	



Minutes of Policy & Finance Committee

Meeting Date:

Tuesday, 25 September 2007, starting at 7pm

Present:

Councillor E M H Ranson (Chairman)

Councillors:


In attendance:  Chief Executive, Director of Resources, Director of Community Services and Director of Development Services.

431
APOLOGIES

Apologies for absence from the meeting were submitted on behalf of Councillors M Barrett and J Holgate.

432
MINUTES

The minutes of the meeting held on 31 July 2007 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

433
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

Councillor Hind expressed some concern that Members who represented the Council on outside bodies, such as Roefield or the Shadow Housing Board could not contribute to the debates in Committee as they were required to declare an interest and leave the meeting.  He asked that Committee reconsider this policy along the lines of that operated in the House of Commons.

The Chief Executive gave his views on this matter and pointed out examples of where there would be a real conflict of interest for Members.

RESOLVED:
That the Legal Services Manager be asked to prepare a report on this policy for a future meeting of this Committee.


Councillor Ranson declared an interest in item 15.

434
BUDGET FORECAST 2007/08

The Director of Resources submitted a report which updated Committee on the Council’s three year budget forecast.  He reminded Members that the minimum level of general fund balances agreed previously in the medium term financial strategy was £700,000.  He commented that the position was now considerably worse than last year’s forecast and he highlighted the main reasons for this worsening position which were:

· concessionary travel – contracted services;

· job evaluation – allowances for appeals;

· superannuation – extra 1%;

· Council Tax income.

In total this came to £1.34m extra over the next three years.  This would take the Council’s general fund balances to a predicted minus £1.13m before any action was taken.  He pointed out that the Council’s latest three-year forecasted budget was only balanced by taking increasing large amounts from reserves.  This was with a 2.5% increase in Council Tax, which was roughly in line with inflation.  He urged Members to review the larger items in the forecast and after that as a minimum bring in efficiency savings to ensure that we complied with the strategy that balances did not fall below £700,000.  He also highlighted a number of potential problems and benefits, which would have a significant impact on the budget for next year and beyond.  Some of these items were:

· housing stock transfer;

· job evaluation appeals;

· three stream waste collection;

· growth items from service plans;

· extra costs/savings from Longridge Sports Centre gymnasium;

· Castle scheme revenue costs from 2009 onwards.

Members discussed this matter in some detail, particularly in relation to concessionary travel costs.  He commented that the Budget Working Group had met recently to consider the forecast in detail and were recommending the following:

i)
Any growth items must be supported by corresponding savings in the budget.

ii)
In addition, officers be asked to find 2.5% overall savings in the base budget.

iii)
The Council should prepare two budgets for capital and revenue:

a)
as if our housing stock was retained; 

b)
as if our housing stock was transferred.

iv)
The financial implications surrounding changes to Longridge Sports Centre/gymnasium be calculated as soon as possible and this be reported to Community Committee and Policy and Finance Committee in November.

RESOLVED:
That Committee agree the recommendations of the Budget Working Group as set out above.

435
LANCASHIRE LOCAL – REVISED CONSTITUTION

The Chief Executive referred to his report which informed Committee of the constitution adopted by the County Council which governed the Lancashire Locals Ribble Valley Joint Committee and informed Committee of changes made to the constitution in May 2007.

He reported that in November 2005 this Committee considered a consultation paper prepared by the County Council in relation to the proposal to create a Joint Committee of each district area.  The Committees were to be comprised of County and District members in order to design and deliver local services in the particular area.  The Committee broadly supported the proposal.

In February 2006 the County Council approved the constitution to govern the arrangements for these Lancashire Local Committees.  In May 2007 this constitution was revised following a dispute relating to the political balance provisions.  At the annual meetings of the Council in 2006 and 2007 the Council allocated the four available seats on the Lancashire Local Ribble Valley Committee having regard to political balance provisions.

A letter had now been received by the Chief Executive in relation to the issue of political balance.  This was in relation to a dispute with Hyndburn Borough Council. 

Although this Council had not to date formally agreed to operate in accordance with the requirements of the County Council’s constitution for Lancashire Locals the arrangements made by this Council had been based on applying political balance provisions.  In order to formalise the current arrangement and to comply with the request made by the County Council, this Council needed to note the adoption of the County Council’s revised constitution (May 2007) as the framework governing the involvement of this Council in the Lancashire Local Committee.

