	



Minutes of Policy & Finance Committee

Meeting Date:

Tuesday, 20 November 2007 starting at 7pm

Present:

Councillor M Ranson (Chairman)

Councillors:


In attendance:  Chief Executive, Director of Resources, Director of Development Services, Director of Community Services. Corporate Services Manager, Community Development Manager

567
LATE DISPATCH OF AGENDAS

Councillor Knox voiced his concern over the late dispatch of Agenda and reports for this meeting.  The Chief Executive apologised for the delays but pointed out that the Agenda and reports had been posted on the Council’s website by 14 November 2007 with the exception of the Part II report. 

He explained the circumstances behind the delay and reassured members that the meeting was perfectly legal and in accordance with the Council’s Standing Orders. 

568
APOLOGIES

An apology for absence from the meeting was submitted on behalf of Councillor D Eccleston. 

569
MINUTES

The minutes of the special meeting held on 29 August 2007 and the meeting held on 25 September 2007 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

570
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

Councillors Smith and Croasdale declared an interest in relation to Agenda Item 22 - Longridge Sports Centre.

571
SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY STRATEGY

The Director of Development Services presented his report which sought Committee’s approval to the final draft version of the Ribble Valley Sustainable Community Strategy.  He referred to Minute 261 of Committee dated 31 July 2007 and now submitted the final draft version following intensive consultation. 

He listed the key amendments which had been made to the strategy which were as follows:

· substantial additions to the key targets to allow performance measurement processes;

· additional and localised commitments to develop community cohesion;

· much more detail on crime and disorder reduction initiatives;

· detailed changes to ensure that the strategy is completely consistent with the Council’s commitment to respecting diversity in the community;

· reflecting the crucial importance of the Council’s Town and Country Planning role in achieving the objectives of the strategy;

· commitment to the development of an arts strategy for Ribble Valley;

· introduction of bio-diversity objectives;

· enhanced economic objectives including several reflecting the importance of the third sector contributions to overall economic health.

He commented that final approval of the strategy must be given by Full Council and he also pointed out that at that time he hoped to be able to include within the strategy introductory statements from the Leader of the Council and Chair of the Ribble Valley Strategic Partnership and signatures of endorsement from members of the Ribble Valley Strategic Partnership Board.  It was also hoped to be able to include letters of endorsement from regional bodies such as Government Office North West and the North West Development Agency underlining that the final document was consistent with national and regional objectives.  Members then discussed the final document in some detail. 

***
RESOLVED:
That Committee approve the sustainable community strategy for Ribble Valley for    ***

the final detailed completion and submission to the next Full Meeting of the Council. 

572
COMPREHENSIVE PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT – CORPORATE SELF ASSESSMENT

The Chief Executive sought Committee’s approval to the draft Corporate Self Assessment document which was required to be submitted to the Audit Commission as part of the Council’s application for reassessment under the Comprehensive Performance Assessment Framework (CPA).  

He referred to Minute 397 of Committee dated 26 September 2006 and to a subsequent meeting held in June 2007 where Committee had approved the application for re-categorisation. That application had been submitted to the Audit Commission who considered it met the relevant criteria to merit a reassessment.  This was confirmed by letter in July 2007.  

The content of the Corporate Self Assessment was set out in guidance provided by the Commission.  It was organised in two sections, a context and summary section outlining general background information and the environment in which the Council operates and the assessment itself which addressed three headline questions, namely:

· what is the Council trying to achieve;

· what is the capacity of the Council;  and

· what had been achieved.

Ribble Valley’s Corporate Self Assessment had been prepared in accordance with the guidance based on information provided by relevant officers.  The draft had already been subject to extensive consultation with stakeholders, both within and outside the Council, including the Leader, Committee Chairs, Thematic Group Chairs from the Ribble Valley Strategic Partnership and a senior representative from a peer authority.

Following the submission of the self-assessment the Audit Commission inspection team would begin their validation of the evidence.  This would include a tour of the Borough and an onsite inspection during the week commencing 28 January 2008.  The Audit Commission would publish the results of the CPA in May 2008.

RESOLVED:
That Committee 

1.
approve the draft Corporate Self Assessment; and

2.
delegate the final proofing of amendments to the Chief Executive prior to publication and submission of the document to the Audit Commission.  

