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COMMUNITIES SCRUTINY PANEL,  15th August  2013 


PRESENT: Councillor Thompson (Chair)

Councillors Beal, James, Kirton, Rivron, D Young 

11 MINUTES OF MEETINGS HELD ON 11TH AND 23RD JULY 2013
IT WAS AGREED that the Minutes of the meetings of the Communities Scrutiny Panel held on 11th and 23rd July 2013 be approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair. 

12 DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

Further to Minute Number 2/G3 of the Communities Scrutiny Panel meeting held on 9th May 2013 a representative from the White Ribbon Campaign and the Workforce Development Manager for the Council were invited to provide an oral update on what could be done and what Calderdale, as a responsible employer, were doing to support its staff who were either perpetrators or victims of domestic violence.  

Mr Chris Green, a representative from the White Ribbon Campaign attended the meeting and addressed the Panel providing information on what the White Ribbon Campaign was and what accreditation meant, and also provided information on what other organisations were doing to go the extra mile and how this Council could support staff who were victims of domestic violence. Members were advised that the Local Authority accreditation programme of White Ribbon Campaign was an evolving activity and 35 Local Authorities were signed up to the campaign.  Highlighted was a "bystander programme" funded by this Authority, which was about to commence, to encourage young men to get involved and take action when they see inappropriate behaviour.  "Youth 21" had been commissioned to undertake the "bystander training" in Calderdale. Mr Green suggested six practical White Ribbon goals for Members consideration. 

The Workforce Development Manager advised that there was work to be done on the Domestic Violence Policy for Calderdale and agreed with the practical guides suggested by Mr Green. This could be cascaded out as part of the Employee Development package. It was important that work was carried out to look at how the Council could support staff affected by domestic violence. 

Members commented on the following issues:

· at a previous meeting of this Panel, the way that Pennine Housing 2000 had their handymen reporting any suspicions of domestic violence in the course of their work was impressive, this could be included in the practical guides being discussed;

· was there anything on the Council's internet or intranet about domestic violence?  In response, Officers advised that there was nothing aimed at staff, but the Counselling Service was aware of domestic violence;

· the reality of this is about being meaningful to staff on a day to day basis; what guidance would there be for staff to support them on a day to day level;  In response, Officers advised that with support from Mr Green of the White Ribbon Campaign, the Council could look at developing programmes to deliver as part of the suite of training that was currently offered; 

· was there a methodology or programme to measure events, progress or improvement in response to the White Ribbon Campaign?  In response, Officers advised that they could call on IT systems to provide the statistics needed.  Mr Green also advised that there was a lot of support available outside the Council where information could be shared;

· progress would be a work force survey using the intranet seeking details about "attitudes" could this be used to gather information to be used as a baseline for this work?  In response, Officers advised that this could be included in the "Cultural Survey" due to be rolled out in the Autumn; 

· if someone had a suspicion of another person who was perpetrating domestic violence, was there some confidential way for them to report it?  In response, Officers advised that this could be put in place; 

· Calderdale Council was one of the largest employers in Calderdale and it was important for all staff to be aware that there could be perpetrators and victims of domestic violence within the Authority.  It was important to make all staff aware of what Domestic Violence is and there was a need to ensure all understood the definitions. In response, Mr Green advised that under the definitions it talks about violence against women as well as domestic violence.  There was a lot of expertise in the "Domestic Abuse Partnerships" that could help. 
IT WAS AGREED that: 

(a) Mr Chris Green of the White Ribbon Campaign be thanked for attending, suggesting goals and responding to Members questions; and 

(b) it be recommended to Cabinet that they: 

(i) request each Council service, including associated organisations and partnerships, to report on how their own activities could and shall: 

· identify and report incidents and concerns relating to domestic violence;
· engage men in speaking out about violence; and 
· challenge negative gender stereotypes; 

(ii) adopt and publicise an employee policy on Domestic Violence; 

(iii) evaluate White Ribbon Take Action Calderdale, with a view to continuing support to the "bystander programme"; 

(iv) propose at least two senior staff members as White Ribbon Campaign Ambassadors; 

(v) use the white ribbon kite mark on materials, posters and signage, to provide visibility of the Council's commitment to challenging violence against women; 

(vi) undertake activities to publicise and promote November 25th, White Ribbon Day, across the Borough, with Staff and Councillors to be offered ribbons, ribbons to be available on counters and a statement to be released from the Council Leader and Chief Executive; 

(vii) recommend to the Civic Advisory Group that a White Ribbon flag be displayed on the Town Hall on November 25th, White Ribbon Day; and 

(viii) build into the existing Annual Staff Survey a Workforce Survey on attitudes relating to domestic violence, in order to consider what support would be required in the future.
13 LOCALISED COUNCIL TAX REDUCTION SCHEME – PROPOSALS FOR 2014/15 

The Director of Communities and Business Change submitted a written report outlining the proposed changes to the Council Tax Reduction Scheme for 2014-15.  On 8th July 2013, Cabinet approved consultation be undertaken on proposals to change the Council Tax Reduction Scheme for 2014-15.  The Council would have to find additional savings of £1.9m from elsewhere if it were to continue with the current scheme.  Consideration would need to be given to what, if any, protection should be given to vulnerable customer groups and to whether any transitional protection should be given to existing claimants.  

