	



Minutes of Policy & Finance Committee

Meeting Date:

Tuesday, 21 November 2006

Present:

Councillor C J Holtom (Chairman)

Councillors:


Also in attendance: Chief Executive, Director of Resources, Director of Development Services, and Legal Services Manager

520

MINUTES

The minutes of the meeting held on 26 September 2006 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

521

MATTERS ARISING

(a)
Minute 398 Local Area Agreement 

Councillor Ranson asked if there had been any update on this matter.  The Director of Development Services replied that there was no update but he promised to progress chase this issue.



(b)
Minute 408 – Phillips Telephone System Update


Councillor Dyson requested an update on this item.  The Chief Executive reported that progress was being made and that only a small percentage of calls were now being lost due to delays in answering.  

522
STRONG AND PROSPEROUS COMMUNITIES – THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT WHITE PAPER

The Chief Executive referred to the recently published “Strong and Prosperous Communities” - the Local Government White Paper, which contained over 170 pages and 7 Appendices and included a separate document which invited Councils to make proposals for future unitary structures or to pioneer, as pathfinders, new two tier models.

Enclosed with his report was a comprehensive summary which had been produced by the Local Government Association.

The key issues in the Local Government White Paper included:

· the new performance framework which would reduce the number of national performance indicator targets;

· an enhanced role for the Council as strategic leader and “place shaper” through stronger local strategic partnerships, new local area agreements and a duty for cooperation between Councils and local partners;

· the development of sub regional multi area agreements;

· stronger political leadership by requiring Councils to opt for a directly elected mayor, directly elected executive or an indirectly elected leader for a four year term;

· an invitation to Councils in shire areas to bid for unitary status or enhanced two tier working;

· a strengthened role for Councillors including powers to respond to community calls for action on local issues, and greater freedom to speak on planning and licensing issues affecting their wards;

· devolution of powers, including the removal of the requirement for the Secretary of State’s consent for bye laws and for the creation of Parish Councils;

· Councils are encouraged to put integration and community cohesion at the heart of community strategies and local area agreements.  

RESOLVED:
That a special meeting of the Council be arranged for Monday, 27 November 2006 at 7pm to consider the Local Government White Paper in greater detail.

523

MODIFICATIONS TO STANDING ORDERS

The Legal Services Manager advised Committee that Standing Orders should be kept under review and modified to reflect the Council’s role and changes in legislation.

She reminded Members that the Council had recently modified its financial regulations and also modified the contractual Standing Orders which underpinned the financial regulations.  Before new Standing Orders were printed it was therefore appropriate to make any other necessary modifications. 

She highlighted that the Council was committed to a review of its Committee structure and Governance arrangements.  The modification which formed the basis of this report were minor modifications and would ensure that the Standing Orders remained fit for purpose in the interim.  These were as follows:

(a)
amendments to reflect changes made to Section 100F of and Schedule 12A to the Local Government Act 1972 by the Local Government (Access to Information)(Variation) Order 2006;

(b)
amendments to reflect the fact that the National Code of Local Government Conduct referred to in Standing Order 21D had been replaced by the Ribble Valley Borough Council’s Code of Conduct for Members May 2006;  and

(c)
amendments to the extracted copies of Sections 94-98 of the Local Government Act to reflect changes made to those sections by various pieces of legislation.

Members raised some minor amendments to Standing Orders 12(10) and 7(7).  In addition a suggested amendment to Standing Order 10(2) was also discussed.  A full discussion took place on this particular amendment and its relationship to existing Standing Orders 10(2) and 10(5).  

RESOLVED:
That Committee 

1.
modify Standing Orders in accordance with the matters set out in paragraph 3.1 as per the mark up set out at Annex A to the Legal Service Managers report;  and

2.
agree to replace Standing Order 10(2) as now attached as an Appendix to these minutes.  

