INFRASTRUCTURE OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

WEDNESDAY 12 NOVEMBER 2003 AT 10.00 AM

PRESENT:
Councillors Mrs C Rutherford (Chairman);  Councillors Aldersey, C S Bowman, Mrs Crookdake, Dodd, Earp, Miss Martlew and im Thurn.

ALSO

PRESENT:

Councillors Bloxham (Portfolio Holder for Environment, Infrastructure and Transport), Mrs Bowman (Portfolio Holder for Economic Prosperity) and Firth (Portfolio Holder for Policy, Performance Management, Finance and Resources) attended the meeting .

IOS.98/03
APOLOGY FOR ABSENCE

An apology for absence was submitted on behalf of Councillor J Mallinson.

IOS.99/03
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

Councillor Aldersey declared a personal interest in respect of Minute IOS.104/03 (Proposals for two way traffic in Warwick Street and Spencer Street) as he chaired a public meeting on the issue on 3 November 2003.

Councillor Dodd declared a personal interest in items relating to Carlisle Housing Association as he was a member of the Association’s Board.

IOS.100/03
POST 14 EDUCATION, TRAINING AND HIGHER EDUCATION – PROPOSED STRATEGY FOR CARLISLE CITY COUNCIL

A copy of Report CE.21/03 of Ms Mooney, Executive Director which had been considered by the Executive on 27 October 2003 was submitted.  The report updated current developments underway in relation to the Post 14 Education and Training and Higher Education, detailing a possible strategy for the Council to support its community leadership role in this significant area of work.

The Executive had approved the strategy to advance this area of work and referred a request to the City Council to approve funding totalling £100,000 over two years as a non-recurring bid to support one post of Post-14 Liaison Officer and Higher Education Officer.  This funding request had been approved by the City Council on 4 November 2003.

Members of the Committee were concerned at the fact that a decision had been made on this issue at Council on 4 November 2003 without Overview and Scrutiny being given the opportunity to comment on the proposals.  A question was raised as to why this matter could not have waited until the Budget process.

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive and Councillor Firth, Policy, Performance Management and Finance and Resources Portfolio Holder, explained the background to the proposal, indicating that the following issues relating to education were ongoing at present:-

· proposals for the University of Central Lancashire to take over the University of Northumbria’s facilities in Carlisle;

· proposals for the reorganisation of further education provision in Cumbria;

· proposals for the development of a separate 6th Form College in Carlisle.

The appointment of an Officer would provide a dedicated resource to promote a partnership approach and the uniqueness of Carlisle for higher education, with the aspiration of Carlisle becoming a University City.  The Officer would need to co-ordinate planning, partnerships, economic and cultural activities and other services needed to develop higher education in Carlisle.

The City Council had developed the Post 14 Education Group which was a Forum for schools, further education and higher education interests to come together to discuss matters of mutual interest.  This Group had welcomed the City Council’s involvement and the proposals for dedicated Officer support.

The Executive had originally been asked to agree to fund two posts but had only agreed to fund one post.  Report CE.21/03 contained job descriptions for two posts and the Executive Director and Policy, Performance Management and Finance and Resources Portfolio Holder would be taking action to produce one job description for the single post.

The matter had been dealt with at Council by way of supplementary estimate rather than wait for the Budget process so that the Officer post could be filled without delay, given the pace of potential change in education provision in Carlisle.

This Committee was invited to identify any priorities for the single job description.

Members noted that it was not practical for the single job description to be submitted to a future meeting of this Committee for comment.

A Member considered that the impact of Regional Government would need to be taken into account by the postholder.

RESOLVED – That the Executive Director and Policy, Performance Management and Finance and Resources Portfolio Holder be requested to consult with the Chairman of this Committee over the details of the job description for the single post.

IOS.101/03
SUBJECT REVIEW - STREETWORKS

An excerpt from the Minutes of the meeting of the Executive held on 27 October 2003 was submitted detailing the further response of the Executive to the Committee’s interim Subject Review Report into Streetworks.

The Executive had been informed by Councillor Bloxham, Environment, Infrastructure and Transport Portfolio Holder, that he had held successful and productive meetings with the County Council portfolio holder and Officers over street works notifications and a lot more information was now being received from Capita.  The information received had been placed in the Members’ Room for information.

The Chairman reported that the following two issues were outstanding from the Committee’s interim review of Streetworks:-

(a) The continued lack of co-operation on Overview and Scrutiny issues from the County Council.  It was understood that the County Council was going to introduce a protocol for the level of co-operation to be afforded but that this had not been developed to date.