573
MONITORING REPORT ON LONGRIDGE AND PARISH GRANTS

The Director of Development Services submitted a report which gave a progress report on the projects approved through the Parish and Longridge grants schemes to allow further consideration of any under spend that may occur.

He referred to Minute No. 585 of Committee dated 27 March 2007 which had approved six projects through the Longridge Grants Scheme totalling £100,000 and 24 projects approved through the Parish Grants Scheme totalling £100,000.

At the time of writing the report, all but three of the projects in both grant schemes had provided anticipated end dates prior to or by the end of March 2008.  However, given the individual natures of some of these projects there was always a possibility that the anticipated completion date would not be met and they would subsequently be looking to claim funds beyond March 2008.  He gave details of the progress of individual projects and potential slippage had been identified.  Issues had arisen in particular with two of the large capital grants funded through the Longridge Grant Scheme, these were Longridge Town Football Club and the Longridge Old Station Buildings Restoration and Conversion.  He also commented on the issue in relation to Committee’s decision to provide monies towards speed indicator devices in five individual villages where progress in some cases was slow because of external issues.  

RESOLVED:
That 

1.
Committee confirm that where projects are making progress but unlikely to complete beyond March 2008 that an additional six-month period in which to claim the grant funding be accepted;

2.
Committee confirm that the two large capital projects of Longridge Football Club and the Longridge Station Buildings Restoration and Conversion be given an additional twelve month period beyond 2008 in which to claim their grant funding due to the size of these projects and their significance to Longridge;

3.
apart from projects referred to in 5.2 of the report, agree that any funds unclaimed by 30 September 2008 would no longer be eligible for payment and that the Director of Development Services be instructed to advise all current projects of this deadline;  and

4.
confirm that in the case of under spend in approved projects this funding is used to cover the additional £5,000 previously allocated to Longridge Town FC and that no grant would be offered to previously unsuccessful applicants and no opportunity would be given for new projects.  

574
CONCESSIONARY FARES

The Director of Resources submitted a report which informed Committee of the new 2008 national scheme for concessionary transport and to determine a response to the Government’s consultation paper on Special Grant Funding.

He informed Members that from 1 April 2008 there would be a national bus concession scheme throughout England.  This would guarantee free off-peak local bus travel anywhere in England for people aged 60 and over and eligible disabled people who were resident in England.  This would apply to travel from 9.30am to 11pm weekdays and all day at weekends and bank holidays.  The existing scheme guaranteed free off-peak travel but only within an individual local authority’s area.  The Government recognised that the new scheme would place an additional financial burden on local authorities and had said it was established Government practice to ensure that net additional costs of new burdens placed on local authorities were fully funded.  The Government was therefore making £212m available in 2008/09 to Travel Concession Authorities (TCAs).  

The Government had previously indicated any future funding would be channelled through the formula grant.  However, after pressure from the Local Government Association and local authorities they had opted for allocating funding via a special grant.  Details were then given of the four special grant distribution options which included a number of variables including day visitors, incapacity benefit and disablement allowance, number of commuters, density area uplift, population density, concessionary passes issued, eligible population etc.  

In two tier areas the Government would make the grant payable to the County Council but only where there is full agreement by all authorities within the County.  

A working group consisting of the Chairman of this Committee, Councillors Sherras, Knox, Hill and Sayers, has been set up to look in more detail at all aspects of concessionary travel.  The Director of Resources had looked at all the options available and had produced a suggested response to the Government’s consultation.  

RESOLVED:
That Committee agree to the response suggested by the Director of Resources in relation to the concessionary travel consultation exercise as set out in his report.

575
MEDIUM TERM FINANCIAL STRATEGY

The Director of Resources sought Committee’s approval to the Council’s Medium Term Financial Strategy.  He reminded Members that the Council needed to consider its Medium Term Financial Strategy on an annual basis.  It was an integral part of our financial planning process in the use of resources assessments, PricewaterhouseCoopers, our external auditors, gave the Council a score of 2 for financial management.  PricewaterhouseCoopers had identified the following areas for improvement in the Medium Term Financial Strategy:

· it should be annually updated;

· longer term links were needed between the Council’s resources and service/corporate plans;

· the impact of key national and local priorities and developments on the Council’s resources and priorities were not fully set out;

· insufficient information to demonstrate best practice had been taken into account.

