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SAFER AND STRONGER COMMUNITIES SCRUTINY PANEL, 

1st December 2011 


PRESENT: Councillor Rivron (Chair)
Councillors Mrs Bampton-Smith, Beal, Cooper, Hutson, Thompson, Young
31 MINUTES OF MEETING HELD ON 20TH OCTOBER 2011 
IT WAS AGREED that the Minutes of the Safer and Stronger Communities Scrutiny Panel held on 20th October 2011 be approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.
32 RELOCATION OF CENTRAL LIBRARY SERVICE
The Scrutiny Support Officer submitted a written report which provided an overview of the recent decision made by Cabinet to relocate the Halifax Central Library to a new site adjacent to the Square Church, the Industrial Museum and the Piece Hall. 

Northgate House and the Halifax Central Library and Archive buildings were expensive to maintain and were not fit for purpose for our customers. To refurbish Halifax Central Library and Archive would cost up to £6m and it would be more cost effective to sell the site and build a new library.   The Council was therefore proposing to build a new Central Library. The new purpose built building would provide Calderdale residents with a state of the art modern library of an appropriate size.  Businesses wanted to invest in Calderdale and Calderdale residents wanted better shops and leisure facilities.  Northgate House and Halifax Central Library and Archive buildings were ideally placed to provide an opportunity to safeguard Halifax’s economic future, bring jobs and businesses and join Halifax’s exciting development together.  The new Central Library and Archive supported the Piece Hall redevelopment and created a vibrant cultural quarter with Square Chapel and Orange Box.
Dr Hargreaves, Chair of the Halifax Civic Trust attended the meeting and addressed the Panel. Dr Hargreaves had received representations from the Calderdale Pensioners’ Association, the Halifax Antiquarian Society, the Halifax Scientific Society, the Mosque Committee and local residents who were against the relocation of the Central Library to the site adjacent to the Square Church, the Industrial Museum and the Piece Hall.  Dr Hargreaves advised that the location of the new site was ill-judged and was at the edge of the town centre. A high percentage of library users came into town by bus and the library’s location in relation to the bus station was ideal.  The vast majority of library users did not use the railway and the offer of a shuttle bus from the town centre was ill conceived.  There was a high level of public concern about the Council’s plans and the Council needed to take account of the changes in the population’s demographics when making decisions.   Many residents wished for the Central Library to be retained in its current location and felt that the move to the proposed location would affect the quality of life especially of older visitors and those with mobility issues.  The Calderdale Pensioners’ Association, Halifax Antiquarian Society and Halifax  Scientific Society all held meetings in the Library meeting rooms because of the ease of access from the bus station. These groups feared for their future as they felt that the increase in walking distance from the town centre would deter members from attending meetings.  Adult education and local history classes were also held at the Central Library and these were mainly attended by older people who enjoyed the mental stimulation these courses provided.   Young people felt that they would no longer visit the Central Library as it would take longer to get there and there was no bus service to the site.  Dr Hargreaves felt that the relocation of the Central Library would result in a sharp decline in the number of visitors which would in turn impact on the service.
Mr David Glover, member of the Calderdale Equality Forum attended the meeting and addressed the Panel. Mr Glover advised that the relocation of the Central Library would have a negative impact on disabled people who felt that the Library’s current location was very central, providing good access by public transport and provision for disabled parking.  
Ms Ann Kirker of the Halifax Antiquarian Society attended the meeting and addressed the Panel. Ms Kirker advised that the Society were concerned about the Central Library’s move and advised that Calderdale residents had not been given time to consider the implications.  The present location of the Central Library was excellent as it was close to other amenities, the bus station and parking.  Meeting rooms in the library were well used and there were no public access problems.  The flexible layout of the Central Library meant it could be adapted to meet the needs of the community.   Both the Halifax Antiquarian Society and the WEA had held courses at the Central Library due to its good accessibility.
Mr Neil Alexander advised that the Equality Forum were concerned as they had not been consulted about the proposals to move the Central Library.  The Equality Act 2010 promoted equality and the decision to move the Central Library to its new location did not address the views made following the public consultation in 2009.

