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1
PURPOSE

1.1
To present for Committee’s consideration a request by Whalley Parish Council to give to them the existing toilets in Whalley and to grant aid the Parish Council towards the provision of toilets for the future.

1.2
Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities – the provision of public toilets does not contribute directly to the Council’s aims and objectives, although the provision of public conveniences may be considered to be an essential part of the infrastructure needed in an area like Ribble Valley. 

2
BACKGROUND

2.1
Ribble Valley currently provides and maintains 23 sets of public toilets throughout the Borough.  Maintenance consists of regular cleaning, restocking, inspection of the fabric of the buildings, the infrastructure and of sanitary plumbing and electrical fittings.

2.2
The Council’s capital programme includes provision for regular replacement or refurbishment of each site on a planned programme.  Currently the toilets in Whalley are due to be replaced in 2010/11.  The programme for the next 4 years as it stands at present is attached at appendix A:

3
ISSUES

3.1
A particular problem has emerged in recent years of inappropriate behaviour in the men’s toilets in Whalley.  Council officers and members of the public have reported this to the police and on a number of occasions, in response to police requests, the men’s toilets have been closed.

3.2
Not surprisingly, this has led to complaints of a lack of toilet provision for men and, eventually, in response to public pressure we have re-opened the toilets.  On a number of occasions undesirable behaviour has resumed within weeks and we have received further requests from the police to close the toilets again.  Again, it is not surprising to find that this situation has led to some complaints from taxpayers that the toilets should be available for use.

3.3
This situation led to an invitation last year for me to attend a meeting of Whalley Parish Council on 28 April 2005.  At that meeting, Parish Councillors suggested that the replacement of the toilets had been put back by several years.  Having researched the subject, I was able to assure the Parish Council that the renovation of the toilets in Whalley occupied the same position in the Council’s long term replacement and refurbishment programme as it had been originally allocated.  I was also able to report that only a matter of months previously, Councillor Sterry had made a request in Community Committee that the scheme be advanced in the programme.  The decision of Committee at that time was to confirm the programme as it stood, on the grounds that other villages had been waiting longer than Whalley.

3.4
More recently, and following on from a number of approaches to the Leader and Deputy Leader by members of Whalley Parish Council, I was invited to attend a meeting of the Parish Council on 13 March 2006.  At that meeting, a Parish Councillor suggested – again – that the relocation of the toilets in Whalley had been put back in the Council’s capital programme.  He went on to suggest that this decision had been taken as a result of the Parish Council’s refusal to release land at Vale Gardens for car parking.

3.5
On that occasion I was able to address the councillor’s misapprehension by reminding the Parish Council that:

· the Council’s refurbishment/replacement programme had not been changed in respect of Whalley toilets, and

· the proposal in the programme was for refurbishment and not relocation.

3.6
However, I was then able to remind the councillor that during a meeting to discuss the opportunities presented by the county council’s decision to invest in some work to the bus station in Whalley, other possibilities were explored.  At that meeting between the borough, parish and county council representatives, held in March 2004 in the Ribble Valley Council Chamber, it had been suggested that if a more substantial partnership scheme to redevelop Vale Gardens as a surfaced open space for flexible use (suggestions included parking and occasional markets) were to go ahead, then a strong case could be made for relocating the toilets to the Vale Gardens site.  Any capital receipt, if the council chose to dispose of the existing toilets, may then have been available for the council to invest in the wider scheme.  In the end, the parish council declined to pursue the wider scheme any further and the county council proceeded with the limited changes to the bus station.

3.7
By the end of the parish council meeting on 13 March, a councillor had tabled a proposal, although the Chairman made it clear at the time that this had not been considered by the parish council.

3.8
The proposal was that the parish council would provide and maintain a new set of toilets in Whalley on the bus station site.  Following an expression of concern by the parish councillors present, the councillor then revised his statement to suggest that the borough council, as part of this arrangement, would transfer the existing toilets into the ownership of the parish council, who would then provide and maintain a new set of toilets.

3.9
Later in the meeting, the councillor referred to grant aid from the borough council (presumably in relation to operating the toilets) and later still, the councillor referred to the borough council giving the parish council the money to build the toilets.

3.10
On 31 March 2006, I received a letter from the parish council seeking a meeting with Community Committee to take the issue further.   I wrote to the parish on 3 April asking for clarification as to exactly what the proposal was.

3.11
On 9 May 2006 we received a letter from the parish council following the approval of a proposal at the parish council meeting of 20 April.  The proposal was that “This council should construct public toilets on the Vale Gardens site, subject to obtaining adequate grants and that the Grounds and Gardens Committee should pursue this matter fully with RVBC and report back to the full council of WPC”.

3.12
The letter goes on to say “As Councillor Ronnan has already outlined, RVBC would save an ongoing maintenance budget to keep the existing toilets open, if the site was given to WPC and would also save money from the capital programme by providing a grant in order to enable WPC to build and operate the new toilets”.

3.13
The letter goes on to suggest that the local police and doctors are also giving their support for new toilets to be built in Vale Gardens because of the ongoing problems with the existing ones. (Since then, I have received a letter from the Sabden and Whalley Medical Group suggesting that vandalism suffered by the practice premises was caused by gangs of youths congregating around the toilet block.)

3.14
In response to the parish council’s letter, I wrote back to the parish council and once again asked for more detail of the proposal, specifically:

· what level of provision the parish council anticipated siting in Vale Gardens (eg male, female, disabled facilities, baby changing etc?)

· the likely design and construction of the facilities

· the proposed maintenance regime and refurbishment/replacement cycle

· provision for indemnity insurance for both third party and employer’s liability, and

· the level of revenue support anticipated, or alternatively an indication of how the parish council intended to organise and fund the operation and maintenance of the toilets.

3.15
The parish clerk was unable to respond to those queries.  After he spoke to the chair of the parish council, the view was taken that the matter should be discussed by the whole parish council, who do not meet next until 20 July.

4
RISK ASSESSMENT

4.1
The approval of this report may have the following implications

· Resources – it is suggested that there would be a net saving for the council if the proposal by the parish council were to be adopted.  This suggestion is based on a number of assumptions and, as yet, no calculations.  It is suggested in the body of the proposal that the council should give to the parish council the existing toilet block (presumably with land).  Of course, this could only take place with the consent of the Secretary of State, as there is a standing requirement on local authorities to obtain market value for any assets disposed of, unless peculiar circumstances persuade the Secretary of State that an alternative approach would be desirable.  In summary, there is insufficient detail available to be able to calculate, even roughly, the net effect of this proposal.

· Technical, Environmental and Legal – the lack of any drawings or even outline plans as to the level of provision on the site makes it impossible to assess the legal or environmental implications of the proposal.  Based on our experience throughout the borough, we would also be concerned to know that up to date technical solutions to combat vandalism were incorporated into the design.
· Political – there are no clear political issues arising out of this report.

· Reputation – the council currently provides toilet facilities in Whalley.  The toilets are of reasonable standard, if a little “tired”.  The problem being experienced is one of behaviour, which is not directly in the council’s control.  It appears that this proposal is being put forward as a solution (or possibly the only solution) to that problem.
5
RECOMMENDED THAT COMMITTEE

5.1
 Note the proposal put forward by Whalley Parish Council.

5.2
Consider whether the proposal would meet the needs of the residents and visitors in Whalley.  

John Heap

DIRECTOR OF COMMUNITY SERVICES

BACKGROUND PAPERS:

Appendix A attached -  Capital Replacements Programme

File 3.3.2(i)

For further information please ask for John Heap

on 01200 4414461
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