Committee had received the budget forecast for the forthcoming three years in September and it was agreed that the Medium Term Financial Strategy would be updated to reflect this forecast.  This had now been fully revised to include the latest budget forecast and capital spending plans.  All other elements of the strategy had also been updated.  

RESOLVED:
That Committee approve the Medium Term Financial Strategy as set out in Annex 1 to the Director of Resources’ report.  

576
CAPITAL STRATEGY


Committee were requested to approve the updated Council’s Capital Strategy.  That strategy set out the process for managing the Council’s investments programme.  It explained how the Council planned its Capital Programme and how the programme contributed towards the achievement of the Council’s Corporate Objectives.  The key elements of the strategy were as follows:

1.
Policy context and the Council’s overall priorities.

2.
Purpose of the Capital Strategy.

3.
Strategic budgeting and key areas of capital expenditure.

4.
The capital programme framework.

5.
Capital budget priorities.

6.
Capital programme monitoring.

7.
Bidding for additional resources.

8.
Partnerships.

9.
Consultation arrangements.

10.
Links to other strategies and plans.

11.
Performance measurement and monitoring.

12.
Best value and continuous improvements.

13.
Cross cutting activities.

14.
Procurement.

15.
Risk management.

16.
Project management.

He further stated that the Capital Strategy together with the Council’s Asset Management Plan were critical in the financial management of the Council’s Capital Expenditure.

RESOLVED:
That Committee approve the Capital Strategy.

577
CALCULATION OF COUNCIL TAX BASE

The Director of Resources asked Committee to consider the council tax base for 2007/08.  The Local Government Finance Act 1992 required each billing authority to calculate the Council Tax Base for its area or part of its area such as a parish.  The report included the Director of Resources’ provision calculation of the tax base.  The final calculation must be made and then approved between 1 December 2007 and 31 January 2008.  The Council were in the process of notifying parishes of the estimated tax base for their area to enable them to set precepts.

The report also dealt with details of how the calculation was made and made particular reference to the Local Government Finance Act 2003, particularly in relation to the statutory discount given to long-term empty properties and also to second homes.  

The Director of Resources reported on the lack of clarity in relation to second homes money which had been made available over the past few years by Lancashire County Council.  This funding had enabled the Ribble Valley Strategic Partnership to expand its work.  If this was to cease this would have serious implications for future LSP funding.

RESOLVED:
That Committee 

1.
delegate to the Director of Resources in consultation with Chairman and Shadow Chairman of this Committee the setting of the council tax base between the statutory dates;  and

2.
confirm the council tax discount for empty furnished properties to remain at 10% and the council tax base to be revised to reflect this. 

578
TIMETABLE FOR BUDGET SETTING

The Director of Resources set out a detailed timetable for budget setting.

RESOLVED:
That Committee approve the budget timetable.

579
TREASURY MANAGEMENT MONITORING 2007/08

The Director of Resources gave Members a progress report on the Council’s treasury management activities for the period 1 April 2007 to 30 September 2008.  

The report gave details of the Council’s borrowing requirements, investments, Prudential indicators and list of approved organisations. 

Committee discussed the list of approved organisations the Council could invest surplus funds with in some detail. 

RESOLVED:
That Committee

1.
accept the progress report; and

2.
approve the amendments to approved organisations for investment and investment limits but with the deletion of Northern Rock plc from that list.

580
SHARED SERVICE CONTACT CENTRE

The Corporate Services Manager presented a report on the Council’s progress with the Lancashire Shared Services Partnership Agreement in particular the development of the Council’s own Contact Centre and its plans for the future.  The Corporate Services Manager reminded Members that the Contact Centre started with the launch of the street scene helpline on Tuesday, 21 February 2006 which provided a dedicated telephone helpline to resolve customer enquiries regarding the pilot three stream waste collection.  He further commented that since that time the volume of telephone calls had increased substantially and the next development would be the preparatory work to support the introduction of the Customer Relationship Management System.  Once this was implemented the extra functionality provided by the system would enable the Council to deal with requests for service and information both faster and more comprehensively than current, in addition to providing the wealth of new management information.  He also drew Members’ attention to the role of the Contact Centre in the modernisation agenda where it was one of the key initiatives which the Council was using to address this particular agenda.  He highlighted that the workload of the Centre had increased tenfold from 50 to 500 calls per day and this had increased significantly as a result of the recent roll out of the next phase of the three stream waste collection service.  He also commented that the Contact Centre project was a significant investment for the Council and represented a major step towards adopting a modern customer focused approach to service delivery.  

