BUDGET CONSULTATION LARGE FIRMS AFFINITY GROUP

WEDNESDAY 10 JANUARY 2007 AT 9.45 AM

PRESENT:
Nick Johns, David Jackson, Viv Dodd, Trevor Hebden, Councillor Mitchelson, Councillor Bloxham, Councillor Jefferson, Maggie Mooney, Angela Brown, Ian McNichol and Ian Dixon

CITY COUNCIL BUDGET

Angela Brown set out the background to the City Council’s budget and the process to be followed in the Executive consulting on their budget proposals prior to the final budget decision being made by the City Council on 6 February 2007.  Nick Johns asked about the consultations with Trades Unions and Councillor Mitchelson commented that the City Council enjoyed a positive relationship with the Trades Unions but in terms of the budget consultation, the Trades Unions were likely to concentrate on employment matters.

Angela Brown set out the key issues from the proposals in that the proposal would require a 3.5% increase in the City Council’s level of Council Tax and would require an additional £1,096,000 from reserves in 2007/08 which was primarily to take account of the potential impact of the Job Evaluation process. She added however that the Job Evaluation process was not complete and the final position was not known.  The funding which had been identified was felt to be a prudent step in earmarking a sum of money to take account of the potential impact of the Job Evaluation Scheme.  Maggie Mooney commented that the City Council had to undertake the Job Evaluation process as part of the National Agreement and work was ongoing at the current time.

Trevor Hebden noted that the budget proposals also included proposals to recover any additional costs arising from Job Evaluation in future years.  Angela Brown added that the Council would have a better idea in April/May of the likely impact of Job Evaluation but that any additional funding would need to be contained in future years budgets and additional expenditure would need to be matched with savings.  She added that Job Evaluation did remain a major risk within the City Council’s budget.

Angela Brown set out details of the Council’s Revenue Budget.  She informed the meeting that the Council’s revised net budget for 2006/07 amounted to £19,084,000 compared to an original budget of £17,056,000.  She set out the reasons for the increase which were principally as a result of the carry forward budgets from previous years.  Angela Brown commented that the budget for 2007/08 was £18,077,000 and she listed the areas where there was forecast to be increased income together with expenditure reductions.  

Councillor Bloxham commented that with regard to Bereavement Services over the last few years there had been an increase in charges so that the Bereavement Services were almost self financing.  He commented on the impact of a low death rate and the opening of a new crematoria in Dumfries and Galloway.  He added that the increased charges were designed to bring the cost of Bereavement Services more into line.  David Jackson noted that the only increase which was proposed in terms of car parking was in relation to contract parking.  Councillor Bloxham commented that the Executive had been realistic in that it did not believe it could keep increasing car parking charges year on year and he commented on the impact of the Concessionary Fares Scheme which had also had an impact on parking income.  David Jackson welcomed the position on car parking and Nick Johns commented on the future of Park and Ride.  Councillor Mitchelson added that the Council needed to balance the level of income which was received from car parking with the economic vitality of the City Centre and the competition to the vitality of the City Centre from places such as Workington and Gretna.  With regard to concessionary fares Councillor Bloxham commented that the City Council had tried Park and Ride and it had been noted that it had worked in one area but it had also shown what needed to happen in other areas of the City if Park and Ride was to be a success.  There were other suggestions that perhaps the Council could think about having, Park and Walk Schemes.  Councillor Bloxham added that in addition to the points which had been made there were other pressures which needed to be considered and these related to air quality and the need to manage traffic in some areas of the City.

Ian McNichol responded to questions and confirmed that there were sites identified in Carlisle Renaissance for Park and Ride and he felt that the finances of the City Council and particularly the income from car parking should be kept separate from discussions relating to the ways of improving movement around the City.  

Trevor Hebden commented that there were only three routes in Carlisle which need to be addressed for Park and Ride and this was a much smaller number of routes than those considered elsewhere in the country.  Councillor Bloxham commented on experiences which had been tried out elsewhere relating to Park and Ride, particularly to Cambridge, but reminded the meeting that the County Council had estimated that the cost of implementing Park and Ride in Carlisle could be in the region of £15m.

