COMMUNITY OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITEE

THURSDAY 12 FEBRUARY 2009 AT 10.00AM

PRESENT:
Councillor P Farmer (Chairman), Councillors Harid, Hendry, Mrs Mallinson, McDevitt (as substitute for Councillor Mrs Bradley), Mrs Parsons, Mrs Riddle and Mrs Robson.

ALSO

PRESENT:
Patrick Leonard – Carlisle Housing Association

Hugh Owen – The Riverside Group

Paul Taylor - Carlisle Housing Association


Keith Forrester - Carlisle Housing Association


Councillor Mrs Luckley (Health and Communities Portfolio Holder)


Councillor Earp (Learning and Development Portfolio Holder)
COS.01/09
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

An apology for absence was submitted on behalf of Councillor Mrs Bradley.

COS.02/09
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

Councillor Mrs Mallinson declared a personal interest in accordance with the Council’s Code of Conduct in respect of Agenda Item A.7 – Amalgamation of Carlisle Housing Association and Agenda Item A.8 – Partnership Agreement between Carlisle City Council and Carlisle Housing Association.  She stated that her interest was in respect of the fact that she was a Carlisle City Council nominated representative on the Carlisle Housing Association Board.    

Councillor Hendry declared a personal interest in accordance with the Council’s Code of Conduct in respect of Agenda Item A.7 – Amalgamation of Carlisle Housing Association and Agenda Item A.8 – Partnership Agreement between Carlisle City Council and Carlisle Housing Association.  He stated that his interest was in respect of the fact that he was a Carlisle City Council nominated representative on the Carlisle Housing Association Board.   
Councillor Farmer declared a personal interest in accordance with the Council’s Code of Conduct in respect of Agenda Item A.7 – Amalgamation of Carlisle Housing Association and Agenda Item A.8 – Partnership Agreement between Carlisle City Council and Carlisle Housing Association.    He stated that his interest was in respect of the fact that he was the Chairman of the residents association that was recognised by Carlisle Housing Association.

Councillor Mrs Mallinson declared a personal interest in accordance with the Council’s Code of Conduct in respect of any items relating to Cumbria County Council.  She stated that her interest was in respect of the fact that she was a Member of Cumbria County Council.    

Councillor McDevitt declared a personal interest in accordance with the Council’s Code of Conduct in respect of any items relating to Cumbria County Council.  He stated that his interest was in respect of the fact that he was a Member of Cumbria County Council.    

COS.03/09
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING

RESOLVED – That the Minutes of the meeting held on 6 November 2008, 27 November 2008 and 8 December 2008 be agreed as a correct record of the meetings and signed by the Chairman.

COS.04/08
AGENDA
RESOLVED – That Agenda Items A.7 – Amalgamation of Carlisle Housing Association with the Riverside Group and A.8 – Partnership Agreement between Carlisle City Council and Carlisle Housing Association be considered as the first items of business.
COS.05/09
CALL-IN OF DECISIONS

There were no items which had been the subject of call-in.

COS.06/09
WORK PROGRAMME

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager (Dr. Taylor) presented the work programme for the Committee for 2008/09.  

Dr Taylor asked Members to note that the workshop on Safer and Stronger Carlisle would take place on 26 February 2009.
RESOLVED – That, subject to the issues identified above, the work programme be noted

COS.07/09
FORWARD PLAN

(a) Monitoring of items relevant to the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager (Dr. Taylor) presented report LDS.20/09 highlighting the Forward Plan (1 February to 30 May 2009) issues under the remit of this Committee.

The revised format split the issues between:

· Appendix (i) - Budget and Policy Framework Matters; and

· Appendix (ii) – Non-Budget and Policy Framework Matters

Dr Taylor reminded Members that the Repayment of Disabled Facilities Grants report would not be considered by the Committee and Members had received a copy of the report for information.

A Member stated that a report on recession planning would be considered on 16 February 2009 by the Executive and asked if this committee could scrutinise the report.

