	



Minutes of Policy & Finance Committee

Meeting Date:

Tuesday, 22 September 2009 starting at 6.30pm

Present:

Councillor E M H Ranson (Chairman)

Councillors:


In attendance:  Chief Executive, Director of Resources, Director of Community Services, Environmental Health Manager, Revenues and Benefits Manager and the ICT Manager.

Also in attendance: Councillor J White for item 6 only.

407
APOLOGIES

Apologies for absence from the meeting were submitted on behalf of Councillors S Hirst, A Knox and D T Smith. 

408
MINUTES

The minutes of the meeting held on 28 July 2009 and the special meeting held on 18 August 2009 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

409
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

Councillor E M H Ranson declared an interest in item 19 – Roefield update.

410
PARISH GRANTS

Committee received a report from the Director of Development Services which gave a project update for the remaining Longridge and Parish grant projects and asked them to consider extensions to the programme deadlines.

Members were reminded that they had received a report on 24 March 2009 updating them on progress with the monitoring and administration of the Parish and Longridge grant schemes.  Members had agreed at that meeting that the two large capital projects, Longridge Station Buildings restoration and Longridge Football Club be given extended deadlines in which to claim their funding due to the size of these projects and their significance to Longridge.  

Slaidburn and Easington Parish Council had also requested additional time with regard to the Slaidburn War Memorial refurbishment and this had also been granted.

It was agreed that a review of these projects should be undertaken in September 2009.  

It was explained that the Longridge Station Buildings project had reached the stage where tenders had been sent out and returned and the preferred contractor had been selected by Longridge Town Council to commence work on the project.  However, work on the main building could not begin as part of the initial part of the project required the gas main to be diverted and the national grid had indicated a long lead in time for this work.  It had now been confirmed that work on the gas main would begin week commencing 16 November 2009.  The contractor for the refurbishment of the buildings would also commence work at this time and arrangements had been made for the Town Council to vacate the buildings by the end of October 2009.  Copy invoices paid to the contractor would be submitted to the Borough Council in order to claim the grant on an ongoing basis.  Grant was therefore expected to be claimed in advance of the completion of the overall project.  Whilst officers felt this was acceptable, it did carry a risk should the project not be fully completed.  The offer letter included provision for the Council to reclaim the grant if there was unsatisfactory progress towards completing the project.  Given this position it was recommended that the claim date be extended to 31 March 2010 to assist the project.

The Longridge Town Football Club scheme was delayed pending the outcome of a funding bid to Sport England which had subsequently failed and as a consequence the club had considerably revised the project.  The details of the revised project were reported to Committee and Councillor J White was given permission to speak to the meeting in relation to the deadlines now facing the club.  He pointed out that it was unlikely that the football club would be in a sufficient position to give the necessary assurances before the end of 2009 in relation to meeting the relevant deadlines imposed by this Committee.  

Finally, in relation to the grant of £2,900 made to Slaidburn and Easington Parish Council in regard to the Slaidburn War Memorial refurbishment, work had now commenced on this and the Parish Council expected that the project could be completed within the timescales agreed.  Members then discussed this matter in some detail.

RESOLVED:
That Committee

1.
note the information provided on the progress of the projects;

2
confirm that the Longridge Station Buildings project be granted an extension to the programme to enable claims to be made no later than 31 March 2010; and

3.
note the circumstances of Longridge Town Football Club scheme and instruct the Director of Development Services to report to the first available meeting of this Committee once the revised project had been formally submitted and evaluated.

411
BUDGET FORECAST 2010/2011 TO 2012/2013

The Director of Resources submitted her detailed report on the Council's budget forecast for the period 2010/2011 to 2012/2013.  This latest forecast was based on a number of assumptions including:

· a significant increase in the current year’s budget of £214,000 due to increased expenditure, lower income and less interest earned;

· use of balances of £600,000 over the next three years;

· the Council continuing to use the building control reserve;

· interest receipts and interest rates had fallen and were unlikely to rise in the short term;

· Council Tax increases shown at 0% for 2009/2010 and 2.5% for 2010/2011 and 2011/2012.The Council Tax base had not increased by 0.25% as predicted indicating either a higher number of exemptions or fewer new properties;

· Collection Fund deficits based on current deficits experienced by districts;

· inflation/pay awards – the pay award offer for 2009/2010 had been accepted by the Unions at 1.25%/1% depending on pay scale;

· concessionary travel consultation had been received regarding the possible transfer of concessionary travel from districts to upper tier authorities in the Council and it was difficult to estimate the financial impact if this were to go ahead;

· formula grant – the Council was hopeful that the government would confirm the allocations which were announced last year which would give this Council £4,141,000 for 2010/2011.