Trevor Hebden noted that the funding for the Carlisle Northern Development Route had been approved by the Treasury and he suggested that the CNDR would affect traffic movements in and around the City Centre.  He questioned whether any assessment of traffic impact on the CNDR had been carried out.  Ian McNichol confirmed that there had been a number of models which had indicated what the impact of CNDR would be and Councillor Bloxham confirmed that there would be some relief to the traffic on Castle Way but it would not cure the problems in the Willowholme, Caldewgate and hospital areas and there would still be a need for Air Quality zones.  Councillor Jefferson commented that areas such as Longtown, Brampton and Rosehill already had unofficial park and ride schemes operating with parking spaces in those areas being filled up and people using the concessionary fares scheme or car sharing to travel into the city centre.  Trevor Hebden commented that there were some 300 to 400 cars per day parking on Rosehill and people either using car share or the bus to travel from Rosehill into the City Centre and he questioned why a charge could not be levied at the car park at Rosehill.  He noted that there was a covenant between Harrison Hetheringtons and the City Council but he suggested that it could be something that could be discussed further and which could result in additional income to the City Council.  Councillor Mitchelson and Councillor Bloxham agreed that they would raise the issue as part of the current Parking Review which was being undertaken to identify any issues involved and look at how the matter could be taken forward.

Angela Brown commented that the proposed budget reductions and additional income amounted to £622,000 in 2007/08 rising to £936,000 in 2009/10.  Angela Brown then set out a number of recurring spending pressures which included the potential shortfall in car parking charges and highlighted spending pressures of £637,000 in 2007/08 rising to £746,000 in 2009/10.

Nick Johns sought details as to the impact of the Concessionary Fares Scheme on the City Council.

Councillor Bloxham commented that the City Council had one of the best Concessionary Fares Schemes in the North West of England up until the introduction of the National Scheme.  Following the introduction of the new Concessionary Fares Scheme the City Council had had a shortfall of some £250,000 in the funding which was required to fund free Concessionary Fares.  The Council’s expenditure was based on the number of journeys which were made and other areas within the County which did not have as good a bus service were making a profit on their schemes.  Councillor Bloxham added that the City Council had enough in its budget to continue the scheme for the current year and into next year and the Government were looking to revise the scheme and fetch in a new scheme in 2008/09.  If however the Government did not reduce the cost to the City Council the Council would need to look carefully at the future of the scheme. Following further questions from Nick Johns with regard to the calculation of the contribution to the bus companies.  It was noted that the County Council negotiated the fares with the bus operators but there were a number of issues which needed to be ironed out with the bus companies and there was a suggestion that perhaps the Large Employers Affinity Group could help in discussions between the City Council and Stagecoach.  Trevor Hebden asked whether the figure which was included in the spending pressures for Concessionary Fares was a net cost or a gross cost and Mrs Brown explained the position with regard to net cost and gross costs of Concessionary Fares and the funding in terms of Government Grants and Council Tax.  Mrs Brown confirmed that she would send the 2005/06 Statement of Accounts Summary to Trevor Hebden for his information.

David Jackson commented that it had been a tough year for the retail sector and there was an expectation that inflation would rise by 2.5% and that business rates would rise by 5%.  He questioned whether the City Council lobbied National Government on behalf of Non Domestic Ratepayers with regards to the level of Business Rates.  Trevor Hebden noted that the Councils were acting as tax collectors in respect of the Business Rates which were set nationally and he questioned the way in which the share of the Business Rate which came back in the form of the Revenue Grant was worked out.  Angela Brown explained that the figure which the City Council received was part of a formula which reflected the assessed level of need of the City Council and Trevor Hebden questioned whether many of the businesses in the City realised that the City Council was merely collecting the Business Rates and did not set the level of Business Rates.

Angela Brown detailed the non recurring spending pressures which were included within the budget which amounted to some £246,000 in 2007/08 and summarised the level of budget required by the City Council and the projected budget requirement for Council Tax purposes.

Ian McNichol added that of the total Council Tax which was collected for the City Council’s area the level of income which was used to fund City Council services was 12% of the total Council Tax collected and almost 80p out of every £ collected went to fund services of the County Council.  Nick Johns felt that the City Council should publicise to a much greater degree the level of funding which was actually used for City Council services.  Councillor Mitchelson added that the County Council had indicated that they would make savings of £15-£20 million as part of the Unitary debate but before then it was estimated that the County Council’s share of Council Tax would have risen by some £28 million over 2 years and there was no indication at present that there would be any reduction in Council Tax from the County Council’s Unitary proposals.  Ian McNichol noted that the Cumberland News was part of the LEAG Group and asked whether the Cumberland News could be encouraged to help spread the message with regards to the level of Council Tax which was used to fund City Council services.

Angela Brown set out the City Council Capital Programme for 2007/08 to 2009/10. 