A representative of Mums-Net attended the meeting and addressed the Panel.  Calderdale parents thought that the current siting of the Central Library was excellent as it was easily accessible for parents with prams and pushchairs. Many parents dropped into the Library whilst out shopping and children saw a visit to the library as a special treat.  Parents feared that moving the library would lead to the loss of facilities and that parents would no longer attend book days and other children’s activities.  Some areas had lost their library bus and it was felt that the estimated £20m which would be spent on the new build would be better allocated to reinstating library buses and on purchasing new books.  The Council should retain the Library in its current location and investigate ways of increasing the number of services which it charged for.

Councillor Collins, Cabinet Member with responsibility for Economy and Environment attended the meeting and addressed the Panel.  Councillor Collins advised that the Central Library was important to both Calderdale residents and Councillors. Access and equality were very important and Councillor Collins advised that he had spent time over the last few days around the library to assess its use and its relationship to the town centre.  He had found that people accessed the Central Library in many different ways. A significant number of visitors came from the bus station and there would be some access issues if the library were moved, these issues would need to be addressed by the Council.  Many buses did not enter the bus station as part of their route and many bus routes ran across the town.  It was important when considering the future of the Central Library that any decisions were balanced with the future of the community. The restoration scheme for the Piece Hall together with and the relocation of the Central Library would create new opportunities for the town.
Councillor Mrs Nash, Cabinet Member with responsibility for Safer and Stronger Communities attended the meeting and addressed the Panel.  Councillor Mrs Nash advised that to maintain the Library in its current position would be very costly for the Council.  The site could be revamped which would mean that the library would be closed for two years.  The decision made by Cabinet meant that the town had an opportunity to develop a new library in the centre of Halifax.

The Director, Safer and Stronger Communities attended the meeting and addressed the Panel. He advised that many Local Authorities across the country were meeting to decide the future of their libraries, and it had been predicted that over the next 12 months, 600 libraries would close. The Council had completed a review of Library Services and had not proposed the closure of any libraries in the area.  The current Central Library was expensive to maintain and difficult to manage and these costs would increase over time.  A new facility would in the long run be more cost effective. There had been a decline in usage at the Central Library and the Archive Service run by West Yorkshire Joint Services had been reduced due to their reduced budget.  The development of Orange Box in Thomas Street was ongoing and this would create a venue for young people and other communities.  The restoration of the Piece Hall and the relocation of the Central Library would create a vibrant quarter of the town centre.  The Council would make provision for disabled parking and public transport to the new site and the new facilities would be better for service users.
The Scrutiny Support Officer circulated copies of letters of representation received from local residents and groups.

Members commented on the following issues: 
· The public had been consulted about the future of the Central Library in 2009. It was clear that views hadn’t changed over that time and that residents were still against the re-location of the Central Library.  There had been no consultation on the proposals and no decision should be made until a consultation had taken place.
· Had this issue been referred to the Equalities Forum?  In response, Officers advised that the Vice Chair of the Equalities Forum had advised that the relocation of the Central Library had been considered by them and a letter had been received to this affect. The Council would work with the Equalities Forum in future to address any issues.  An Equality Impact Assessment would be carried out before the issue was considered by the Council on 7th December 2011.
· The new location for the Central Library was not easily accessible for disabled people and the new facility will not be used in the same way as the current Central Library.  
IT WAS AGREED that 

(a) the thanks of this Panel be extended to all attendees of this evening’s meeting for their honest and open representations; and

(b) it be recommended to the Council that before any decision is taken relating specifically to the relocation of the library and archives, detailed consultation is undertaken with, as a minimum, those organisations consulted in the 2009 exercise and the Equality Forum.

