CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW & SCRUTINY COMMITTEE – SPECIAL MEETING 

THURSDAY 10 NOVEMBER 2005 AT 3.00 PM

PRESENT:
Councillor P Farmer (Chairman), Councillors S Bowman (as substitute for Councillor Stevenson), Mrs Bradley, Glover, Joscelyne, Mrs Prest, Stockdale (as substitute for Councillor Ms Quilter) and Mrs Styth. 

ALSO 

PRESENT:
Councillor Mrs Bowman (Economic Development and Regeneration Portfolio Holder), Councillor Bloxham (Environment, Housing, Infrastructure and Transport Portfolio Holder), Councillor Firth (Finance and Resources Portfolio Holder) and Councillor Mitchelson (Leader)

CROS.112/05
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf on Councillors Ms Quilter and Stevenson.

CROS.113/05
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest.  

CROS.114/05
CALL-IN  -  WILLOWHOLME – OPTIONS APPRAISAL

Councillors Mrs Bradley, Glover and Mrs Styth had called in for scrutiny Executive Decision EX.212/05 dealing with the Willowholme Options Appraisal.

The decision in EX.212/05 was –

1. That the Executive agrees to retain Willowholme in its current use under the Invest and Plan option (Option 2).

2. That the Head of Economic and Community Development and Head of Property Services be requested to develop proposals for the Council’s landholdings at Willowholme, based on Option 2 as part of the Review of Economic Development Assets.

The reasons given by the Members for the call-in were –

(i)
Decisions/reports/options not subjected to scrutiny process; and

(ii)
Lack of clarity over use of existing funding.

Copies of the following documentation had been circulated to the Committee prior to the meeting –

· Executive Decision EX.212/05;

· Report of the Head of Economic and Community Development, Head of Property Services and Head of Commercial and Technical Services (ECD.15/05) setting out the results of an initial options appraisal for the Willowholme area and reports on the consultation held so far.

In dealing with a call-in the Committee could – 

(a) Refer the matter back to the decision making body, in this case the Executive, for reconsideration setting out in writing the nature of its concerns;

(b) Refer the matter to full Council; or

(c) Not refer the matter back to the decision making body, in which case the decision would take effect from the date of this meeting.

Councillor Mrs Bradley began by clarifying that the main reason for the call‑in was that the decision taken was an important decision which had not been part of the Overview and Scrutiny process.  In particular, the Committee was charged with monitoring of the Asset Management Plan and yet had not been afforded an opportunity to look at the Willowholme Options Appraisal in depth. Other reasons included a lack of clarity as regards the money spent and that allocated to improvements.

In response, the Leader explained that the Executive considered that Option 2 fitted in with Council policy guidelines and Overview and Scrutiny was very involved in monitoring of the Review of Economic Development Assets.  Of the three options available the Executive considered Options 1 and 3 to be outside Council policy.

A Member commented that Members were aware of the full Council decision, taken shortly after the January floods, that the £200,000 previously earmarked for use at Kingstown Industrial Estate in 2005/06 be redirected for use at Willowholme Estate.  However, there was no clarity as regards what money had been spent, what was still held and that which was possible to be committed.  She queried whether the Executive had considered a re‑appraisal of how or whether such monies should be spent.

The Leader replied that all work had been done in conjunction with tenants and their requirements.

A Member asked whether the Executive had reconsidered the matter following the flooding resulting from the heavy rain of 11 and 12 October 2005.

The Director of Community Services responded that £200,000 had been allocated for Willowholme and also £70,000 on repairing fences. A package of measures had been identified for improvements on the Estate, similar to those for Kingstown.  Since the flood it had been necessary to divert the resources working on that package and it, in conjunction with the tenants and other agencies, was important to review those expenditure decisions.

Progress would be reviewed and agreed in discussion with business representatives who would decide upon priorities.  He and the Head of Property Services would meet and, if necessary, defer or re‑direct resources.

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive added that the Executive had taken the decision in question just after the second flood.  Discussions had taken place with local businesses in terms of their needs under the banner of invest and save.  All Officers were talking to businesses to identify their wishes.

A meeting had been held that morning and they wished to consider how investment should be spent.   Businesses wished to remain on the Estate unless the Council could identify a reasonable alternative.  Ms Mooney considered that the meeting had been very positive.

A Member considered that the above statement contradicted the information detailed in report ECD.15/05 on responses to consultation.   She noted that of the 45 forms issued, 16 had been returned which was hardly a majority.

The Portfolio Holder for Finance and Resources commented that he and the Portfolio Holder for Economic Development and Regeneration, and Officers, had attended several meetings with the business people from Willowholme and therefore the Executive had not taken any decision without full knowledge of what was going on.

The Leader further referred to the consultation undertaken which evidenced that the majority of businesses wished to remain at Willowholme.  He added that, in any democratic process, one could only go on the responses received.