524

POLICY STATEMENT OF PRINCIPLES OF GAMBLING

The Legal Services Manager reported that the Gambling Act 2005 would be implemented by this Council in 2007.  Arrangements had to be put in place to have the necessary policies and procedures in operation.  At this stage it was necessary to deal with three preliminary matters all of which would need to be approved by full Council.  These matters were as follows:

(i)
Statement of Principles (Gambling);

(ii)
setting of fees;  and

(iii)
delegation of functions to Licensing Committee.  

RESOLVED:
That Committee

1.
approve the Statement of Principles and recommend it to full Council;

2.
recommend to full Council the proposal to delegate fee setting from full Council to the Licensing Committee;  and

3.
recommend to full Council the proposed delegation scheme in relation to the functions of the Licensing Committee as shown at Appendix B of the Statement of Principles as amended by the addition of references to small scale lottery registration.  

525

TIMETABLE FOR BUDGET SETTING

The Director of Resources set out a suggested timetable for budget setting for 2007/08.  He explained each stage of the budget process and the importance of meeting the dates outlined.

RESOLVED:
That Committee approve the budget timetable as now set out.

526

CALCULATION OF COUNCIL TAX BASE

The Director of Resources asked Committee to consider the council tax base for 2007/08.  

The Local Government Finance Act 1992 required each billing authority to calculate the council tax base for its area or part of its area, such as Parish.  The report included the Director of Resources provisional calculation of the tax base.  The final calculation must be made and then approved between 1 December 2006 and 31 January 2007.  The Council were in the process of notifying parishes of the estimated tax base for their area to enable them to set precepts.  The report also dealt with details of how the calculation was made and made particular reference to the Local Government Finance Act 2003, particularly in relation to the statutory discount given to long term empty properties and also to second homes.

RESOLVED:
That Committee 

1.
delegate to the Director of Resources in consultation with the Chairman and Shadow Chairman of this Committee the setting of the council tax base between the statutory dates;  and

2.
confirm the council tax discount for empty furnished properties to remain at 10% and the council tax base be revised to reflect this.

527

SERVICE PLANS


The Committee agenda includes service plans for the following services:

· Legal Services

· Corporate Services

· Financial Services

· Revenues and Benefits

· ICT.

The Chairman said because of the importance of these plans he felt that they should be considered by a sub Committee to enable Members to consider them in more detail.

RESOLVED:
That further consideration of the following Service Plans be deferred to a sub Committee consisting of three Conservatives and two Liberal Democrats to meet in the near future:

· Legal Services

· Corporate Services

· Financial Services

· Revenues and Benefits

· ICT.

528

GRANTS FOR PARISHES AND COMMUNITY GROUPS

The Director of Development Services asked Committee to consider and agree a formal administrative procedure for allocating grants totalling £300,000 to community groups and parishes throughout Ribble Valley with a specific focus on Longridge.  

At its meeting on 26 September 2006, Committee had approved and adopted a medium term financial strategy for 2007/2008 to 2009/2010.   One of the key objectives of the strategy was to reduce the Council’s general balances to a minimum recommended level of £700,000 over the next five years.  To assist in achieving that objective the Council had now agreed to:

(a)
transfer £100,000 to the Community Enhancement Fund for outside bodies to be invited to apply for financial assistance for capital projects;

(b)
transfer £100,000 to a fund to be made available for Parish Councils to apply for financial assistance for specific capital schemes including those outside bodies that manage or control recreational play areas such as recreation associations with particular emphasis being placed on the encouragement of applications for assistance towards the refurbishment of children’s play areas, village halls and the provision of speed indicator devices;  and

(c)
place up to a further £100,000 in an earmarked reserve to be made available depending upon the outcome of discussions to be held with civic leaders and other interested parties in Longridge to identify whether financial assistance was needed to promote and encourage specific community projects designed to improve the well being of residents and visitors to Longridge.

A working group of Councillors met on 17 October to make an initial set of principles and guidelines to allow the proper allocation of the grants.  There were a number of matters on which the working group came to a definite conclusion including general matters, financial matters, publicity, selection of schemes, conditions, feedback and Longridge specific issues.