(b) The hotline number for highway enquiries had been introduced by the County Council on a countywide basis.  It would be preferable if a specific hotline number could be developed for highway enquiries relating solely to Carlisle roads.

Councillor Bloxham, Environment, Infrastructure and Transport Portfolio Holder, and the Head of Commercial and Technical Services explained the current position, which could be summarised as follows:-

(i) Regular meetings with County Area Committee Members were now taking place.  The introduction of a protocol for County Officers to participate in the City Council Overview and Scrutiny process was under discussion.

(ii) The County hotline service was under review.  The possibility of linking highways enquiries into a City Council hotline under the new Customer Contact arrangements was under discussion.  A City Council hotline covering highways, street cleaning, refuse collection and other services was to be developed and should be ready to operate early in the New Year.

(iii) As part of a national initiative, the County Council provided up to date details of roads affected by roadworks on their website.  This information would also be made available at a number of access points in the City Council.

RESOLVED – 1.  That the information be noted and the initiative to include highways enquiries in a City Council hotline be welcomed.

2.  That the Overview and Scrutiny Manager be requested to arrange for a presentation to this Committee on the new hotline arrangements in the New Year.

IOS.102/03
BUDGET 2004/05 – SUMMARY OF NEW SPENDING REQUESTS

To consider a report from the Head of Finance (FS.35/03) summarising requests for new spending to be considered as part of the 2004/05 budget process.  Those bids which were relevant to the terms of reference of this Committee were highlighted.

The Executive had referred the report for consideration as part of the 2004/05 Budget process with the following amendments:-

(a)  the revenue bid of £20,000 recurring expenditure for the provision of litter bins be amended to a capital bid of £50,000 in 2004/05 to come from balances with £5,000 being included in the recurring expenditure revenue bids to cover maintenance costs.

(b)  the provision for street lighting in the revenue bids for non-recurring expenditure of £15,000 in 2004/05 be increased to £50,000.

Officers explained the various bids to the Committee and answered Members’ questions.

RESOLVED – 1.  That the following bids be endorsed:-

· Single Status;

· Millennium Project;

· Street Cleaning Contract;

· LLPG/GIS Officers;

· Irthing Centre Rent;

· North Pennines Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty Partnership;

2. That the bid for abandoned vehicles be endorsed on the understanding that this Committee be involved in developing policy in this area through the planned Subject Review in the New Year.

3. That the bid for litter bins be endorsed but the Executive’s attention be drawn to the fact that the £5,000 annual funding proposed related to the cost of emptying the bins and no annual funding had been set aside for repairs and maintenance of litter bins.

4. That the bid for Raffles Vision Open Space Management and Maintenance be endorsed and it be pointed out that close co-operation between Officers and the developers would be needed to ensure that open space management and maintenance was conducted efficiently having regard to the release of land for housing development.

5. That the bid for extra funding on the Refuse Collection Contract for special collections be endorsed and the Head of Commercial and Technical Services be requested to advertise the availability of the service more widely.

6. That the bid for additional street lighting be endorsed and the Head of Commercial and Technical Services be requested to submit details of the street lighting programme for 2004/05 to a future meeting of this Committee.

7. That the bid for City Centre Marketing be endorsed subject to confirmation that the match funding from the private sector will be forthcoming.

8. That the bid for funding for a Cumbria Film Office be endorsed in principle, subject to the Executive being satisfied as to the overall funding arrangements.  The Committee has reservations over the level of funding proposed, given that the proposal was for a County wide project and the benefits to Carlisle were not currently clear.  The response to funding requests to the other District Councils in Cumbria, the County Council and other potential funding bodies should be taken into account before a firm commitment on the level of funding from Carlisle was made.

9. That the bid for capital investment in Industrial Estates be endorsed and the Head of Property Services be requested to submit a report to a future meeting of this Committee detailing the programme of works to be undertaken to the Industrial Estates.

10. That the bid for the acquisition of land at Newark Terrace for car parking be endorsed in principle.  The Executive be informed that this Committee has reservations over the long term use of the land for car parking which appeared to conflict with the policies in the Local Transport Plan and Green Commuter Plan.

(Councillor Aldersey wished it to be recorded that he was not in favour of resolution 10.)