The Budget Working Group had considered the budget forecast and recommend that committees take budget setting very seriously.  They asked that budgets be prepared responsibly and prudently.

Members then discussed this matter in some detail and the Director of Resources stressed the very dire financial circumstances which the public sector would soon be experiencing.  She urged Committee to look long and hard at all areas of expenditure, particularly any additional expenditure.  

RESOLVED:
That Committee confirm the guidance given by the Budget Working Group in the preparation of the 2010/2011 budget.

412
REVIEW OF FINANCIAL REGULATIONS

The Director of Resources presented her report which asked the Council to accept revised financial regulations.  These covered all aspects of the Council's financial arrangements and activities.  They applied to every Member and officer of the Council and anyone acting on the Council's behalf.  

She pointed out that most of the amendments were of a minor nature and reflected updates in regulations and changes within the Council since they were last approved.

***        RESOLVED:
That Committee recommend to Full Council the acceptance of the revised financial     *** regulations.

413
CORPORATE DEBT WRITE-OFF POLICY

The Director of Resources sought Committee’s approval of a corporate debt write-off policy.  She reminded Members that in June 2007, this Committee had approved a write-off policy for use by the housing and council tax benefit service.  However, no formal policy for the write-off of debt was operated in the Council other than in this particular service area.

The proposed corporate write-off policy would operate alongside and compliment the Council's existing financial regulations.

The policy highlighted the need for good reporting mechanisms within the Council to ensure that where there were outstanding debts, any corresponding service provision should be stopped unless the Council have a statutory responsibility to provide it.  

A number of instances where a write-off of debt maybe considered appropriate were provided in the policy; however, this was intended only as a guide.  It was pointed out that the policy stipulated that where a debt was written off when a debtor could not be traced, those debts could be written back again if the debtor was retraced.  Writing off a debt did not negate liability.

RESOLVED:
That Committee approve the corporate debt write-off policy.

414
REFERENCES FROM COMMITTEE 

Committee considered a request from Health and Housing Committee who had themselves considered a request for additional funding to extend the provision of dog waste bins and emptying over a five year rolling programme.  

The extra funding required would be to purchase the bins, employ a dedicated cleansing operative and purchase a suitable vehicle to collect and dispose of all dog waste arising.  This total set up costs of £17,300 and annual costs of £25,100 (£22,550 in the first year).

Health and Housing Committee had agreed to extend the service in principle and referred the request for extra funding to this Committee.  They had however, expressed some concern that no alternative methods for implementing such as extension of the service had been put forward.

Members then discussed this matter in some detail and echoed the concern felt by Health and Housing in relation to alternative methods.  

RESOLVED:
That the proposal be approved in principle but officers should provide some alternative proposals for the extension of this service.  These to be reported back to Policy and Finance Committee. 

415
PENNINE LANCASHIRE DEVELOPMENT COMPANY

Councillor E M H Ranson gave a verbal update on progress on the establishment of the Pennine Lancashire Development Company (minute 330 of Committee dated 18 August 2009 refers).  

He reported that a letter had been received from the North West Development Agency indicating that they had pledged £20,000,000 per year for the next 10 years to PLACE/PLDC.  There would be a top slice of 5% for programme delivery which would be matched by local authorities.  They had also agreed to pay £200,000 towards the set-up of the development company.  A permanent chairman of the PLDC would be appointed from the private sector over the next few weeks and the aim was for the company to be up and running in 2010.

He answered a number of questions from Members in relation to who would appoint the new Chairman, who was on the governing body of the company, secondments and the fact that Ribble Valley Borough Council did not at this stage have to make a financial contribution.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

416
CONCURRENT FUNCTION GRANTS

The Director of Resources informed Committee of the current position regarding the payment of concurrent function grants.  She reminded Members that in November 2008, this Committee had approved a concurrent grant scheme.  this was to provide grant assistance for those Parishes/Town Councils who provide services in their area which elsewhere were provided by the Borough Council.