A Member raised concerns that matters for consideration were not being put in the Forward Plan in enough time for this Committee to consider which items they would like to scrutinise at future meetings.  Further, many important items were not in the Forward Plan at all and were considered by the Executive under the General Exception rule.  This made it difficult to effectively scrutinise policy developments.
RESOLVED – 1) That the Forward Plan (1 February 2009 to 30 May 2009) issues within the remit of this Committee be noted;
2)  That the committee receive the Recession Planning report for consideration at their next meeting;
3) )  That the comments and concerns of the Committee regarding the use of the Forward Plan be forwarded to the Executive for consideration.
COS.08/09
AMALGAMATION OF CARLISLE HOUSING ASSOCIATION WITH THE RIVERSIDE GROUP

The Chairman welcomed Patrick Leonard, the Managing Director of Carlisle Housing Association and Hugh Owen, Director of Policy and Communication at the Riverside Group, to the meeting.
The Director of Legal and Democratic Services (Mr Egan) presented report LDS.21/09 which gave an update on discussions which had taken place with the Riverside Group and Carlisle Housing Association (CHA) on the proposals for the amalgamation.
Mr Egan reminded Members that the Executive on 22 September 2008 had received a request from CHA to consider a proposal to amalgamate with the Riverside Group Ltd and its other housing association subsidiaries, to form a merged housing association and a new charitable Industrial & Provident Society.  CHA was proposing the amalgamation to create a more flexible organisation, better able to react to change rapidly, to make better use of its assets and skills and to offer tenants better value for money through improved procurement and competitive borrowing.  

A number of issues and concerns had been raised in respect of the proposals where information appeared to be lacking.  The Executive therefore decided that they needed further clarification on the issues raised and that they could not, at that time, support the amalgamation proposals.  The Council consequently wrote to CHA on 6 October 2008 and set out in detail the reasons why it felt unable to support the proposals presented.

Mr Egan explained that since then discussions had taken place with officers and advisers of the Council, Riverside and CHA in respect if the issues raised by the Council.  The discussions centred on whether appropriate protective provisions to address the Council’s concerns could be devised and built into legal documentation with Riverside to ensure future enforceability by the Council.  It was stressed that any such proposals which might be tabled were dependant on Council approval through the Executive.

The Chair and officers from Riverside met members of the Executive informally on the 15 January 2009.  At that meeting, the Executive Members raised particular concerns regarding the nature and extent of the consultation exercise carried out by Riverside on its proposals, and expressed the view that they would need to be satisfied as to its independence and robustness, as indeed the Council had done with the original LSVT consultation.  Riverside therefore undertook to commission an independent revaluation of the “Better Together” proposals, particularly the tenant consultation exercise carried out in Carlisle.  
Mr Egan outlined the constitutional issues which arose from the proposals and explained the contractual provisions which would be in place in an endeavour to address the issues and concerns of the Council.

Mr Egan explained that the contractual provisions referred to in the report were intended to achieve, as far as possible, a replication of the provisions of the existing agreement to secure local control through the Local Divisional Board.  He said that, although the final wording of the contractual provisions would be subject to further discussions, any agreement entered into would reflect the principles of protection set out in the report.
Mr Leonard added that there were three main benefits to the amalgamation for Carlisle:

· A bigger organisation was more resilient especially in times of economic downturn;

· In their five year plan, Carlisle Housing Association would provide 250 new houses for letting in the Carlisle district, the larger organisation would open up the potential for more housing in the future;
· Under the new arrangements the tenants in Carlisle would have the opportunity to influence the new Riverside Group through the Housing Services Committee and the Group Investment Committee.
Discussion arose, during which Members raised the following questions and observations:

(a)  Would this Committee have the opportunity to scrutinise the reports that 
were being presented to the Riverside Carlisle Divisional Board?
In response Mr Leonard stated that Carlisle Housing Association would welcome the opportunity to be held to account and be transparent about the work they carried out.
(b)
The contractual provision stated that any income generated from housing 
stock in Carlisle would primarily be spent locally, what was the definition 
of primarily?
Mr Egan responded that the wording followed the wording in the original arrangement with CHA.

A Member commented that a leaseholders meeting had taken place recently and they had raised concerns about the word ‘primarily’ being used.  They felt that any income that was raised in Carlisle should be spent in Carlisle and not used to help other parts of the Group that may have financial difficulty.

Mr Leonard acknowledged the concerns of the leaseholders and emphasised that there would not be any change to the original arrangement, however, support would be given to other areas of the Riverside Group and they would support Carlisle in return.  Mr Leonard reminded Members that CHA had obligations to fulfil in terms of the properties in Carlisle and so money would always be used to ensure properties were maintained in the first instance.
(c)
There was no guarantee that divisional headquarters would remain in the 
Carlisle District.
Mr Egan explained that this was also the same as the current arrangement.  Mr Leonard added that there were no plans to move the headquarters but the original arrangement had been kept to allow for a degree of flexibility in the future.