IOS.103/03
SUSPENSION OF COUNCIL PROCEDURE RULE

It was noted that, during consideration of the above item IOS.101/03, the meeting had been in progress for three hours.  It was moved and seconded, and

RESOLVED – That Council Procedure Rule 9 in relation to the duration of meetings be suspended in order that the meeting could continue over the time limit of three hours.

IOS.104/03
PROPOSALS FOR TWO-WAY TRAFFIC IN WARWICK ROAD AND SPENCER STREET

Councillor Aldersey, having declared a personal interest, remained in the meeting and spoke on this item.

A leaflet produced by Capita on behalf of Cumbria County Council was submitted detailing proposals for the introduction of two way traffic in Warwick Road and Spencer Street, Carlisle.  The closing date for the receipt of comments was 14 November 2003.

The Head of Commercial and Technical Services submitted correspondence from A Dickinson, 1 Etterby Scaur, Carlisle and Dr Mitchell, Spencer Street Surgery, 10 Spencer Street, Carlisle opposed to the scheme.

The Head of Commercial and Technical Services also submitted a letter dated 7 November 2003 he had written to Capita seeking the following further information on the scheme which he considered necessary before detailed comments could be made and the scale and potential impacts could be assessed:-

· current traffic flows and the changes which would arise if the proposals were implemented, together with the design life in terms of capacity;

· comparison of waiting times and queue lengths in peak periods on each leg of the signals at Victoria Place/Georgina Way, Spencer Street/Lonsdale Street and Spencer Street/Warwick Road;

· the variation of traffic flows on other City Centre routes, particularly Lowther Street and Victoria Place.

To date, no response had been received from Capita.

A Member reported on the outcome of a public meeting held on 3 November 2003 into the scheme which had been well attended and at which the general consensus had been opposed to the proposals.  Some of the concerns were as follows:-

· it was estimated that there would be increased traffic using Spencer Street particularly at peak periods and that the scheme was merely shifting traffic problems from Lowther Street to Spencer Street;

· the Doctor’s Surgery required access for disabled persons using vehicles or being dropped off outside the Surgery;

· there were three schools in the vicinity and many school children needed to cross Spencer Street to gain access to buses in the City Centre;

· the reduced width of pavements in Spencer Street was detrimental to pedestrians and cyclists were not catered for in the scheme;

· the scheme was traffic orientated and against the policies in the Local Transport Plan;

· the proposals for a bus/rail interchange would also impact on the scheme.

· people at the public meeting wanted direct access from Lowther Street onto Hardwicke Circus.

Members of the Committee then expressed the following personal views:-

· there were a number of voluntary organisations with offices in Spencer Street providing services for disabled people.  Access for disabled people would be a problem and the reduced pavement width a retrograde step for pedestrians;

· the proposals may add to the congestion at the Spencer Street/Georgian Way junction;

· traffic in Brunswick Street wishing to travel east would have to go via Hardwicke Circus;

· the proposals were particularly detrimental to pedestrians and cyclists wishing to use Spencer Street.

The Head of Commercial and Technical Services undertook to convey the views expressed at this meeting to the County Council as part of the Council’s official response to the consultation leaflet.  He would be formulating a response in consultation with the Environment, Infrastructure and Transport Portfolio Holder.  He would let the Chairman of this Committee have sight of the response.

RESOLVED – That the concerns of Members of this Committee to the introduction of two way traffic in Warwick Road and Spencer Street, Carlisle be referred to the Head of Commercial and Technical Services for incorporation into the Council’s response to the County consultation.

IOS.105/03
OPTIONS FOR THE ENHANCEMENT OF THE CONCESSIONARY FARES SCHEME

To consider a report from the Head of Revenues and Benefits Services (RB.15/03) detailing options for enhancing the concessionary fares scheme.

Scottish Borders used to operate a half fare concession and, following a Scottish Parliament initiative, moved to free concessionary travel from 1 October 2002.  Based on Scottish Borders' experience, the additional cost to Carlisle if free concessionary travel was to be introduced would be approximately £1m per annum.

Alternatively, improving the current 50% concession to 60% would cost approximately £130,000 per annum.

There was likely to be a surplus on the 2003/04 concessionary travel budget of £70,000.

The Executive, at its meeting on 4 November 2003 passed the following resolution:-

1.  That the Executive intend to recommend an increase in the current concession under the concessionary fares scheme from 50% to 60% from 1 April 2004 for a 12 month trial period.

