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1
PURPOSE

1.1
To confirm the Council’s arrangements when licensing hackney drivers and private hire drivers.

1.2
When issuing a licence to a driver the Council must consider, (apart from the requirement for a driving licence etc), whether in its view the applicant is a fit and proper person to hold a driver’s licence.  (Hackney drivers:- Local Government Miscellaneous Provisions Act 1976 Section 59 (i) which provides that a Local Authority must be “satisfied that the applicant is a fit and proper person to hold a driver’s licence”.  Private hire drivers:- Subject to the same requirement by virtue of Section 51 of the same Act).

1.3
Section 57(i) of the Act gives a wide power to request “such information as the Local Authority consider reasonably necessary to determine whether the licence should be granted”.  

1.4
The purpose of this report is to consider whether the current arrangement, namely the use of the Knowledge Test, should be modified, and in particular, to resolve the issue of requests made by various groups at various times for exemption from the Knowledge Test.

1.5
Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities

	
	Council Ambitions
	-
	)


	Hackney and private hire drivers are in a position of trust, and it is vital that they are subjected to full and proper assessment before the Council grants a licence



	
	Community Objectives
	-
	)


	

	
	Corporate Priorities
	-
	)


	

	
	Other Considerations
	-
	)
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BACKGROUND

2.1
For some considerable time the Council has used a Knowledge test to assist in its assessment of whether a driver is a fit and proper person to hold a licence.

2.2
When the Council introduced its knowledge test it was a requirement that, before the grant of a licence, the knowledge test had to be passed.

2.3
Over time various applications were made and granted for exemption from the knowledge test.  Examples of these are set out below:

· 
Drivers of vehicles used only to collect under school contracts;

· Drivers of vehicles used for airport transport only;

· Drivers of vehicles carrying out executive type work;

· Drivers of vehicles with satellite navigation systems.


No formal system existed for exempting drivers and no alternative method to assess the driver was introduced.

2.4
In due course a disproportionate number of people were claiming entitlement to exemption, and it was decided to modify the procedure so that all drivers had to take the knowledge test, but that only hackney drivers would have to pass the test before they obtained a licence.  The reasoning behind this was that hackney drivers can be hailed at the rank and can, in theory, have to take a customer anywhere in the Council’s area.  Private hire drivers, on the other hand, are always pre-booked, and therefore have an opportunity between the booking being taken and the journey commencing to make sure they know the location.  In addition private hire drivers work through an operating base, and can usually rely on the operator or a member of his staff to be able to tell them, by radio, how to find a particular place.

2.5
Private hire drivers are, therefore, issued with a six months temporary badge, and during that period they can make four attempts to pass the knowledge test.  Most hackney drivers begin by operating as private hire drivers and then obtain a hackney drivers licence once they have passed the knowledge test.

2.6
A copy of the guidance issued to drivers in relation to the knowledge test is attached for information (Appendix 1).  In simple terms the test can be written or verbal, the latter taking the form of an accompanied drive with an officer of the Council, and there are two types of tests based on Clitheroe and Longridge respectively.  

3
ISSUES

3.1
The Council is often asked to exempt particular drivers.  Operators claim that it is difficult to get drivers to commit to the amount of work involved to learn the knowledge test.  

3.2
Particular problems arise if, for example, the individual concerned only carries out one school contract and therefore is only ever travelling between two points, or habitually does airport transport and therefore is essentially only going to the airport and back.

3.3
Certain firms within the Authority’s area carry out ‘executive’ type work, either in that they work for specific companies, for example particular industrial enterprises or hotels, or only for a very limited and  (in their view) select client list.  Their argument is that they do not need to be able to find the variety of places that would be required of the normal private hire or hackney driver. 

3.4
Finally, an argument has been raised that if a vehicle is fitted with a satellite navigation system it would not be necessary to learn the knowledge test as the driver automatically has access to information for each address.  

3.5
It is very important to consider all of these arguments in the context of the fact that the Council can only issue two types of drivers licences, ie hackney or private hire drivers licences. 

3.6
Once issued the licence authorises all types of work.  It would be very difficult to control what type of work was being carried out by the driver, including work which might fall outside the limit of the different test taken, once the licence was issued.

3.7
Enforcement of different requirements for differently assessed drivers would be extremely difficult, as would be the formulation of and evaluation of different types of tests.

3.8
In that respect a test has been provided as a suggested test for executive purposes by one of the operators in the area.  This could be considered more fully if Committee wished to accept, in principle, the option of different types of tests.

3.9
These matters have been canvassed regularly at the annual taxi meeting.  At the most recent meeting there was a consensus that the use of satellite navigation systems was not an adequate substitute for the requirements of the knowledge test, not least because these systems can fail, can be expensive and also do not always show new development. 

3.10
Claims are often made that other authorities licence drivers differently, and I have therefore contacted Kirklees and Harrogate Borough Council both of whom issue executive plates.  (I intend to deal with the issue as to whether or not this Council should have an executive plate for vehicles at a subsequent Committee).  Neither of the Councils referred to make a distinction when testing drivers, only in the type of plate for the vehicle, and both were clear that all their drivers, irrespective of the type of work carried out, undertake the same test.

3.11
The final issue which has been raised in relation to the test, is whether or not there should be a third location for the test based around Whalley.  It would not be likely that any driver would be able to confine their business entirely to Whalley, it is therefore felt that the option of either Clitheroe or Longridge is a reasonable arrangement.  

3.12
It is important when considering these matters to have regard to the purpose that the test serves.  In addition to demonstrating a knowledge of the local area the test provide a useful opportunity for the Council’s Officers to assess the drivers and to note matters which are equally relevant, such as communication skills, personal appearance, cleanliness etc.  To remove the requirement for the test, or to complicate the system by different tests would be to lose this vital opportunity.

4
RISK ASSESSMENT

4.1
The approval of this report may have the following implications.  

· Resources -  This issue has been raised by various operators and drivers over a protracted period of time, and the Council has, on occasion, changed its practice.  However, it is now important to establish clear and firm guidelines for operators and drivers to ensure that a fair and adequate system is used to test the fitness of applicants.  This will also assist in preventing staff time being used to assess individual requests.

· Technical, Environmental and Legal -  See above.

· Political – N/A

· Reputation – N/A
5
RECOMMENDED THAT COMMITTEE

5.1
 Approve the existing arrangement in relation to use of the knowledge test, namely:


That the test should be taken by all drivers irrespective of the type of work they carry out.

5.2
Confirm that the test must be passed before the applicant can be issued with a hackney carriage drivers licence; 

5.3
Confirm that we continue to offer four attempts within the first six months, based on the issue of a temporary badge in relation to private hire drivers;  and

5.4
Confirm that the current arrangements in relation to the use of Clitheroe and Longridge as the basis of the test continues.

LEGAL SERVICES MANAGER

For further information please ask for Diane Rice

, extension 4418.
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