There were several other matters which needed Committee’s approval which the member group did not finally determine but were before Member for final consideration. These included:

· where a group or parish were submitting several applications there should be a clear indication of the priority of each;

· there should be a point where funds allocated to projects that had stalled were reallocated;

· details should be given of any revenue expenditure implications of the project and how these are to be covered;

· details of partner organisations and input from them should be given. 

Members clarified that any reference to Longridge also covered the parishes of Thornley-with-Wheatley and Hothersall for the purposes of these grants to coincide with Borough Ward boundaries.  

It was agreed that the parishes grant scheme included recreation associations and village hall committees, ie those formal groups concerned with the provision of leisure opportunities.

Members also suggested extending the deadline for community enhancement grants to the 28 February 2007.

It was also agreed that funding should be allowed for pump priming ongoing projects by both Parish Councils and groups provided the long term sustainability of such projects was assured.

RESOLVED:
That Committee endorse the conditions, procedures and timescales as set out in the report subject to the amendments now being agreed by Committee being adopted as the criteria on which the three schemes would operate.  

529

DISABILITY EQUALITY SCHEME AND DIVERSITY ISSUES


The Director of Development Services referred to his report which introduced a Disability Equality Scheme for Ribble Valley Borough Council and sought approval to it.  

He commented that as from 4 December 2006 all public authorities would be subject to a disability equality duty.  As part of that legal duty a Disability Equality Scheme must be published.  The basic requirements would have to have due regard to the following:

· promote equality of opportunity between disabled people and other people;

· eliminate harassment of disabled people that is related to their disability;

· promote positive attitudes towards disabled people;

· encourage participation by disabled people in public life;

· take steps to meet disabled people’s needs even if this required more favourable treatment.  

He further commented that the very first performance indicator included within the Council’s Performance Plan was the level of the equality standard for Local Government to which the Authority conformed.  At present Ribble Valley have yet to achieve Level 1 which was its target for 2005/2006 and remained so for 2006/2007 and 2007/2008.  The Corporate Management Team had invited IDEA to visit Ribble Valley to explain a project they were running to assist Councils at Level 0 or Level 1 on how to make significant progress in this important area.  This initiative was called the ‘Diversity in the Districts’ programme.  The programme involved receiving ten days of support for which the Authority paid for two of those days.   The programme required the Council to identify its specific needs with regard to equality issues.  

RESOLVED:
That Committee

1.
adopt the attached Disability Equality Scheme along with a commitment to review it on an annual basis;  and

2.
endorse the five commitments in paragraph 2.2 in reference to all the Council’s activities.

530

GRANTS REVIEW

The Director of Resources referred to minute 832 of this Committee dated 21 March 2006 and now reported that a sub group of Overview and Scrutiny (Resources) Committee had met on 6 September to produce a more defined scheme.  A report was submitted to the Overview and Scrutiny (Resources) Committee on 19 October for them to consider the following issues and propose a scheme to this Committee. 

The Scrutiny Committee felt that in future grants should have a separate budget head within the Policy & Finance Committee. They pointed out that currently every application was treated on its merit which resulted in grants being awarded ranging from £130 to one grant of over £50,000.  Once a recurring grant had been approved, the organisation did not have to reapply or report back on how the money had been spent.  This raised the issue of whether organisations should apply for a grant on an annual basis.  

It was felt that grants over £10,000 could not be given on an annual basis due to the administrative difficulties this would cause the organisation if no grant was awarded for the following financial year.  It was therefore proposed that grants should be split into three ranges:

(a) 
over £10,000;

(b)
over £1,000 but below £10,000;  and

(c)
under £1,000.

Organisations requesting grants in excess of £10,000 should apply including a 3-year financial plan.  A 3-year grant could then be awarded.  However,  justification of how this project was proceeding must be received and reported to Committee before year 2 or the final year grant was paid. Grants in the mid and bottom range should apply annually.  It was also proposed that either a sub-group of the Policy and Finance Committee or the Overview & Scrutiny (Resources) Committee should review applications received and recommend an allocation of grant monies available to Policy and Finance Committee.  It was pointed out that currently there was no set criterion against which organisations could apply and against which Committee could judge the merit of a grant.  In 2005 Policy and Finance Committee agreed a set of criteria for how Community Enhancement Grants were allocated and it was proposed that these criteria, with small modifications, should be used to allocate general grants. 