RESOLVED:
That

1.
Committee note the terms of the County Council’s constitution for Lancashire Locals – Ribble Valley in particular the May 2007 revision relating to political balance; and

2.
acknowledge the constitution as the framework governing the Borough Council’s involvement in the joint committee.

436
FEES IN RELATION TO REQUESTS UNDER THE FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT 2000 AND THE DATA PROTECTION ACT 1998

Committee considered the comprehensive report from the Council’s Solicitor about when and what fees may be charged for certain information that was required from the Council and to seek approval for a proposed fee regime.  The report referred Committee to the Freedom of Information Act 2000 which allowed access to information held by public authorities.  The report also referred to the Data Protection Act 1998 which existed to provide protection for people’s personal information and to allow others to use personal information if they needed to in accordance with set statutory procedures.  There was clearly an issue about the amount of charges which could be made by the Council in relation to charging for this particular work and the regulations also provided that the appropriate limit for local authorities was £450.

Unlike many district councils who employed an Information Officer to deal with the myriad of Freedom of Information and Data Protection Requests and Issues, Ribble Valley Borough Council historically had amalgamated these into the Legal Section and the IT Section respectively.  The Council’s Solicitor therefore dealt with Freedom of Information requests as well a providing legal advice in respect to data protection issues to the Council’s Data Protection Officer.  Although the Council could if it wished have no de minimis in place and charge freedom of information applications full disbursements in respect of every request that was made.  It was suggested that this was not good practice, was not reflected in the practice of other Lancashire district councils and would not make economic sense.

Similarly the Council could if it so wished, charge less than the maximum fee of £10 for a subject access request under the Data Protection Act 1998 however given that such requests were often time consuming and sensitive, and that potentially large amounts of information could be requested, the Solicitor and Data Protection Officer felt that a blanket fee of £10 was appropriate.  For these reasons the Solicitor and the Data Protection Officer had agreed upon a draft fees policy which met the legislative requirements but which was also proportionate and fair and which employed a de minimis fee level for FOIA requests and a £10 fee in respect of all subject access requests.

RESOLVED:
That Committee

1.
 adopt the fees policy as set out in Annex A to this report;

2.
agree that the fees policy should be published on the Council’s website and used by Council Officers in conjunction with the legal guidance when deciding on whether and how much to charge an applicant requesting information under the Freedom of Information Act or the Data Protection Act.

437
LOCAL GOVERNMENT FINANCE FORMULA GRANT DISTRIBUTION CONSULTATION PAPER

The Director of Resources submitted a report which gave recommended responses to the consultation paper on formula grant distribution agreed by the Budget Working Group.

In July the Government had issued a consultation paper setting out proposed changes to the grant distribution system.  It was likely that any changes agreed would last for the next 3 years following on from the Government’s intention to provide stability in the grant system.

The Budget Working Group at its meeting on the 17 September, considered the various options and resultant exemplifications and had recommended the Council’s response to the paper.

Committee then considered the recommended response by the Budget Working Group which covered the following areas:

i)
Environmental protective and cultural services.  Of the three options put forward the Budget Working Group recommend option 1 - £189,000 extra.  This was based on the number of day visitors to each authority.

ii)
Capital finance.  No exemplifications have been provided and the Budget Working Group did not think it would impact on the borough council’s formula grant.

iii)
Area cost adjustment.  Of the four options put forward the Budget Working Group recommended option 2 which was plus £19,000.

iv)
Taking account of relative needs and resources the Budget Working Group view was to leave the element unchanged.

v)
Tapering grant floors down.  The Budget Working Group supported the change proposed.

vi)
Other changes included 100% quarterly scans of benefit data,  attractiveness of area to day visitors and student exemptions and the Council Tax.

RESOLVED:
That Committee approve the Budget Working Group’s response to the consultation paper as set out above and reply appropriately.

438
REFERENCES FROM COMMITTEE

(a)
Community Committee – Badger Well Water, Sabden

The Director of Community Services referred to Minutes       and      of Community Committee dated 17 July and 11 September 2007, where Committee had considered reports on flooding problems which had occurred in Sabden earlier this year due to a collapsed culvert at Badger Well Water.  Despite repeated attempts to trace the riparian owner of the land, it was apparent that this problem would have to be resolved before winter set in.  A supplementary estimate of £10,000 was therefore requested by Community Committee to rectify this problem.