33 SHIBDEN PARK – CAR PARKING CHARGES
The Scrutiny Support Officer submitted a written report which requested the Panel’s consideration of options for parking charges at Shibden Park. At its meeting of 31st October 2011, Cabinet considered options for parking charges at Shibden Park and resolved that 
“the proposals be referred to the Safer and Stronger Communities Scrutiny Panel for detailed consideration and recommendation to Cabinet”.
Following Budget Council, a temporary car parking scheme was introduced in April 2011 with the intention that it would continue until a pay and display scheme could be put in place.  There had been a number of concerns by members of the public regarding both the introduction of parking charges and the information given to Cabinet to make its decision. 
The proprietors of Coffee Culture and Mrs Mopps Cleaning Service attended the meeting and advised the Panel that the introduction of car parking charges at Shibden Park had had an impact on their businesses and had resulted in a loss of earnings. A proper consultation on the introduction of the charges had not taken place with many businesses only finding out about the charges after the decision had been made. The decision to increase charges had been based on a small survey which did not take account of the representations and petitions which had been submitted. In the past, there had been queues of cars waiting to enter the Park and since the introduction of the charge there had been no queues and the car parks were empty. The reduction in customers numbers affected businesses who in turn paid fees to the Council, created jobs and boosted the local economy.  Businesses felt that the situation would get worse should the charges continue and the Council should look at other ways of generating income within the Park.
A member of the Shibden User Group attended the meeting and addressed the Panel. The Shibden User Group felt that the sample used by the Council in compiling its data was very small and represented only 1% to 2% of visitors to the Park. The data did not take into account the numbers of visitors at peak and trough times, and the pricing model was not standard. 60% to 80% of users disagreed with the charges and the data collected was highly questionable.
The proprietor of the boating lake and pitch and putt sites attended the meeting and addressed the Panel.  He advised that a charge of £1 per car per day would be reasonable and it would then be up to visitors if they wished to pay for other services and activities.  Many visitors to the Park felt that the charges were fair.

Members of the public who used the Park attended the meeting and addressed the Panel.  It was important that the Council maintained thriving business communities and considered the social impact of business who were no longer able to retain their staff.  Out of town shopping centres were thriving due to their free parking facilities and parking charges should be abolished to encourage people into the Park and to stimulate the local economy.  The data in the report were based on estimates and the Council should take account of the representations by local businesses and park users who had a better idea of the situation at the park.  The Heritage Lottery Fund had contacted the Council’s Chief Executive to request information on the charges as the funds awarded for the restoration scheme at Shibden Park were provided on the basis that the Council would support the Park.
Councillor Taylor attended the meeting as Ward Councillor and addressed the Panel. He advised that he had received some objections about the car parking charges and raised concerns about the effects of the charges on businesses.  Councillor Taylor felt that a rise in the charges would affect businesses and local residents were concerned about an increase in the number of instances of park visitors parking outside their homes.

Councillor Mrs Nash, Cabinet Member with responsibility for Safer and Stronger Communities attended the meeting and addressed the Panel.  Councillor Mrs Nash advised that she had spoken to many people about these issues.  The budget consultation carried out had established that Calderdale residents felt that it was important for the Council to protect vulnerable people, this came at an enormous cost to the Council which needed to be met and the introduction of charges for certain services helped to meet these costs.  Opinions were divided on the charges and traffic orders would be put in place to protect local residents.
Members commented on the following issues:

· The Council needed to find savings of £55m. The consultation on the wider budget proposals had provided the Council with the clear message that people were prepared to pay for services to generate revenue.  The Council was facing a huge financial challenge and had serious choices to make.
· The Council had used a small sample when questioning visitors on their views about parking charges. There had been no impact assessment on the effect of the charges to businesses and the surrounding area.

· The Council needed to look at ways to improve efficiency to make savings at the park and become more creative in income generation.

· How many job losses would there be if there were no charges for parking? In response, Officers advised that there would be a reduction of 70% in the running costs for the park which would result in no self standing service and job losses.

IT WAS AGREED that 

(a) this Panel extends its thanks to all representatives who have attended this meeting and provided evidence; and

(b) it be recommended to Cabinet that this Panel feels that it would be unwise to make a decision on the issue of car parking charges at Shibden Park without a full impact assessment and that this be carried out before a final decision is made.

34 WORK PLAN
The Scrutiny Support Officer submitted the Work Plan for consideration by Members of the Panel.
IT WAS AGREED that the Work Plan be noted.

Note: The following reports are available for inspection by Members of the Council:-

Minutes of Meeting held on 20th October 2011 
Relocation of Central Library Service 

Shibden Park – Pay and Display Parking Scheme

Work Plan
