
Report to Council

Date of Meeting 17 October 2018
Portfolio Leader & Finance 
Report Author Monitoring Officer
Public/Private Document Public  

Freedom of the Borough Review – the late Cyril Smith

Executive Summary

1. Following a request from a member of the public, who was one of Cyril Smith’s 
victims in the 1960s. Council is asked to consider rescinding the decision to 
confer the Freedom of the Borough on the late Cyril Smith, in light of the 
widespread public concern about his abuse of children and young people and 
the findings of the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (IICSA) in their 
interim report published in April 2018. 

Recommendation

2. (a) That Minute 33 of the Policy & Resources Committee held on              
19 August 1992 be rescinded forthwith.

(b) That the Monitoring Officer be delegated to update all documents of 
record and public information within the control of the Council 
accordingly.

Reason for Recommendation

3. Council is the decision-making body with the authority to act. It is an 
opportunity to reconsider whether the grounds for conferring the Council’s 
highest civic honour on one of its citizens – given what is now known and 
understood about his conduct - are still valid.

Key Points for Consideration

4. (a) Under Section 249 of the Local Government Act 1972, Freedom of the 
Borough may be conferred on ‘a person of distinction, and [who has] 
rendered eminent services to [Rochdale].’ On 19 August 1992, the 
Council’s then Policy & Resources Committee resolved to confer the 
Freedom of the Borough on the then Sir Cyril Smith.



(b) Subsequently, according to local press reports, the award was 
conferred at a Town Hall ceremony on Monday 23 November 1992.

(c) In the intervening years and before, there was considerable local 
disquiet about the way in which Cyril Smith behaved towards children 
and young people at Cambridge House and elsewhere. We now know 
that had this happened today, he would have been prosecuted and 
most likely convicted of serious criminal offences. 

(d) In its interim report on Rochdale, published in April 2018, IICSA was 
damning about Cyril Smith’s behaviour and activities. This report was 
the subject of an all Member meeting of the Health, Schools and Care 
Overview & Scrutiny Committee on Wednesday 23 May 2018.

(e) IICSA has much further work to do, including hearing the ‘Westminster’ 
strand of its Inquiry in 2019. In due course it will publish a final 
overarching report containing its final finding, conclusions and 
recommendations.

(f) In the meantime, it is submitted that in light of the above and the 
request from a member of the public, there are sufficient grounds to 
now reconsider the awarding of the Freedom of the Borough to the late 
Cyril Smith.

(g) In the course of preparing this report, the Monitoring Officer had cause 
to inquire into the decision-making process which resulted in the 
resolution of the Policy & Resources Committee referred to. Some legal 
flaws in the process have emerged. First, a special meeting at which 
the decision would be made was not convened. Secondly, resolutions 
to confer Freedom of the Borough are usually taken at Full Council, 
rather than at a committee. No resolution of Full Council can be found, 
nor can the scheme of delegation in force in 1992 which may have 
delegated such matters to the Policy & Resources Committee.

(h) To put matters beyond any doubt, there is still a compelling case – if the 
Council is so minded- to rescind the minute referred to in the 
recommendation set out in this report and so conclude with certainty 
that the award of Freeman of the Borough on Cyril Smith is henceforth 
removed.

5.Alternatives Considered

The Council could decide to take no further action on this matter. It is 
submitted that this would not be in the public interest and could undermine the 
prestige of the Council’s highest civic honour.  

Costs and Budget Summary

6. There are no implications.



Risk and Policy Implications

There are no specific issues to consider.7.

Consultation

8.        Party Leaders.

Background Papers Place of Inspection

None.
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