
Councillor Sweeney - Cabinet Member for Communities

Report for Council Meeting on the 27th April 2016

Key Headlines from the Communities Directorate         
I am pleased to be reporting to Full Council in my role as Portfolio Holder for Communities and Service Support.  As ever, I can only cover a small part of what the Directorate does in this report due to the range of services covered.
Flood recovery continues to be a significant piece of work for many of our services, with many staff working hard on clean up and recovery as well as developing plans for how we can improve our response in the future.  I would like to thank all staff working on this important agenda for their continued hard work and commitment to making our communities safe, vibrant places for the future.  Our Community Safety & Resilience Team have held a number of Flooding Debrief sessions, gathering important feedback which will help us learn and prepare for similar events; our Neighbourhoods team also continue to maintain a presence supporting ‘flood hubs’ for those needing additional help and advice. Staff have also been supporting the volunteers who have given so much to help communities get back on their feet and are looking at how we build on this by establishing new community organisations and roles in communities working alongside staff in hubs across the Borough. 
It has been a busy season for the Safer, Greener, Cleaner team: Staff have been continuing to help with clean ups, in particular the Countryside service which has been working closely with the Canal and River Trust to coordinate cleanup of our waterways.  I’d like to thank this service particularly for their hard work in often difficult circumstance for all they have done to get our open spaces back to normal after a particularly challenging winter season.  They have also recently worked with Community wardens to clean up for the Queen. The teams focused their attentions on those areas where local residents had complained about fly tipping and litter which was presenting a risk to residents. I hear that this resulted in a fantastic response from local residents.  
I am also very pleased to inform Council of the huge success of the new Grow Wild: Calderdale Corridors of Colour project blossoming across Calderdale. This amazing project has involved all parts of the service working with Park friends groups, community groups and partner organisations throughout winter and Spring preparing areas ready for sowing and will transform the borough over the seasons to come. The team’s apprentices have been involved from the project’s inception, creating seed beds and harvesting the seeds and working with Incredible Edible Brighouse to plant a new orchard to aid the promotion of fruit trees and fruit production in an urban community park.  The apprentices have recently been awarded a Grow Wild Grant to enable further work with Incredible Edible to develop some environmental information interpretation boards and to host a wildflower workshop and painting day in May. It is anticipated that the various species of wildflowers will be in full flower within 80 days from sowing so hopefully subject to weather conditions early July - sites such as King Cross lane and flood affected areas such as Hebden Bridge, Copley and Sowerby Bridge will be riot of colour in July and August. I urge all councilors to take the opportunity to get involved with and support this project where you can.

Getting Calderdale back to business after the floods has also been a major focus for the directorate: 

In March we published our Wildside Guide promoting walks and open spaces and the Events and Festivals Guide providing a snapshot of the great events taking place throughout spring and summer - from the traditional to the unusual. We have also recently run a special round of Event and Festivals Funding to offer some financial support to local communities putting on events following the floods. We are a leading partner in the recently announced Yorkshire Festival running this year from 16 June – 3 July 2016 with a programme of exciting cultural events which celebrate the county’s artistic richness for residents and visitors alike. We are also already putting plans in place for next year’s Tour de Yorkshire. The quality of the offer means that we are increasingly attracting visitors from outside the region, nationally and internationally:  For example, the Tourism team recently supported a delegation of six representatives from Yingtan, China during their visit to Calderdale.  

Councillors will be pleased to hear that Halifax pool recently celebrated its 50th birthday with a number of activities, discounted memberships and special offers as part of our aim to get more people more active. I was also pleased that over 60 people from a variety of sport and physical activity clubs and organisations recently attended a Calderdale Club Development Evening held at the MBI Shay Stadium. The event was organised by Sports Development and supported by West Yorkshire Sport and North Bank Forum who provided workshops and support around marketing, club structures, funding and club development. The feedback was excellent with people requesting more of the same. This is one of the first steps to working with the voluntary sector and other providers towards make Calderdale the most active borough in the country. 
Also celebrating its birthday was Todmorden Town Hall which hosted its 141st Birthday on Sunday 3rd April.  On the day visitors brought historic memorabilia to the Town Hall to be scanned by Pennine Horizons as part of the local archive, these included an invitation and menu card from the day the Town Hall opened in 1875.  

Calderdale’s unique heritage has also been promoted this spring through a series of Meet the Experts events about Halfiax Piece Hall. These have included an insight into the archaeological dig at the Piece Hall, with the opportunity to find out about the excavation of the Square Church site including the osteoarchaeology of some of the bodies found; and an architect’s view of the design of both the Piece Hall Transformation and the New Library and Archive.  Elsewhere, Bankfield Museum has hosted a number of successful exhibitions: The Lost Houses of the South Pennines exhibition by successful local artist Kate Lycett and Time Keepers, based around time travel, which welcomed over 1,500 visitors through the doors during February half term.
Calderdale is currently leading the way in promoting the safety of residents, businesses and visitors with its recent upgrade of CCTV to IP HD.  Our CCTV co-ordinator, was recently invited to speak at a conference hosted by BT Redcare Surveillance at the BT Post Office Tower in London about the project which gives the Police and Community Safety Team access to higher quality pictures, improved night vision, better recording and the ability to zoom into fine details as well as reductions in running costs.  I am proud that this has come about through the continued joint work of Calderdale Safety Partnership. Recently the CCTV team helped West Yorkshire Police succesfully investigate a number of possible robbery offences in Elland.

We are also continuing to support local communities on some key areas of resilience.  In response to CSE national awareness day, the directorate hosted a Safeguarding Conference involving the Police, TAG (Together Against Grooming - a group of experienced volunteers who work within the community raising awareness of CSE and internet Safety) and the Muslim Women’s Network UK. The event was aimed at local residents in particular mothers/carers to raise awareness of signs of CSE, how to report it, and where to get support from.  
I am pleased to report that our customer service team have also been involved in a number of important projects in recent months.  In February Council approved a new Enforcement and Sanction Policy for Blue Badges.  As part of this drive the Customer Access Team held a very successful Blue Badge Amnesty between 22 February and 4 March.  Customer Services have also been working closely with colleagues from Waste and ICT to launch the new garden waste recycling service.  This a new opt-in service for residents who would like their garden waste collected from home, using a green wheelie bin. An annual subscription of £40 covers the cost of the service. It was our clear intention to encourage customers to sign up online for their annual subscription. 
The Benefits team have also successfully introduced a new improved online service, with the introduction of a new application form for people who wish to claim help with their rent and/or Council Tax.  The new process makes it easier for customers to apply, and will also free up staff time, meaning efforts can be concentrated more on those people that need extra support or help.  I am pleased to see that joint working across the directorate means that library colleagues are offering support to those who currently do not have the digital skills to get online and Customer First team are supporting claimants with benefits advice.  In the first week 58% of new applications were made on-line and this has increased week on week with 78% of our customers now using this improved facility.  
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