RESOLVED:
That Committee 

1.
approve the scheme as proposed by the Overview and Scrutiny (Resources) Committee;  and

2.
retain the control over the allocation of grants with this Committee. 

531

CAPITAL STRATEGY

Committee were requested to approve the updated Council’s Capital Strategy.  That strategy set out the process for managing the Council’s investment programme.  It explained how the Council planned its Capital programme and how the programme contributed towards the achievement of the Council’s Corporate Objectives.  

The key elements of the Strategy were as follows:

(i)
Policy Context and the Councils overall priorities

(ii)
Purpose of the Capital Strategy

(iii)
Strategic Budgeting and Key Areas of Capital Expenditure

(iv)
The Capital Programme Framework

(v)
Capital Budget Priorities

(vi)
Capital Programme Monitoring

(vii)
Bidding for Additional Resources

(viii)
Partnerships

(ix)
Consultation Arrangements

(x)
Links to Other Strategies and Plans

(xi)
Performance Measurement and Monitoring

(xii)
Best Value and Continuous Improvement

(xiii)
Cross Cutting Activities

(xiv)
Procurement

(xv)
Risk Management

(xvi)
Project Management

The Director of Resources explained the importance of the Capital Strategy and how it linked to the Asset Management Plan and other key Council plans.

RESOLVED:
That Committee approve the Capital Strategy as now set out. 

532

REVENUE MONITORING 2006/2007

The Director of Resources informed Committee of the position for the first six months on this year’s revenue budget.

He gave details of a comparison between actual expenditure and the original estimate for the period.  There was to be an overall underspend of £90,721.

Members then asked a number of questions on items such as office accommodation, Dictaphone system, consultant’s costs for job evaluation and electoral legislation.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

533

TREASURY MANAGEMENT MONITORING 2006/07

The Director of Resources presented his progress report of the Council’s treasury management activities for the period 1 April 2006 to 30 September 2006.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted. 

534

BUDGET WORKING GROUP MEETING – 13 SEPTEMBER 2006

Committee considered the minutes of the Budget Working Group meeting which had been held on 13 September 2006.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

535

REVENUES AND BENEFITS GENERAL REPORT

The Director of Resources informed Committee of debts outstanding for business rates, council tax and sundry debtors.  Also he updated Committee on the benefits performance, benefits fraud investigations, prosecutions and sanctions.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

536

REGENERATION ACTIVITY REPORT

The Director of Development Services informed Committee of progress made in the implementation of the priorities for the regeneration section.  The report listed the key achievements which the section had made over the past three months.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

537

EXCLUSION OF PRESS AND PUBLIC

RESOLVED:
That by virtue of the next item of business being exempt information under Category 7 of Section 12A of the Local Government Act 1972 the press and public be now excluded from the meeting.

538
ST MARY’S CHURCH HALL, CLITHEROE – PROPOSED PURCHASE BY TRINITY COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP

The Chief Executive presented a report which asked Committee to consider the following three issues relating to the proposed purchase of St Mary’s Church Hall, Clitheroe by the Trinity Community Partnership.

1.
agree the prescribed conditions of a loan from the Council to assist with the purchase;

2.
request for annual revenue grants for 2006/07 and 2007/08 to offset running costs;  and

3.
to update on the transfer of the adjacent Council owned land at The Shelters.

RESOLVED:
That Committee

1.
approve the suggested conditions for the loan as set out in paragraph 3.1 of the report;

2.
refuse the application for financial support by revenue grants in 2006/07 and 2007/08 to offset running costs;

3.
confirm the conditions for the sale of the sheltered site as set out in paragraph 5.2;

4.
nominate the Chief Executive to attend future Trinity Community Partnership Development committee meetings;  and

5.
decide upon a Councillor to be nominated to the board of the operational company of Trinity Community Partnership when it commenced to manage the St Mary’s Centre.

The meeting closed at 9.21pm.

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