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COMMUNITIES SCRUTINY PANEL, 11th July 2013 


PRESENT: Councillor Thompson (Chair)

Councillors Mrs Allen (substitute for Cllr James), Beal, Kirton, Rivron, D Young 

5 MINUTES OF MEETING HELD ON 13TH JUNE 2013

IT WAS AGREED that the Minutes of the meeting of the Communities Scrutiny Panel held on 13th June 2013 be approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair. 

6 COUNTRYSIDE SERVICE REPORT 
The Director for Communities submitted a written report providing updated information on the Countryside Service and its Action Plan. In May 2012 the Countryside & Woodlands Team had worked with local organisations and Countryside Volunteers to develop a plan to manage and support Calderdale’s Countryside. The Countryside Action Plan that was appended to the report at Appendix 1 focused on land management within the whole of Calderdale using a partnership approach, although the Countryside & Woodlands Team took a strategic lead and provided Council representation in many areas. It also identified key internal actions for the service. Main themes were identified with actions for each theme and current key actions were appended to the report at Appendix 2.


The service had to look at all options in an effort to move ahead in challenging times, managing budget reductions whilst looking to maintain Calderdale’s special natural heritage. The action plan identified how they intended to continue to meet their goals. 

Members commented on the following issues: 
· Current volunteer numbers? In response Officers advised that they had 100+ volunteers. The new Volunteer Coordinator was in the process of writing out to all volunteers to introduce himself and the proposed changes to their expenses.

· Volunteer expenses? In response Officers advised that these were to be brought in line with national policies and other voluntary organisations. The changes were due to be implemented in September 2013 and a review carried out by December 2013. Information on these changes would be circulated to Members. 

· Lift sharing? In response Officers advised that there had been issues raised with the cost of business insurance for some of those offering lifts. Expenses for car-sharing were also currently under review.

· Was there much invasive vegetation in Calderdale? In response Officers advised that Himalayan balsam, giant hogweed and Japanese knotweed were proving to be particularly difficult this year. 

· The current situation with Norland Moor? In response Officers advised that improvements on drainage and paths were being investigated and funding for this was from the Rights of Way Service.

· Flooding and flood prevention? In response Officers advised that it was a major issue and there was a growing public awareness that what happens on the high moorlands affects urban areas. The chair of Calderdale Friends of the Earth commented on the vital role the Countryside Service had played after the upper valley floods last year. The Service coordinated volunteer efforts, provided resources and lead on the preventative protection of urban areas. 

· Impact of budget cuts and the reduction of supplies and services? In response Officers advised that staff were utilising the Calderdale Council Metrocard scheme, and careful work planning and borrowing of vehicles from other services and the Mixenden Outdoor Centre. 

· Income generation, for example the sale of firewood? In response Officers advised that the service likely to be doing some management in North Dean Woods and could then hold a road side sale. Longer term work was being carried out with groups to dry and sell timber and wood, and to identify markets. Selling for biomass fuel was not an option for Calderdale due to issues of quality and quantity.

· Local Access Forum? In response Officers advised that Calderdale had a new dedicated Forum now, previously it was jointly with other West Yorkshire local authorities. A variety of issues were raised and the Cabinet Members for Economy and Environment and Communities were invited to attend. 

· Volunteers’ satisfaction? In response Officers advised that the new systems in place would be reviewed before Christmas and this would include volunteers’ satisfaction. The restructure of the Service to create the Volunteer Coordinator post took into account volunteers comments regarding support. However, returning to a payments system rather than expenses was not an option.

IT WAS AGREED that 

(a) the Chair of this Panel be requested to write to the Cabinet Member for Communities to express the views of this Panel that: 
(i)   
the Countryside Service should continue to investigate sources of income;

(ii) 
the Countryside Service should raise their profile further through the Council’s website;
(iii) 
the importance of volunteers to the Countryside Service be recognised; and

(b) Officers be thanked for the presentation and report.

7 DISCRETIONARY RATE RELIEF (DDR)

The Director for Communities submitted a written report to the Panel to start consultation with Members on options for a revised Discretionary Rate Relief (DDR) scheme for Calderdale, that took into account the reduced support available for the scheme from central government set out within the new national Business Rates Retention Scheme. This report followed from the report to Cabinet on 8 April 2013 that set out a proposal to consult on the Council’s DRR scheme. Consultation on proposals for changing the Council’s DRR scheme were due to take place July – September 2013 using a range of methods including an on-line survey and direct mail out to those in receipt of DRR.  The outcome from the consultation would inform the final proposals for the revised scheme. Those in receipt of DRR would be notified of the changes by end of March 2014.

Following the consultation the revised scheme was to be put in place from 1 April 2015.  This was because there was a legal requirement to provide a 12 month notice period to changes to the DRR scheme – so that organisations had time to plan their budgets.  

Members commented on the following issues:

· There was a need to be clearer in the consultation that the options offered were only guides, and that it would be possible to take ideas from each option and combine them, focussing on developing a scheme that was workable.

· Which charities were in receipt of the DRR? In response Officers advised that currently local and national charities were in receipt of DRR regardless of the charities annual turnover. Members requested a ward by ward list of those organisations who were in receipt of DRR. 

· All Members agreed that the scheme had to be more transparent and far simpler. There should be greater implementation of the current schemes remit of offering DRR to those organisations whose charitable objectives were to support the people of Calderdale, this should be clearer in the scheme going forward. The current scheme was over complicated and was not sustainable. 

IT WAS AGREED that 

(a) a ward by ward list of organisations currently in receipt of DRR in Calderdale be distributed to all Members and substitute Members of this Panel; and

(b) Officers be thanked for the presentation.

(Councillor Thompson declared an interest as he was a governor of a voluntary aided school and Heath both of which receive Discretionary Rate Relief.)

8 WORK PLAN 2013/14 

The Scrutiny Support Officer submitted the Work Plan for consideration by Members of the Panel.

IT WAS AGREED that the Work Plan be approved subject to the following amendments:

(a) an item focussing on income generation across the Communities Directorate be included within the item on Income Targets to be brought to the 14th November 2013 meeting of this Panel;

(b) an item on Crisis Loans, specifically a comparison between the DWP procedures and the Councils own procedures for the issuing of Crisis Loans, be brought to the 6th March 2014 meeting of this Panel;
(c) an item focussing on the Council’s communications with the public to be brought to the 19th December 2013 meeting of this Panel; and
(d) the Play Service be removed from the Work Plan at this stage in line with the  Children and Young People’s Scrutiny Panel’s decision to do no further work on Cabinet proposals for the Play Service. 
Note: the following reports are available for inspection by Members of the Council:
Minutes of the Meeting held on 13th June 2013 
Countryside Service Report 

Discretionary Rate Relief

Work Plan 2013/14