(d)
The independent evaluation said that the Council would have ‘indirect 
opportunity to influence’, what did that mean?
In response Mr Leonard explained that there would be two committees which influenced the Riverside Carlisle Board.  The first committee was the Housing Services Committee which looked after policy and performance.  It had 15 members including the Chairman of the Divisional Board and 2 tenants, who could be from Carlisle.  The second committee was the Group Investment Committee, there were 17 members and one member would also be a tenant.

Mr Owen added that the committees had clear terms of references with specific delegated authority and they were an opportunity for residents in Carlisle to influence the Board, an opportunity that the previous arrangement had not offered.

In response to a further question Mr Leonard explained that there were approximately 250 tenants involved in a Tenants Panel, the members of the Panel were invited to put forward nominations to be representatives on both the committees.

A Member expressed disappointment that the Tenants Associations had not been approached for nominations.

(e)
There was good tenant involvement with CHA, would this cease to exist?
Mr Leonard responded that there was work being undertaken to strengthen the arrangements with tenants groups.  A tenant’s panel would be set up by April and they would hold CHA to account.  There was also a National Tenants Federation across the Riverside Group which had four representatives from Carlisle.  It was hoped that tenant involvement would remain and become stronger.
(f)
The report set out a saving of £2.75m, how would the savings be spent?
Mr Owen responded that the savings would initially be the result of a restructure in the Merseyside area and it was felt that it was relevant to spend the savings in Merseyside.  Any future savings would be considered by the Group Investment Committee and would be reported to the Divisional Board.
Mr Owen explained that the Riverside Group had had a Divisional Board system for 15 years and it had proved to be a successful system.
(g)
This Committee had a lot of concerns previously with regard to the amalgamation.  There had been a lot of work on the proposal to answer all of the concerns and Members thanked the Executive, the Chief Executive and the Director of Legal and Democratic Services for their work in ensuring the residents of Carlisle were being protected.  The Committee sought reassurance that the legal document would ensure the arrangements as set out in the report.
Mr Egan responded that he believed that proposed changes to the documentation would safeguard the Council’s position in respect of the areas mentioned in the report.
RESOLVED – 1)  That Mr Leonard and Mr Owen be thanked for their comments and input into the meeting;
2)  That the Executive and all Officers involved in the process be thanked for their work in ensuring the residents of Carlisle were protected;

3)  That the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee supported the proposed amalgamation with the proviso that  the legal safeguards, as outlined in Report LDS.21/09, were built into the new agreement with the Riverside Group.

COS.09/09
PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENT BETWEEN CARLISLE CITY COUNCIL AND CARLISLE HOUSING ASSOCIATION

The Chairman welcomed Paul Taylor, Head of Operations and Keith Forrester, Estate Management Supervisor at Carlisle Housing Association.

The Principal Housing Officer – Private Sector (Mr Dickson) presented report DS.15/09 giving an update on progress on work being undertaken through the Partnership Agreement between Carlisle City Council and Carlisle Housing Association (CHA).

Mr Dickson gave a brief background on the Partnership Agreement and what the Agreement covered.  He highlighted a number of areas of work that had changed since the Action Plan update.

The Housing Enabling Officer (Mr Hewitson) reported that the Government national mortgage rescue scheme had started on 1 January 2009 but the system had been problematic.  The funding for the scheme was administered through Zone Agents, Eden Housing association had tendered to become the Zone Agent for the area but had not been successful in the tendering process.  Because of this Carlisle City Council were not able to refer people to anyone for support or help.  The process had also proved to be time consuming and could end up creating a resource issue.
Mr Dickson explained that review meetings were held on a 6 monthly basis and were attended by a manager from each organisation, the Council’s Portfolio Holder and a CHA board member.

Discussion arose, during which Members raised the following questions and observations:

(a) How would the mortgage rescue scheme be funded and how much would be required?
In response Mr Hewitson explained that the scheme was funded by the Government and it was hoped a Zone Agent would be appointed for the area soon.  The scheme was very restricted and would only help a limited number of people who met a strict homelessness criteria.  
He added that the scheme was the last resort and the Council looked at other options open to people before they needed the mortgage rescue scheme.

Mr Dickson explained that the Council hoped to offer intervention at an earlier stage and there was a need to let people know they can come to the Council for assistance.
A Member congratulated both the City Council and CHA for the work that was being carried out to support people.  She emphasised the need for more publicity on the services and support that were on offer to people.
The Health and Communities Portfolio Holder responded that the Council had been in discussions with lenders and highlighted the fact that a lot of lenders were no longer on the high street and were more difficult to contact.

