
Employees with serious concerns about Councillors should in the first instance 
raise them with the Head of Law. 
 
The Standards Committee 
 
The Council also has a Standards Committee made up of councillors and 
independent people. The role of the Standards Committee is to promote the 
highest standards of ethical conduct amongst members. 

 
In the First Place... 
 
People are primarily encouraged to use any and all of the mechanisms for raising 
concerns as set out above. For Councillors, public and staff it is likely that the 
majority of concerns will be dealt with by bringing the matter to the attention of 
management in the relevant Directorate. Such references are positively welcomed 
by the Council and once the issue is brought to light, the manager will treat the 
complaint seriously, investigate it promptly and inform the complainant of the 
outcome. The investigating officer will be expected to interview both the individual 
raising the complaint and the person complained against, as well as any other 
individuals as appropriate. If no further action is proposed, the complainant will be 
given an explanation. If further action is proposed under a separate Council 
procedure (such as the disciplinary code) the complainant will also be informed. 
 
If a concern is raised by a member of staff, it would be normal for their first reference 
to be to their direct line manager. However, depending on the nature and sensitivity 
of the issue, or the identity of the alleged wrongdoer, the line manager may not be 
the appropriate manager. In such cases it may be more appropriate to raise the 
issue with a Head of Service or other senior manager. A member of staff may be 
accompanied by a friend when meeting management to raise a concern. In short, 
managers within Directorates will adopt a flexible and open approach so that those 
having concerns feel confident that they may raise them. 
 
 
But if the usual channels aren't appropriate? 
 
Circumstances may arise where none of the channels above is reasonably 
available. It may be that the whistleblower fears repercussions for example, or senior 
members of staff or Councillors may be implicated. Alternatively the whistleblower 
may have used those channels but still feel that there is real cause for concern. In 
such circumstances the whistleblower may refer their concern to the Head of Law 
directly. 
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The Head of Law will then ensure that the matter is dealt by her either personally or 
by a whistleblowing officer nominated by her and operating under her supervision. 
 
The Head of Law will first receive and record the complaint in a register kept 
specially for the purpose. An initial assessment will then be made to decide what sort 
of investigation ought to take place. In the most serious cases, it may be that a 
Police enquiry will ensue or an independent investigation may be called for. In some 
cases, the issue will be referred 
for a management investigation, possibly by the Chief Executive or another officer 
nominated to act on his behalf. Allegations of fraud, corruption or financial irregularity 
will be referred to the Special Investigations Manager for investigation. 
 
In other cases however, it may not be appropriate to conduct any further enquiry at 
all. People are encouraged to raise genuine concerns and do not have to prove 
them. But understandably they do need to demonstrate that there is a sufficient basis 
for investigation. This initial consideration will allow the Council to decide on the 
appropriate method of enquiry and to ensure that resources are not wasted where 
investigation would be inappropriate.  
 
Unless the issue is raised anonymously then the whistleblowing officer will generally 
interview the whistleblower as part of this initial assessment. If the whistleblower 
requests that his or her identity remains confidential then all possible steps will be 
taken to respect that wish.  
 
If an investigation is to ensue then the whistleblower will be informed of the fact and 
given an estimate of the time by when the investigation will be completed. Normally 
the investigation will be conducted within 28 days, though the time taken to conduct 
an enquiry will depend on the nature of the concern and its complexity. The 
whistleblower will be informed of the outcome and this will be noted in the register. 
 
In appropriate circumstances the Head of Law and/or the whistleblowing officer will 
prepare a report for the Council and for the Standards Committee dealing with the 
outcome of a particular investigation, the action taken to rectify the situation and 
prevent a recurrence.  Each year the Head of Law will prepare for the Standards 
Committee a report dealing with the application of the whistleblowing policy in the 
previous year, and making suggestions where necessary for changes to improve its 
efficiency. 
 
Issues raised by Members of the Council or by the public shall be dealt with in a 
similar manner to those raised by employees, though serious concerns about the 
conduct of Councillors should in all cases be referred to the Head of Law. 
 
Some General Safeguards 
 
No Victimisation 
 
The Council recognises that the decision to blow the whistle can be a difficult one to 
make, not least because there is a fear of reprisal from those who may be 
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perpetrating malpractice or others. The Council will not tolerate any victimisation of a 
person who raises a concern in good faith and will take appropriate steps to protect 
them, including where appropriate disciplinary action. 
 
Confidentiality and Anonymity 
 
The Council will, wherever possible, protect the identity of the whistleblower who 
raises a concern and does not want his/her name to be disclosed. However this may 
not be possible in all circumstances as the very fact of the investigation may serve to 
reveal the source of the information and the statement of the whistleblower may be 
needed as part of evidence against the perpetrator. 
 
False and Vexatious Complaints 
 
Just as the Council will seek to protect those who raise concerns in good faith, so it 
will seek to protect those against whom claims are made which turn out to be 
unfounded. A concern which is made in good faith and sincerely expressed may 
transpire to have no basis in reality. In addition it is possible that vexatious or 
malicious claims may be made. The Council will take disciplinary action against any 
employee who makes a vexatious claim. In either case, where it turns out that the 
claim was without foundation, the Council will use its best endeavours to ensure that  
any negative impact on the person complained of is minimised. However the Council 
acknowledges that it may not be able to prevent all such impact in every case. 
 
Alternative methods of complaint 
 
As well as the initial complaints and whistleblowing procedures set out in this policy, 
any member of the public who wishes to make a complaint about the Council may 
contact one of the following organisations: 
 
Local Government Ombudsman who receives and investigates complaints of 
maladministration against the Council. He can be contacted at 21 Queen Anne's 
Gate, London SW1H 9BU, telephone 020 7915 3210. 
 
The Council’s external auditors  who investigate complaints of financial irregularity or 
unlawful expenditure leading to financial loss by the Council. To contact the 
Council’s external auditors write to Darren Wells, Grant Thornton UK LLP, Fleming 
Way, Manor Royal, Crawley, RH10 9GT. Tel: +44 (0) 1293 554 127 
darren.wells@uk.gt.com 
 
Further information about this whistleblowing policy can be obtained from 
Kath Nicholson ext. 47648 or Helen Glass ext. 49968. 
  