2.  That the expected surplus of £70,000 in the concessionary fares scheme budget for 2003/04 be utilised to provide free travel over the forthcoming Christmas and New Year period for qualifying users, the exact dates for this concession being decided by the Head of Revenues and Benefits in consultation with the Environment, Infrastructure and Transport portfolio holder.

3.  That, in September 2004, arrangements be made to consult qualifying users of the concessionary fares scheme seeking their views on whether they would wish to retain a 60% concession throughout the year or have free travel over the Christmas and New Year period instead.

Members asked whether the costs of widening the scheme to include other groups such as the unemployed and students had been considered.

The Head of Revenues and Benefits reported that no consideration had been given to the above as it was outside the scope of the concessionary fares scheme.  The County Council was the responsible Authority in respect of transport subsidies.

Members asked the Head of Revenues and Benefits to consult through the Citizens Panel on these wider issues of subsidised transport to disadvantaged groups.

RESOLVED – 1.  That the Executive’s proposals for the concessionary fares scheme be endorsed.

2.  That the Head of Revenues and Benefits be requested to consult through the Citizens Panel on the wider issues of subsidised transport to disadvantaged groups.

IOS.106/03
BUDGET 2004/05 – BASE BUDGET REVIEW

To consider a report from the Head of Finance (FS.38/03) summarising possible reductions identified from the base budget review recently undertaken as part of the 2004/05 budget process.  Those items which were relevant to the terms of reference of this Committee were highlighted.

In 2003/04, increased income proposals totalled £483,440 and reduction in expenditure proposals £203,520 giving an overall reduction in the 2003/04 Budget of £686,960.  However, the decision to utilise the £70,000 surplus on the concessionary fares scheme would need to be taken into account giving an overall reduction in the 2003/04 Budget of £616,960.

The Executive, at its meeting on 4 November 2003, decided - 

1. That the report identifying possible permanent amendments to the base budget from 2004/05 onwards be referred for consideration as part of the 2004/05 Budget process.

2. That the revised budgets for 2003/04 be amended in the light of the proposed reductions identified (£616,960), taking into account the decision to utilise the projected surplus in the concessionary fares scheme budget.

The Head of Finance answered Members’ questions on the report.

RESOLVED – That the base budget review report be noted.
IOS.107/03
BUDGET 2004/05 - CHARGES REVIEW

To consider a report from the Head of Finance (FS.36/03) summarising the outcome of the general review of fees and charges for individual service areas carried out in accordance with the Corporate Charging Policy.

The Executive had referred the report for consideration as part of the Budget process with the amendments as proposed in the individual Officer reports.

The Individual Officer reports considered by the Executive which were relevant to the terms of reference of this Committee were:-

(a)  Car Park Charges

The Executive had considered Report CTS.26/03 of the Head of Commercial and Technical Services and recommended the following options for car parking charges for 2004/05:-

(a)  increase long stay charges for stays over three hours (estimated income £76,000).

(b)  change Sands Car Park from long stay to short stay status (estimated income £70,000).

(c)  That the existing charging policy for special events using the car parks be retained.

The following options put forward for consideration by the Head of Commercial and Technical Services as part of his report were rejected:-

(1)  Do nothing;

(2)  Sunday charging to match weekdays;

(3)  Evening charging (Monday to Saturday);

(4)  Charging for staff parking;

(5)  Increase contract charges;

(6)  Not charging for special Council events.

(b)  Planning Services Charges

The Executive had considered Report P.48/03 of the Head of Planning Services and had recommended, as part of the Budget process for 2004/05, that the charges as set out in Appendix A to Report P.48/03 be approved for implementation with effect from 1 April 2004.

(c)  Economic and Community Development Services Charges

The Executive had considered Report EDC.30/03 from the Head of Economic and Community Development and had recommended, as part of the Budget process, that the charges as set out in Report EDC.30/03 be approved for implementation with effect from 1 April 2004.

Officers answered Members’ questions on their reports.

RESOLVED – 1.  That the recommendations for car park charges for 2004/05 be endorsed, with the proviso that issues relating to staff car parking and park and ride be considered as part of the discussions on the Green Commuter Plan.

2. That the charges reviews undertaken for Planning Services and Economic and Community Development Services be endorsed.

IOS.108/03
TIMING OF MEETINGS

The Chairman reported that consideration would be given to the timing of meetings at the Annual Overview and Scrutiny Workshop in January 2004.  She asked Members to let her know their preferences which she would then communicate to the Workshop.

[The meeting ended at 2.30pm]