A Member further added that the advice agencies in Carlisle were in an excellent position to offer support and help but due to the economic downturn they are also having resource problems and people often had to wait for appointments
(b)  A Member stated that tenants had commented that they did not like the Choice Based Letting system, they had preferred to know where they were on a waiting list.
Mr Taylor explained that the system had been a Government initiative.  He understood that there had been some negative responses to the system but he stated that there had also been some positive feedback.  One of the biggest concerns was the number of multiple bids received for properties but it was hoped that a new system would be introduced in approximately 12 months which should refine the system and make it more user friendly.
Mr Hewitson added that the idea behind Choice Based Letting was to allow people to have more say in where they lived and it was supposed to be a more transparent system.
(c)  It was felt that CHA and other social landlords should provide more support and resources with regard to aids and adaptations to help the Council provide a service that was a statutory duty.
Mr Dickson stated that between £650-£700,000 would be expended on Disabled Facilities Grants for tenants of CHA properties in this current financial year.  This was unsustainable, bearing in mind the amount of funding that Carlisle City Council had to input into the DFG process, and the projected demographic change that was predicted to occur in Cumbria over the next 20 years.  Additional support from CHA was therefore required, in addition to the one-off payment being made this year by CHA. 

Mr Taylor responded that there had been a review of the support given to the Council and CHA had provided a further £60,000 and this would be reviewed again next year.
Mr Dickson added that there was new Disabled Facilities Grants guidance being prepared in response to the weak document released by the Housing Corporation, on how Local Authorities and Housing Associations/RSLs worked together to fund DFGs.  He explained that the Council would be unable to sustain the current level of funding in the future.

The Health and Communities Portfolio Holder thanked CHA for the additional funding.  She stated that the aids and adaptations that the Council provided allowed for lower admissions to the Primary Care Trust (PCT) and the National Health Service (NHS).  There were discussions with both of the organisations in a hope that they would see that supporting the Council in this scheme would help their budgets in the future.  She also added that other district councils would also be lobbying the Government with regard to the funding along with the Council.

In response to a further comment Mr Taylor stated that CHA were keeping a register of all properties that had received an aid or adaptation so the properties could be let out to the appropriate people.
(d)  There were several good initiatives being carried out and it would be good to see some of the targets and outcomes incorporated into the action plan. 
Mr Taylor stated that he would take this forward and hoped to incorporate the targets and the link with the LAA in a future action plan update.
RESOLVED – 1) That Mr Taylor and Mr Forrester be thanked for their comments and input into the meeting
2)  That an updated action plan be provided for Members and Substitutes of this Committee for their information
The meeting was adjourned at 11.35 am and reconvened at 11.40am
COS.10/09
REFERENCES/RESPONSES FROM THE EXECUTIVE/OTHER OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEES

(a) EX.280/08 – Community Support Review

There was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.280/08 setting out the decision of the Executive on 17 November 2008.

The decision of the Executive was –

“(1)  That the Executive accepts the recommendations of the Review and requests the Director of Community Services in conjunction with the Portfolio Holder for Health and Communities, to develop an Action Plan to progress the Review's recommendations; and

(2)  That the Action Plan be considered by the Executive and the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee.”

RESOLVED – That the decision of the Executive be noted.

(b) EX.296/08
Community Support Review
There was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.296/08 setting out the decision of the Executive on 17 November 2008.

The decision of the Executive was –

“1.  That the Head of Culture and Community consider further the question of funding/support for Community Centres in Carlisle with a view to formulating a funding formula that was fair and equitable for all Community Centres and report the outcome of those investigations back to the Executive;

2.  The Executive supports the saving proposals to delete the vacant post of Community Involvement Officer and Grants for Leisure;

3.  That any applications for grant support, including applications formerly considered under the Council's Grant for Leisure budget be now submitted to the Neighbourhood Forum, for consideration as applications to the Neighbourhoods Forums Small Grants budget.”

In response to a Member’s question the Head of Culture and Community Services (Mr Beveridge) explained that the Executive asked for the action plan to be produced and it would be considered by working group made up of Councillors from this committee, Portfolio Holder and officers.
RESOLVED – That Councillors Farmer, Mrs Mallinson and Mrs Riddle be appointed to the working group on the Community Support Review.
(c) EX.323/08
Migrant Workers Task and Finish Group
There was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.323/08 setting out the decision of the Executive on 18 December 2008.

The decision of the Executive was –
“That the views of the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee be received. It being noted that the Committee were to review the recommendations of the Task and Finish Group in 6 months time where progress against the recommendation relating to Equality and Diversity would be considered.”