The Council set aside some funding in its budget to counteract the reductions in Government’s contribution to Council Tax Reduction for 2013-14.  Using up to date caseload figures and after adjusting for changes to other contributing factors, the Council would face a deficit on Council Tax Reduction should it continue with the current scheme.  
Members commented on the following issues:

· all disabled people were vulnerable, would they have to pay under this new scheme? In response, Officers advised that this was for Councillors to consider and recommend to Cabinet;
· there appeared to be an issue in other authorities with the collection rate being low for those who had not previously had to pay any council tax. Although it was early days, there must be a cost to the chasing of arrears and there could be an argument that we were putting a high cost on collecting small amounts from vulnerable people. In response, Officers advised that they had built in some assumptions on the impact of the cost of collecting arrears; 

· it was important to be careful about making sweeping statements about vulnerability, it should be about income; 

· why were we looking at a £2 minimum, why not £3, £4 or £5?  In response, Officers advised that it was considered the least impact on customers, but this could be reviewed; 

· there were concerns about the cost of collection from customers already on benefits and also there was a need to take into account the "spare room subsidy" tax and all the other benefit changes that were occurring. In response, Officers advised that the Local Government Association (LGA) were developing a tool to assess the cumulative impact on individuals, but this was not yet available; 

· the Council did not introduce this scheme last year as it was thought that the relative small amounts would be counterproductive against the Officer time, could we obtain comparative statistics from other Councils that did not do the same as this one? In response, Officers advised that they could obtain some figures from neighbouring authorities, on the costs of their collections, to see if theirs was cost effective; 

· there were concerns that should we need to take enforcement action, this could make credit ratings worse for vulnerable people and the Chair asked for the thoughts of the Cabinet Member with responsibility for Communities. In response, the Cabinet Member advised that there was not a great deal of choice, this could raise a significant amount of money and if we did not consider doing this scheme the savings required would have to be made elsewhere; 

· if people were working it was important to give them incentives to continue working, what would the impact be on Tax Credits?  In response, Officers advised that this was not known yet; 

· concerns were raised about going ahead with this scheme without knowing more about the impact of other benefit and tax credit changes.  Could Officers look at the impact of a reduction of 15 or 20% instead of the 29% quoted? In response, Officers agreed that this could be looked into.
IT WAS AGREED that the Director of Communities and Business Change be requested to submit a further report on the Council Tax Reduction Scheme to the next meeting of this Scrutiny Panel to be held on 12th September 2013, the report to include: 

· modelling about reducing the percentage impact; 
· what information could be collected from the West Yorkshire Authorities about real cash collection in the first three months; 
· the impact on the cost of staffing; 
· the impact of the spare room subsidy and other benefits changes; and 
· other minimum levels of Council Tax Reduction award such as £4 or £3 per week, as well as the £2 and £5 options in the report.
14 FIRST QUARTER REVENUE MONITORING 

The Director of Communities and Business Change submitted a written report which enabled the Panel to consider the Directorate’s overall revenue monitoring position and reasons for any major variations. The report declared that the Directorate was experiencing a number of areas where there were budget pressures in the current year. Action was being taken to contain these within current overall budgets.  The report outlined measures in place to ensure that a balanced budget was achieved. Appended to the report was the summary of the financial forecasts for the 1st quarter revenue monitoring for the Communities Directorate for 2013/14.  

Members commented on the following issues:

· concerns were raised regarding the projected loss for Libraries. In response, Officers advised that this was because the income targets were not being met, as a result of customers using the website to renew books and other services; 

· with regard to the projected loss for the Victoria Theatre, was the business model right for this theatre and did staff at the theatre do comparatives on the successes of people in seats and looking at the successful shows?  In response, Officers advised that they had some targets on models of how to run the theatre, but there was a downturn in bookings and the budget was not sufficient to run the theatre.  Staff were always communicating with other theatres to do comparators. 

IT WAS AGREED that: 

(a) the report be noted; and 


(b) the Director of Communities and Business Change be requested to submit a report on the financial positions relating to income targets and income generation of the Victoria Theatre and Libraries to the Panel meeting to be held on 14th November 2013, in conjunction with the existing work plan item for that meeting. 
15 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 addition of the reports requested above. 

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

Minutes of the Meetings held on 11th and 23rd July 2013 

Localised Council Tax Reduction Scheme – Proposals for 2014/15 

First Quarter Revenue Monitor 

Work Plan 2013/14 