Adoption of the CRM was expected to provide partners with the ability to resolve more enquiries at the first point of contact thereby generating efficiencies in the ‘back office’.  

RESOLVED:
That Committee note the progress achieved and support the future plans for development of the Contact Centre.

581
REFERENCES FROM COMMITTEE – ACCOUNTABLE BODY

Committee considered a recommendation from Community Committee for the Council to act as accountable body for two external funding opportunities.  At its recent meeting Community Committee had considered a report which outlined that the Council had been involved in two key projects that had the potential to bring significant investment to the borough in both instances.  The Council had taken a leadership role, coordinating a range of partners in putting together strategies and projects to improve sport and play opportunities.  These were as follows:

· sport and physical activity alliance – a network of alliances within every district’s footprint across the country set up to achieve Sport England aspirations to increase participation in sport and physical activity;

· play alliance – another national network on borough footprints to take advantage of funding through the Big Lottery to play projects.  

The total investments for both funding streams would be £360,000 for the Ribble Valley.

Both Sport England and Play England insisted that local authorities should act as the accountable body for each alliance.  It was likely that most funds would be channelled through local authorities to deliver each of the identified projects.  

RESOLVED:
That Committee agree to the Council acting as the accountable body for both the sport and play alliances.

582
CAPITAL MONITORING 2007/08

(Councillor A Knox declared an interest in the next item of business and left the meeting).

The Director of Resources submitted his capital monitoring report for 2007/2008.

Members discussed, in particular, the current situation with the St Mary’s Centre, Clitheroe, particularly in relation to its funding and potential implications this could have on the Council’s budgets.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

583
OVERALL CAPITAL MONITORING 2007/08

The Director of Resources updated Members with progress on the overall capital programme for the current financial year.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

584
REVENUE MONITORING 2007/08

The Director of Resources updated Members on the position for the first six months on this year’s revenue budget.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

585
OVERALL REVENUE MONITORING 2007/08

The Director of Resources informed Members of the overall position on the revenue budget for the first half of the current financial year.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

586
REVENUES AND BENEFITS GENERAL REPORT

The Director of Resources submitted his report in respect of the following matters:

· national non domestic rate (NNDR);

· council tax;

· sundry debtors.

He also reported on the performance of housing benefit and housing benefits fraud and gave details of the housing benefit locality review.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

587
HOME START

The Director of Resources submitted a report on the closure of Home Start Ribble Valley and recent efforts which were being made to fill the gap left by the organisation.  On 9 November 2007 Councillor Sherras and the Director of Resources had met with East Lancashire PCT and Christine Fish from Hyndburn and Ribble Valley CVS.  The PCT seemed keen to resurrect Home Start Ribble Valley in some form and had funding available.  Various options were discussed and the PCT promised to look at these in more detail and have discussions with Lancashire County Council to ascertain their support for Home Start within Ribble Valley.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

588
EXCLUSION OF PRESS AND PUBLIC

RESOLVED:
That by virtue of the confidential nature of the next item to be discussed under Categories 12 and 9 of Schedule 12A of the Local Government Act 1972, the press and public be now excluded from the meeting.

589
NEW ARRANGEMENTS AT LONGRIDGE SPORTS CENTRE/CIVIC HALL

The Director of Community Services submitted a report informing Members of the history of arrangements in Longridge and why the Council had arrived at the proposed changes.  The report was also requesting Committee to consider the implications of transferring the Council’s current assets on the school site in order to allow the new arrangements to be implemented.

Members discussed the report and its financial implications in great detail.

RESOLVED:
That Committee

1.
note the contents of the report;

2.
note the progress being made in developing a new agreement;

3.
request a more comprehensive detailed budget when details are available; and

4.
defer any decision on this matter to the Asset Management Group.

The meeting closed at 10.10pm

If you have any queries on these minutes please contact Marshal Scott (414430).
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