F65
ECONOMY AND ENVIRONMENT SCRUTINY PANEL,

5th March 2015


PRESENT: Councillor Baker (Chair)


Councillors Holden, Kirton (substitute for Councillor Tagg), Lynn, Pillai, Press, T Swift (substitute for Councillor Martin)
45 MINUTES
IT WAS AGREED that the Minutes of the meeting of the Economy and Environment Scrutiny Panel held on 29th January 2015 be approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

46 LEEDS CITY REGION/WEST YORKSHIRE COMBINED AUTHORITY

The Head of Housing, Environment and Renewal attended the meeting and gave a presentation on the Leeds City Region and West Yorkshire Combined Authority and the work going on in Calderdale. 

The presentation summarised the structure of the Leeds City Region and the West Yorkshire Combined Authority, their visions and the sources of investment in Calderdale, initiatives to improve employment and skills in the area and the current need for further business development. The Town Centre Delivery Plan was outlined, along with the green agenda and the housing agenda for Calderdale. 

Members commented on the following issues:
· Regarding the West Yorkshire Transport Fund, what was the current situation with regards to disabled access to Todmorden Station? In response, officers advised that they had spoken to Leeds City Region about the installation of a lift at Todmorden Station, there might be funding available from the LTP IP2 (Local Transport Plan Implementation Stage 2).

· Members requested that they be kept up to date with schemes that were being planned. Maybe minutes from the Investment Committee could be circulated, brought either to this Scrutiny Panel or to Cabinet. 

· What was the current timetable for franchising? In response, officers advised that the invitation had gone out to tender now. It was likely to begin in 2016. 

· On slide 9, the Town Centre Delivery Plan, was this plan formal, or was it still just under discussion as potential plans? In response, officers advised that the Town Centre Delivery Plan was to be used to back up individual bids to prove that thought had been put into future plans, it would not exist as a formal scheme as such, it covered at least 10 years of rolling projects.

· Regarding “our housing stock” what was meant by this and what could be done to influence the lack of new-build development carried out by Pennine Housing? In response, officers advised that they were referring to housing stock in all sectors.  Pennine decisions were affected by grant rates and local rent levels. Deployment of assistance for new housing would be influenced at a local level or at a national level from Government. The Local Plan was important in housing supply given its role in allocating land for housing.

· The structure and connections between meetings and boards, how did it work? In response, officers advised that it was not clear how it would work as yet, it might be worth bringing an item back to the Scrutiny Panel later in the year and inviting the Secretariat to attend too. It was also discussed that Members might benefit from an away-day or training session on the structure and plans of Leeds City Region. 

· Did the Council have sufficient resources and staff to ensure cohesive working? In response, officers advised that the Council had to be astute in using people, specialist consultants in some cases to support the core internal team to carry out mainstream work. All staff were currently multi-tasking, and they were working with the Economic Taskforce regarding a full time post for enabling further European funds to be applied for. Calderdale has a strong core of staff but vacancies are occurring as the economy improves.

· How could Calderdale feedback to the central Investment Committee? In response, the officers advised that three Members from each Council were on the LCR Scrutiny Panel, there were also other Members who were part of the sub-groups. 

IT WAS AGREED that

(a) Officers be thanked for the presentation; 

(b) a visit from the Leeds City Region secretariat be arranged to a future Economy and Environment Scrutiny Panel; 

(c) the Member Training and Development Officer be requested to run a seminar for all Members of the Council on the structure of the Leeds City Region, West Yorkshire Combined Authority and Local Economic Partnership; and

(d) Minutes from the West Yorkshire Combined Authority Scrutiny Panel be brought to this Scrutiny Panel on a quarterly basis for a brief overview.
47 OUTLINE OF A POSSIBLE BUSINESS RATE RELIEF SCHEME

The Director, Economy and Environment submitted a written report which followed up a report to Scrutiny Panel (Meeting date 16th October 2014) which considered the effect on the economy and economic regeneration of the business rates discounts currently available in Calderdale. It concluded that it was difficult see any noticeable impact resulting from these schemes (all standard schemes defined and paid for by Central Government and available throughout the country) whilst drawing attention to the discretionary relief powers that Councils now had available to offer local discount schemes.

Following receipt and discussion of the report the Panel requested a follow up report that would outline a possible rate relief scheme for the Calderdale area.  The proposition was to use the discretionary relief powers to encourage property development as a means of assisting economic regeneration. The rationale being that the prospect of lowering the tax burden on a company during a period of expansion would free up cash flow to enable the investment in expansion to go ahead, encouraging employment creation, economic growth and an increase in Calderdale’s business rates base.

The previous ‘Business Rates/Discounts’ report indicated that the business rate relief schemes currently offered were limited in effect.  Local Rates Discount schemes offered by Leeds City Region partners illustrate potential models for Calderdale. A business rate discount scheme could be run at no net cost to the Council by the medium term as providing rate rebates to encourage the provision of new floor space, and hence growth in business rates, would generate income.  However there were initial costs to the Authority.
Members commented on the following issues:
· The proposed scheme was recognised as straightforward, could additional social criteria be added to it such as the requirement for employers to pay the Living Wage? In response, officers advised that the scheme was kept deliberately simple to encourage investment at a time when development of premises in Calderdale was very low, social criteria could be added once growth had reached a healthier level.

· Regarding the risks involved, how did the Council counter them and would we lose income? In response to the risk of businesses moving away once the discounted rate period was over, officers advised that if a business made the decision to relocate to Calderdale, the investment made in relocation costs, property and staff would not only outweigh the initial outlay on the rebate but would also bind the business to its site. Regarding the risk of leaving low quality space empty, if an existing Calderdale investor moved to new-built premises this would free up older buildings for refurbishment, with likely increases in rateable value also warranting assistance from the proposed scheme. Regarding the risk of losing income from rates growth that would happen anyway, currently there was very little growth in Calderdale, making any such risk small.

· Had research been carried out on other local authorities to see if Business Rate Rebate schemes worked? In response, officers advised that the schemes had not been running long enough to show results but word of mouth from other authorities had indicated that their schemes were a useful tool in attracting interest from inward investors.
IT WAS AGREED that
(a) the report be noted; and

(b) this Panel requests the Director, Economy and Environment note the comments of the Scrutiny Panel, as detailed in the preamble of this minute, in particular with regard to the discussion around the Brent Council model and the living wage, and that the Panel recommend this report outlining the possible Business Rate Relief Scheme for the Calderdale Area, along with the comments of this Scrutiny Panel on this matter be taken forward to the next Economic Task Force meeting for its consideration.
48 WORK PLAN
The Scrutiny Support Officer presented the Work Plan for consideration.

IT WAS AGREED that the Work Plan be approved subject to the following alteration:
(a) the Head of Planning and Highways be requested to submit a report on highways and engineering service; provisional plans for the maintenance of roads and  prioritisation of minor traffic and parking improvement schemes scoring matrix to the 9th July 2015 meeting of this Scrutiny Panel. 