In July 2009 this committee agreed to support 17 Parish and Town Councils net revenue expenditure at a rate of 25% of eligible expenditure in the previous year.  This grant was due to be paid in two equal instalments.  

Due to the level of grant applied for, 14 Councils are to have their grant paid in full rather than in instalments on 28 September 2009.  Further supporting documentation had been requested from three Parish/Town Councils with grant assistance of over £1000.  These were Billington and Langho Parish Council, Longridge Town Council and Whalley Parish Council; details were given in relation to all three requests.  It was noted that by the end of September 2009, £11,185.99 would have been paid in relation to this scheme.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

417
MINUTES OF BUDGET WORKING GROUP

Committee received the minutes of the Budget Working Group held on 5 August 2009.  

418
ASSET MANAGEMENT GROUP – NOTES OF MEETING HELD ON 20 AUGUST 2009

Committee received a brief update of the work of the Council's Asset Management Group.  Discussion took place on the remit and status of the Asset Management Group.

RESOLVED:
That the notes of the Asset Management Group be received and noted. 

419
TIMETABLE FOR BUDGET SETTING

Committee were informed of the budget setting timetable for 2010/2011.

RESOLVED:
That the timetable as now submitted be approved. 

420
REVENUES AND BENEFITS GENERAL REPORT

The Director of Resources submitted a report for Committee’s information detailing the following items:

· NNDR.

· Council Tax.

· Sundry debtors.

· Council benefits performance.

· Housing benefits right benefit and right time indicators 2009/2010.

· Housing benefit fraud.

· Housing benefit overpayments.

The Revenues and Benefits Manager drew Committee’s attention to the business rates referral scheme and to the increased workload of the housing benefits section as a result of increased claims.  

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

421
EXCLUSION OF PRESS AND PUBLIC

RESOLVED:
that by virtue of the next items of business being exempt information under Categories 1 and 7 of Schedule 12A of the Local Government Act 1972, the press and public now be excluded from the meeting.

422
APPROVAL TO PURCHASE LAND FOR CLITHEROE CEMETERY

Committee were asked to consider the recent recommendation of Health and Housing Committee and to provide the necessary increased capital funding for the purchase of additional land for Clitheroe cemetery, Waddington Road.

Committee had before them a detailed report from the Environmental Health Manager on the need for extra land to be acquired at Clitheroe cemetery and also a report from the Director of Resources on the financial implications of this proposed purchase.  Members then discussed this matter in considerable detail. 

RESOLVED:
That this matter be deferred until the results of the soil survey were known and officers were asked to provide more definitive development costs.

423
PCIDSS CARD SECURITY REQUIREMENTS

The Revenues and Benefits Manager explained the details of a mandated compliance programme for card transactions taken over the Internet.  He also gave details of what next steps Committee needed to take to become a payment card industry data security standard compliant.  

RESOLVED:
That Committee agree to accept the offer of Civica in relation to PCIDSS card security payment requirements in line with the report.

424
THIRD PARTY CASH COLLECTION SERVICE

The Revenues and Benefits Manager referred to minute 287 of Committee dated 28 July 2009 where Committee had resolved to discontinue the operation of the mobile/Longridge office from 31 March 2010.  Officers had been instructed to provide an alternative payment facility by April 2010.  He reported that quotations for the provision of this service had been sought and these details were presented to Committee.  

RESOLVED:
That Committee

1.
note the appointment of Allpay to provide this service; and

2.
delegate to the Director of Resources in consultation with the Chairman the potential decision to cease the mobile office service before 31 March 2010 if the costs to continue the service became prohibitive.

425
ROEFIELD UPDATE

The Chief Executive provided an update on the joint scheme with Ribble Valley Sports and Recreation Association to extend the Roefield Leisure Centre and create new football changing rooms at Edisford.  The Council had been out to tender and he reported the result of that tendering exercise.  He also reported on subsequent discussions with the Ribble Valley Sports and Recreation Association arising out of that tendering exercise.

RESOLVED: 
That the report be noted.

The meeting closed at 8.51pm.

If you have any queries on these minutes please contact Jane Pearson (414430).
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