RESOLVED – That the decision of the Executive be noted.
(d)
EX.324/08
Play Strategy
There was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.324/08 setting out the decision of the Executive on 18 December 2008.

The decision of the Executive was –

“That Councillor Mrs Luckley Portfolio Holder for Health and Wellbeing be nominated as the Members Children’s Champion as per the recommendation in the Council's Play Strategy.”

RESOLVED – That the decision of the Executive be noted.
(e)
AUC.09/09
Annual Governance Statement Action Plan
There was submitted Minute Excerpt AUC.09/09 setting out the decision of the Audit Committee on 14 January 2009.

The decision of the Audit Committee was –

“(1) That, subject to the issues raised above, the Annual Governance Statement Action Plan and current position relating to each of the areas identified be agreed.

(2) That the Committee sought reassurance from the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee that they were monitoring the governance of Carlisle Renaissance and particularly the use to which contributions made by the City Council and other partners were put.

(3) That the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee be requested to consider the issue of Parish planning.”

RESOLVED – That the issue of Parish planning be considered as part of the Work Programme planning for the next civic year.
COS.11/09
SCRUTINY OF CARLISLE RENAISSANCE
The minutes of the special meeting of the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee held on 28 January 2009 were submitted.
RESOLVED – That the minutes of the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee held on 28 January 2009 be noted.

COS.12/09
LEARNING CITY POLICY STATEMENT
The Learning City Manager (Ms Titley) presented report PPP.02/09 which provided the Committee with a background to the Learning City priority and how it had been progressed.  

The Executive had considered the report on 19 January 2009 (EX.02/09) and decided:

“That the Learning City Policy Statement for Carlisle City Council attached as Appendix 1 to Report PPP.101/08 be agreed.”

Ms Titley reported on Learning City which was one of the Council's priorities.  She informed Members that the City Council was promoting and delivering a wide range of learning activity for its staff, members, and in the community, and had a number of policies, strategies and plans which related to learning.  She added that in order to provide greater clarity a Learning City Policy Statement had been developed to draw those various strands together and a copy of the Policy Statement was circulated.

The report had been considered by the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee and they had requested a more detailed report at their next meeting on 4 April 2009.

Discussion arose, during which Members raised the following questions and observations:

A Member felt that the following points should have been included in the report:
· Mapping of ESOL provision in Carlisle
· A list of the targets that were cross cutting and the outcomes of any actions

· Details of the work Carlisle City Council carried out with Schools and Young People including the feedback from outcomes

· A bullet point on the partnership working that was being carried.  

It was felt that it was very important that partnership working should be demonstrated clearly within the document.
Ms Titley responded that there was a lot of partnership working and full details would be available in the next report to the committee.  She added that the Statement did not have a lot of detail because it was an overarching document and would date quickly if projects and details were included.

Had there been any discussion with the University of the Third Age (U3A)?
In response Ms Titley stated that U3A had taken part in the City Centre Adult Learners week events in May 2008 and would be featured in the spring issue of Carlisle Focus.
RESOLVED – 1. That the Committee welcomed the Learning City Policy Statement;

2.  That the Committee looked forward to a more detailed Learning City Activity Report at its next meeting.  

COS.13/09
PERFORMANCE REPORTING TO SCRUTINY COMMITTEES

The Head of Policy and Performance Services (Ms Curr) submitted report OS.16/08 providing details of the work undertaken by the Performance Reporting Task and Finish Group.  The conclusions of the Group were provided to inform all Overview and Scrutiny Committees which Performance Indicators were available to be reported to scrutiny from April 2009.

Members were asked to:

· note the agreement on how Scrutiny Committees would receive performance information for the monitoring period beginning April 2009; and

· Decide which Indicators should be presented to the Committee in 2009/10.

Discussion arose, during which Members raised the following questions and observations:

(a) In response to a Member’s comments Ms Curr explained that the indicators in Appendix 3 were part of the new performance framework, Comprehensive Area Assessment and some of the indicators could be assessed at a local level where the information was available.  
(b)  The Council was applying for Healthy City Status, where there any Performance Indicators to show the progress?
Ms Curr responded that there were national indicators and local indicators could be developed.

RESOLVED – (1) That the agreement on how Scrutiny Committees would receive performance information for the monitoring period beginning April 2009 be noted.

(2) That the Indicators detailed at Appendix 2 be reported to this Committee in 2009/10 and that officers and Members continue to work in collaboration to develop the performance framework for the City Council.

(The meeting ended at 12.25pm)