A Member expressed serious concern at the level of responses received commenting on the need to spend more time talking to people.  He believed that Overview and Scrutiny had once again been bypassed .  He further sought clarification as regards –

· The level of private funding which could be anticipated;

· The number of businesses which had ceased trading; 

· The basis of the ‘invest and plan’ option; and

· There was no mention of rental increases and consultation with tenants on that issue.

The Member added that he was not necessarily against Option 2, but would like more information and understanding of the risks involved.

In response, the Leader stressed that Option 2 fitted with the ongoing work on the Asset Review in which Overview and Scrutiny was heaving involved.  The only expenditure agreed was that approved by Council and therefore Overview and Scrutiny was part of the process.

Members stated that influences were now at large which could impact on the Executive’s decision. They were not aware of what the Environment Agency was doing or of tenants’ wishes and Members wanted to ensure that scrutiny was undertaken along the way. 

In response to a Member’s question, the Director of Community Services reported that the City Council had no liability for any main sewers on the Willowholme Estate.  There were road gullies on the Estate which the Council maintained as part of claimed rights and on the unadopted sections of highway.

The Environment Agency’s flood defence project comprised of two parts – 

1. River Eden/Petteril – work was scheduled to commence in May next; and

2. Caldew – investigative works had been commissioned and consultants were working on a project to defend Willowholme from flooding.  Their view was that it would take 9 – 12 months to identify solutions, then subject to funding being put in place, work would commence in 2008 and end in 2010.

Referring to the flooding at Willowholme in recent weeks, he added that the drains were inadequate to carry the flow of water.  United Utilities recognised the problems and were looking into the causes thereof.

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive had had a meeting with the Chief Executive of United Utilities and he was committed to an assessment of the problems in the sewer network.  Significant investment was required and the Company was committed to look at solutions by Easter of next year.

In response to a Member’s question, the Portfolio Holder for Economic Development and Regeneration confirmed that she had been to every meeting and the tenants were happy to remain on Willowholme.  Part of the Estate was however private and did not belong to the City Council.

Members questioned how many tenants had attended the meeting held earlier that day and were concerned that the Council had no record of attendance at such meetings.

The Portfolio Holder for Economic Development and Regeneration replied that the meetings were run by the Willowholme Tenants’ Group who took the Minutes.

A Member recognised Option 2 to be the only solution and that the City Council had a responsibility in terms of the economic development of the City. He believed, however, that rent increases were not permitted on the Estate which effectively ruled out the possibility of securing re-investment by the private sector. 

In response, the Head of Property Services stated that Willowholme was the primary problem which the Council had in its asset base.   Of the £26,400 income from Willowholme, 2 tenants paid 94% of that.  He confirmed that no increase in rent of any kind was possible until 2060.

The Portfolio Holder for Environment, Housing, Infrastructure and Transport indicated that the Executive decision had been taken on the basis of information obtained from tenants and Officers.  He referred to part 2 of the Executive’s decision and expressed the hope that Overview and Scrutiny would involve United Utilities in its work on the Review of Economic Development Assets.

Members stressed that if the decision went ahead the Committee should monitor closely the progress of work and engage with United Utilities and the Environment Agency.  Another Member cautioned against over burdening Agendas for future meetings of the Committee.

A Member further expressed concern as regards the number of businesses which had ceased trading and that two tenants were paying most of the rental income on the Willowholme Estate.

The Leader responded that part of the Executive decision was to request development proposals for the Council’s landholdings at Willowholme, based on Option 2 as part of the Review of Economic Development Assets, and he was happy for Overview and Scrutiny to be involved in that.

The Executive had considered it important to the economic viability of the whole Caldewgate area that the Council gave an indication of its confidence in Willowholme.

A Member stated that there was no public record of the Executive asking questions raised by this Committee and that the Executive had explored the options as closely as it should have.

The Leader clarified that the Executive had received a full explanation of the background to the matter and had debated the issue in detail. 

The Member moved that the matter be referred back to the Executive in order that further and more detailed consultation could be undertaken with tenants on the Estate post the October floods, and that the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee establish a Task and Finish Group charged with looking in detail at the Improvement Plan for the Willowholme Estate and engaging with tenants, businesses, United Utilities, the Environment Agency and interested parties.  

Members were in agreement with that course of action and nominated Councillors Mrs Bradley, P Farmer, Stevenson and Mrs Styth to serve on the Task and Finish Group.

RESOLVED – That the matter be referred back to the Executive with the request that further and more detailed consultation be undertaken with business tenants on the Willowholme Estate post the October floods, and that this Committee wishes to establish a Task and Finish Group charged with looking in detail at the Improvement Plan for the Willowholme Estate.

[The meeting ended at 4.00 pm]

