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1
PURPOSE

1.1
Committee is asked to decide whether to make changes to how the knowledge test is used, namely:

(a)
to consider whether the content of the test should be altered to accommodate school contract drivers;  and

(b)
to consider whether to change the current practice in relation to the six month probationary period as a private hire driver which precedes the grant of a hackney driver’s licence.

1.2
Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities

· Council Ambitions - 
}

· Community Objectives - 
}

· Corporate Priorities -  
}

· Other Considerations - 
}

2
BACKGROUND

2.1
For many years the Council has used a knowledge test which is taken by all drivers as part of assessing whether a driver is a fit and proper person to hold a licence.  The test can be written or verbal and must be passed during the initial six month licence granted to new drivers.  The effect of this is that drivers spend the first six months of their licensed activity in the Ribble Valley as private hire drivers, moving on to apply for a hackney drivers licence once they have passed the knowledge test, if they wish to drive a hackney vehicle.

2.2
Committee will be provided with examples of typical questions from the knowledge test at the meeting.

3
ISSUES


Content of Knowledge Test

3.1
At the last meeting of Committee consideration was given to the Best Practice Guidance which supports the use of a knowledge test but reminds Councils that there should be a balance between testing local knowledge, and therefore, the suitability of drivers as against ensuring that the geographical component of the test is not too onerous.

3.2
Committee has considered, on several previous occasions, abandoning the use of a geographical knowledge test in reliance on the increased use of satellite navigation systems, however, not all licence holders use satellite navigation systems, and not all areas of the Ribble Valley have reliable coverage.  (Licence holders have not supported this, ie no knowledge test at the Annual meetings).

3.3
The Council, at its meeting in June 2009, considered a request from Mr Paul Jackson who currently carries out contract work on behalf of Lancashire County Council.   In order to secure sufficient drivers to meet the terms of the contract he has engaged the services of various retired or part time drivers whose sole licensed activity is the provision of school contracts.  He states they are deterred from taking the knowledge test because of its concentration on Clitheroe/Longridge and route planning because of this they leave after 6 months.  The Council has no power to grant a modified or reduced type of licence limited to school contract work, and therefore, applicants applying for a licence to carry out private hire work, which is primarily school contracts  must take the same test as all other drivers, as, once licensed, they are entitled to carry out all types of private hire work.

3.4
However, it is possible to review the type of questions contained within the knowledge test, and in particular the problems which create the greatest difficulty for part time/school contract drivers, namely the emphasis on route planning and naming of streets.  

3.5
The options available to Committee would therefore be either to:

· 
reduce the reliance for all drivers on geographical knowledge within the test, or

· 
to add in a third set of questions based on the locations and routes typically used by school contract drivers.

3.6
If the test was to be less geographically based then it might be possible to include more questions about matters such as health and safety, customer service etc albeit that these questions now form part of the ‘Steering to Success’ qualification.

3.7
Hackney Drivers Licence – Knowledge Test 


This was raised at the annual taxi meeting and also relates to the knowledge test, specifically the grant of a private hire licence before a driver applies for a hackney licence.  

3.8
The Council currently expects new drivers to first obtain a private hire licence, which can be obtained without passing the knowledge test, lasts for six months and gives the applicant four opportunities to take the knowledge test before the six month expires and the licence falls due for renewal.  Once the knowledge test is passed and the six month licence period is completed, the driver can then apply for a hackney licence.

3.9
The Council recently received a request to grant a hackney licence for a driver who wished to take the test and, if successful, proceed straight to a hackney licence.  

3.10
Whilst most drivers are content to apply for a private hire licence and use the six months to prepare for the knowledge test, there are others, eg drivers who have worked in the area in the past or have good local knowledge, who would prefer to take the test with a view to obtaining a hackney licence.  The current arrangement is one of custom and practice, rather than a legal requirement.  As the objective of the test is to ensure the licence holder has the necessary skills to hold a licence, the Council's primary objective, ie to ensure the licence holder is a fit and proper person to hold a licence, will still be met if applicants for a hackney drivers licence are allowed to apply without a six month period carrying out private hire work.

4
RISK ASSESSMENT

4.1
The approval of this report may have the following implications
· Resources – N/A

· Technical, Environmental and Legal – N/A
· Political – N/A

· Reputation – The Council holds meetings with and encourages representations from licence holders to demonstrate its commitment to working in partnership with its customers, which in turn should contribute to supporting the Council's reputation as a well run Council.

5
RECOMMENDED THAT COMMITTEE
5.1
Endorse changes to the knowledge test to provide for a further set of questions suitable for school contract drivers.

5.2
Confirm that applicants for a hackney drivers licence can take the knowledge test without first obtaining a private hire licence.

LEGAL SERVICES MANAGER 

For further information please ask for 

Diane Rice, extension 4418.

DECISION 





The Committee is considering both these matters in response to requests from license holders.  This supports the Council's objective of being a well managed Council based on identified customer needs.
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