

RIBBLE VALLEY BOROUGH COUNCIL
REPORT TO COMMUNITY SERVICES COMMITTEE 
                                                                                                                                                                           Agenda Item No.   
meeting date:
Tuesday 9 September 2008 
title:
FREE SWIMMING INITIATIVE
submitted by:
Director of Community Services 
principal author:
COLIN WINTERBOTTOM
1
PURPOSE

1.1
To inform Committee about the Government’s Free Swimming Initiative and to decide whether to accept the grant funding offer to support free swimming for the over 60s in Ribble Valley from 2009/2010.

1.2
Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities

· Council Ambitions – to make people’s lives safer and healthier.

· Community Objectives – The report relates to the following Community Strategy Objectives; Access for all, Community Cohesion, Community Safety and improving the health and well-being of local people.

· Corporate Priorities - to improve the health of people in the area.

2
BACKGROUND

2.1
The Government announced on 6 June this year that it intends to fund Councils to provide free swimming for the over 60s, as a first step towards an aspiration to provide free swimming for everyone by 2012.  

2.2
In a statement by the Secretary of State, Department for Culture, Media and Sport; Andy Burnham sets out the arrangements for the programme and hopes that:


“It provides local authorities with the information required to start planning for the budget cycle and decide the extent to which they wish to exploit the opportunities offered by the scheme to improve the health and well being of their communities and support delivery of local priorities”.

2.3
The Government is making available £15m per annum in 2009/10 and 2010/11.  The amount allocated to each authority is calculated according to a simple formula based on the size of the local over 60 population.  The qualifying criteria for the scheme is straight forward in entitling anyone over 60 years of age to free swimming at any time throughout the year when they would normally be admitted to the pool for public swimming, in accordance with local programming.

2.4
A second pot of funding, phase 2 of the scheme; provides £25m per annum in 2009/10 and 2010/11, and this will be available for delivering free swimming for those under 16 years of age.  By committing to free swimming provision for over 60s and subsequently under16s, then the Authority will be entitled to a one off capital grant in 2008/09.  This funding will be allocated amongst all authorities that choose to participate in phases 1 and 2, based on population size.  The Government is making available £25m capital per annum in 2009/10 and 2010/11 to modernise pool provision and support more ambitious plans for free swimming.  Those local authorities who have committed to stages 1 and 2 will be invited to submit costed plans for this capital challenge fund.  

2.5
The Government’s longer term goal for free swimming for all by 2012 is only an aspiration at present and details, including how this could be funded, will need to be worked out with Government. 

3
ISSUES

3.1
The grants available to all authorities are provided for free swimming schemes, and evaluation of which will be used to determine future funding and delivery arrangements.  

3.2
There is a need to quantify the success of the schemes through local monitoring.  Authorities who wish to participate in the offer for those aged 60 or over must provide confirmation by 15 September 2008.  Authorities wishing to participate in the first phase are invited to submit an expression of interest to make swimming free for under 16s by the same date.  

3.3
The grant allocation for Ribble Valley is £19,614.  It is expected that this grant will be paid in the financial year 2009/10.

3.4
Swimming attendances recorded at Ribblesdale Pool (the only Council-operated facility), for those over 60 years between 2006/07 generated an income of £10,845 from 3587 admissions, and between 2007/08 £9,398 from 3192 admissions.  (The pool was closed for 9 weeks over January and February 2008 to replace the heating from oil to gas).  The grant offer would therefore exceed the typical income generated from this user group and would represent a favourable proposition from a financial prospective.      

3.5
There is an anticipated operational impact which should be considered alongside free swimming.  It is very likely that the existing customer base will want to swim more frequently and new customers will be attracted by the availability of free swimming so attendances will increase during the public casual swimming sessions and there is the possibility that the sessions will become too busy for swimmer comfort/enjoyment.

3.6
The pool is programmed for public swimming for a period of 70 hours per week during holiday periods and 46 hours per week during term times.  Included within these hours are three specially programmed slots for senior citizens during term time and two during the holidays.  The pool is programmed for use for a total of 94 hours and so public swimming is available for approximately 75% of the time during holidays and 49% during term time.  The situation is therefore most likely to present a problem for senior citizens during term time, (approximately 40 weeks of the year), essentially because the pool space is allocated to school use and swimming instruction during the daytime.  

4
RISK ASSESSMENT


The approval of this report may have the following implications

· Resources – There is a net financial benefit to the operation of approximately £9,000 based upon the additional subsidy in the form of a £19,614 grant.  It is expected that there will be an additional lifeguard cost attached to the greater attendances at public swimming sessions.  It is not possible to predict expenditure with any accuracy as it depends on the level of requirement to safely supervise the increase in swimmers. However, assuming that the an extra lifeguard is required to cover the pool for all public swimming sessions as identified in 3.6, then the additional cost would be approximately £16,000 during term time and £7,000 during the holiday periods. In practice it is possible to absorb some of this additional cost through deployment of existing lifeguard capacity and this predictably the most extreme case scenario in that numbers at all sessions would increase.

It is also expected to incur additional chemical treatment and pool plant maintenance costs if admissions increase.  This may not be too significant in the initial phase (over 60s) but if the second phase is supported, and ultimately if free swimming for everyone is introduced, then the impact will be more severe.  

· Technical, Environmental and Legal - None
· Political – The decision to offer free swimming at a council swimming pool facility is of political significance.

· Reputation – The availability of free swimming for a targeted section of the Ribble Valley population will have a positive impact, but there may be a more unfavourable reaction if either free swimming is not rolled out to everyone in Ribble Valley and equally if other neighbouring councils do take up the offer and Ribble Valley does not.
5
RECOMMENDED THAT COMMITTEE

5.1 Acknowledge the contents of this report and;

5.2 Approve acceptance of the grant offer to provide free swimming for those aged over 60 years in Ribble Valley from April 2009 for the 2 year duration of the funding, provided it can be delivered within the grant available.

5.3 Agree to submit an expression of interest to make swimming free for those under 16 years of age and report back to committee when the grant offer for this age group is known.

5.4 Request that officers identify capital costs with regards to swimming facility improvements which will help to meet the anticipated increase in swimming over the course of this initiative and report back to this Committee.

JOHN C HEAP

DIRECTOR OF COMMUNITY SERVICES

Background Papers - None

For further information please ask for Colin Winterbottom 01200 414588 
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