Trevor Hebden commented that Carlisle Renaissance was a major issue for the LEAG Group and noted the funding which had been provided for the Carlisle Renaissance Team but questioned the level of capital resources which were available.  Ian McNichol commented that there had been £1m over a three year period to fund the Carlisle Renaissance team and a further £1m had been set aside to make strategic purchases and the City would look to work with other Agencies/Partners to identify other areas of funding to acquire properties.  He accepted however that the Council would need to use its Capital Programme to progress Carlisle Renaissance.  Nick Johns asked whether there was any property the City Council could sell to assist in its budget or Carlisle Renaissance.  Ian McNichol commented that the Council had carried out a review of its surplus property assets and was not looking to sell off that property but find a way of using that property to bring in investment and additional funding in order to maximise income from property. The income from property was a significant income for the City Council.  Councillor Mitchelson added that each asset would need to be evaluated including Industrial Estates such as Rosehill.  Trevor Hebden noted that the City Council’s asset base was a huge strength of the City Council and Maggie Mooney commented that that was one of the fears in the Unitary Authority proposals.  Trevor Hebden further commented that there was a lack of a high tech Business Park in Carlisle which was something which could be addressed if the city were looking to bring in high tech industries with a higher wage economy.

The meeting then discussed the Unitary Authority debate.  Councillor Mitchelson commented that the County Council were proposing to submit a Unitary Authority Proposal for Cumbria on 25 January 2007.  The 6 District Councils were opposed to the County’s proposal.  The City Council had looked to submit a Unitary Proposal and whilst there was a good case to be made for the City as a Unitary Authority as a result of the timescales and other issues the City Council were not able to submit a proposal.  The City Council had agreed to write to the Secretary of State opposing the bid which was to be made by the Cumbria County Council and had supported a commitment to work with the other District Councils and the Lake District National Park to review future governance arrangements for Local Authorities in the County.

Maggie Mooney commented on the County Council’s proposal, and in particular, the lack of consultation with District Councils.  She added that there was co-operation with all the District Councils across Cumbria and the Lake District National Park to work together and she expressed disappointment with the County Council’s approach and referred to the evidence which had been requested from the County Council which they had been unwilling or unable to provide.  

Trevor Hebden asked about the previous proposals for a Carlisle and Eden Authority and Maggie Mooney reminded the meeting that in 2003 during the discussions on Regional Government and the establishment of Regional Assemblies the Council had looked at a number of proposals which included a Carlisle and Eden Authority.  However the White Paper which had been released in October had set out a deadline of 25 January 2007.  In response to further questions from Trevor Hebden Maggie Mooney indicated that the City Council and other Districts were carrying out a lobby of partners and groups to express concern with regard to the approach which had been taken by the County Council, to highlight the flaws in the County Council’s proposal and to set out the proposals for the District Councils and the Lake District National Park to work together in a principled approach to review the future structures for Local Authorities across Cumbria.  In response to further questions she indicated that all District Councils within the County were opposed to the County Council’s bid and she reported on her understanding of the views of MPs within the County on the proposal.

Trevor Hebden questioned what would happen with regard to Carlisle Renaissance and the economic strategy for the City should a Unitary bid for the County Council be agreed.  Maggie Mooney reported that the County Council were seeking to be classed as a continuing Authority which would basically take over the assets of the District Councils.  In the County Council’s bid Carlisle Renaissance was indicated as a project not as a wide ranging agenda for the City and there was reference to Carlisle becoming a Town Council.  Councillor Mitchelson added that the City Council had always managed to punch above its weight, it was a Regional Centre and it spent money on many initiatives which it did not need to do.  He added that if the City became part of a Unitary County then those initiatives would be diluted and the high level of service enjoyed by the residents in the City would drop to a uniform standard which would be provided throughout the County.  Councillor Mitchelson and Maggie Mooney commented on the position of other Authorities in the Unitary debate, particularly in the Northern Region and on the steps which the City Council would take to put its position across 

Trevor Hebden did not think that the Large Employers Affinity Group would favour a Unitary Authority based on the County Council.  Councillor Bloxham added that there was a problem that the local press seemed to favour the County Council’s bid even though the City Council did not believe that bid or the performance of the County Council in providing services in the City was good for Carlisle.  He commented on the condition of roads in the City, Social Services, Education with a number of failing schools within the City and invited the large firms within the City and the Large Employers Affinity Group to support the City Council.  Maggie Mooney added that she would be sending a letter to Ruth Kelly on 25 January 2007 to set out the approach which would be taken by District Councils within the County. 

Trevor Hebden felt that the LEAG could back and support the District Councils to come up with their proposals and felt that the LEAG could sign up to that vision at their meeting next week.  

Councillor Mitchelson added that it was important for the LEAG to support the Districts in working up their proposals but it also needed the LEAG to lend their voice to oppose the County Council’s proposals. 

Trevor Hebden agreed that Maggie Mooney should draft a letter setting out the vision of the District Councils within the County which could be submitted to the Large Employers Affinity Group for the Members of the Group to sign up to.

(The meeting ended at 11.25 am)
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