RESOLVED:
That £10,000 be added to the Capital Programme to enable the remedial works at Bader Well Water, Sabden to be carried out.

439
REFORM OF EMPTY PROPERTY RATE RELIEF

The Director of Resources informed Committee of the changes to empty property rate relief that were occurring from 1 April 2008.  He reminded Committee that the Valuation Office Agency determine the rateable value for each property and the amount payable was then determined by multiplying this by of two multipliers set by Central Government each year, depending on whether the ratepayer qualified for small business rates relief or not.  If a property was unoccupied it was exempt from paying business rates for up to 3 months and therefore a 50% discount applied.  However, unoccupied industrial property, listed buildings and properties with rateable values of less than £2,200 were currently exempt indefinitely.  In the Ribble Valley during 2007/08 we had currently granted a total of £457,115 in unoccupied industrial property exemptions, £64,022 in 50% discounts for properties unoccupied for more than 3 months, £27,173 for unoccupied properties with rateable values below £2,200 and finally £12,607 for unoccupied listed buildings.

From the 1 April 2008 after the initial 3 month exemption period unoccupied non-domestic property would have been liable for the full charge.  Similarly the exemption allowed for industrial property to be limited to 6 months and therefore a full charge would be payable.

The Director of Resources then commented on the additional burden not only on businesses but on the collection authority and the fact that there was no new Government money to help cope with this.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted. 

440
REVENUES AND BENEFITS GENERAL REPORT

The Director of Resources submitted his report in respect of the following matters:

· National non-domestic rates (NNDR);

· Council Tax;

· Sundry debtors.

He also commented favourably again on the recent results published by the Audit Commission on the performance of housing benefit staff across England.  Once again Ribble Valley Borough Council were in the top 10 national rankings in all categories.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

441
BUDGET WORKING GROUP – 8 AUGUST 2007

Members received the minutes of the Budget Working Group dated 8 August 2007.

442
EXCLUSION OF PRESS AND PUBLIC

RESOLVED:
That by virtue of the next items of business being exempt information under Categories 1, 7 and 9 of Schedule 12A of the Local Government Act 1972, the press and public be now excluded from the meeting.

443
RESIDUAL HIGHWAYS AGREEMENT WITH LANCASHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL

Committee considered the report of the Director of Community Services which explained to Committee the implications that the Residual Highways Agreement (RHA) has had on the Council and in particular the street scene section of the Community Services Department.

He referred to the report which had been prepared by the Council’s Solicitor and had been presented to Community Committee on the 11 September 2007.  He reminded Members that the RHA was the result of determination of the Lancashire Highways Partnership by Lancashire County Council in June 2006.  Members then discussed this matter in some detail.

RESOLVED:
That

1.
Committee note the contents of the report; and

2.
ask the Overview and Scrutiny (Services) Committee to investigate this agreement and its impact on Ribble Valley Borough Council’s finances and staffing levels.

444
PROPOSED LOAN TO RIBBLE VALLEY SPORTS AND RECREATION ASSOCIATION 

The Chairman declared an interest in this item and left the meeting.  The Vice Chairman chaired the meeting in his absence.

The Director of Resources referred to Minute 280 of Committee dated 31 July 2007 and to the Special Policy and Finance Committee held on 29 August 2007 where Committee had considered a request from Ribble Valley Sports and Recreation Association for financial assistance to enable them to expand Roefield Leisure Centre.

Committee had agreed in principle to provide a loan of up to £645,000 to Ribble Valley Sports and Recreation Association subject to specific financial and service conditions.

The question of agreeing to conditions of such a loan had been delegated to the Director of Resources in consultation with the Vice Chairman of this Committee and the Chairman of Community Committee.

Committee now considered the agreed Committee’s conditions following consideration of the service conditions at Community Committee and at a meeting between Councillors Sherras and Thompson and the Director of Resources.

Members then discussed these conditions in some detail.

RESOLVED:
That Committee agree to the terms and conditions of the loan now set out subject to the minor amendments now suggested by Committee. 

The meeting closed at 8.32pm.

If you have any queries on these minutes please contact Marshal Scott (414430).
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