(Approved by the City Council on 2 May 2006)

COMMUNITY OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

THURSDAY 13 APRIL 2006 AT 2.00 PM

PRESENT:

Councillor Boaden (Chairman), Councillor Bowman (S), 


Mrs Crookdake (substitute for Councillor Mrs Parsons), Earp, Mrs Farmer, Glover (substitute for Councillor K Rutherford) and Hendry.


Councillors Bloxham, Knapton and Farmer (P) were also in attendance.

COS.45/06
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were received from Councillors McDevitt, Mrs Parsons and Rutherford (K).  Mr J Mallinson, Head of Scrutiny Services, also submitted apologies for absence.

COS.46/06
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest.

COS.47/06
CALL-INS

There were no matters which had been subject to a call-in.

COS.48/06
TALKIN TARN

The Director of Community Services reported (CS.14/06) on the acquisition of Talkin Tarn and the key actions which were currently being progressed.  He informed Members that the Tarn had been transferred from Cumbria County Council to the City Council at midnight on 31 March 2006 and, in addition to the buildings and facilities, four permanent members of staff had also been transferred under the TUPE arrangements.  In addition to the permanent members of staff, a number of casual workers were also employed, primarily in the tea room.

He detailed for Members the key elements of the transfer in that the Tarn End Hotel was not included in the transfer, although a public right of way had been dedicated to form a complete circuit of the Tarn.  The requirements of the Forestry Commission grant had been met and the existing agreement under the Countryside Stewardship Scheme would transfer to the City Council. The County Council had agreed to make an annual payment of £40,000 for the first five years following the transfer.

The Director added that arrangements were being made for the appointment of a Manager for the Tarn and there had been a good level of interest following the advertisement of the post.  He anticipated that the Manager would be in post by early summer.

The Director added that, with regard to the building and improvement works, the tenders had been returned within the agreed Capital Programme Allocation and the contract for the work had been awarded.  It was anticipated a start date in early May 2006. He set out the provisional programme for the works and displayed a more detailed building programme, together with plans for the improvement work, at the meeting.  He also circulated a Schedule of Costs which broke down the total costs into the various component parts.  

He added that a key element of the Business Plan would be the marketing of the Tarn, and that, because of the disruption during the building phase, it was proposed that the Tarn should “tick over” during the summer.  He added that the City Council’s Communications Team were developing a strategy for marketing the site which would take effect from late autumn/winter 2006.

The Director also circulated an extract from the approved Business Plan and added that, in addition to monitoring the Improvement Works Programme, there would be a thorough review of the Business Plan to examine the revenue costs and expenditures.  He added that because of the timing of the acquisition, it would be necessary for the budgets identified for 2005/06 to be carried forward to 2006/07.

The Director also added that the Risk Register had been appended to his report.  However, as the original Register had highlighted many of the risks involved in the acquisition of the Tarn, it now need to be amended and updated to reflect the risks involved in the operational/management of the Tarn.

Members questioned the Director on a number of items referred to in his report and on different facets of the building improvement works.  

A Member noted that boat rescue was included as an item in the Risk Register.  The Director of Community Services reported that the rescue boat was currently out of action because of problems with the gearbox.  This matter was being addressed and the Council’s Health and Safety Manager would review the risks associated with the operation and management of Talkin Tarn and compile a Risk Register and the rescue boat would be included as part of that Register.  

A Member raised the question of a wind turbine which was included in the Building and Improvement Programme.  The Director of Community Services identified the proposals to locate a wind turbine to provide power to the refurbished Farlam Boathouse, and added that one of the key themes of the design work included in the Tarn, was to provide a variety of environmentally friendly initiatives. He added that the proposed wind turbine had received planning consent.

A Member noted the reference in the transfer to the Countryside Stewardship Scheme and wondered whether there were any proposals to increase the level of revenue to the Tarn.  The Director of Community Services reported that staff would be undertaking a thorough review of the income stream including grant income in respect of the development of Talkin Tarn.  The Director also identified the type of landscape management works which the Countryside Stewardship Scheme covered.

A Member noted the proposals to upgrade the Farlam Boathouse by including a level of lighting and heating, and felt that birdwatchers would not require such levels of improvement.  The Member also suggested that it would be detrimental to include a wind turbine for the purposes of providing power to the boathouse.  The Director of Community Services commented that the Farlam Boathouse was in a poor state of repair and it would be necessary to carry out some works to refurbish the property so that it could be used as a facility for birdwatching.  As part of those works it was felt that if any members of the public were going to stay in the boathouse beyond a few minutes then they would appreciate some background heating and some lighting although the level of lighting provided would need to be carefully monitored.

He added that, in addition to birdwatchers, it was hoped that members of the wider community, including school children, would be able to make use of the facility.  The Portfolio Holder added that there would need to be works carried out to the boathouse and it was important that there was some power provided and that this could be achieved by using wind energy as opposed to running cables around the Tarn.  He also commented that security of the refurbished boathouses would be important.

In response to further questions from Members, the Director of Community Services reported that life belts were already in situ around the Tarn and they were checked regularly and that private individuals were able to bring their own boats to the Tarn and launch them for a reasonable fee.  With regards to insurance, the Director of Community Services added that there was a sum of £250 included in the estimates for the provision of insurance, but the Tarn would also be covered under the City Council’s Public Liability Insurance.

A Member commented on the impact of the proposed wind turbine and its potential negative effect on the surrounding areas.  The Director of Community Services commented that the turbine was approximately 6 metres high with a radius of 2.5 metres and would be located on the grass bank close to the Farlam Boathouse.  He added that the impact of the turbine on the landscape was felt to be minimal but that it would provide a further example of the Council’s intent with regard to sustainability and would help in raising awareness of sustainable issues.  He added that there were a variety of such initiatives included within the overall programme and these would assist in raising the awareness of such items particularly as part of an education programme.

A Member raised the question of grant opportunities and the work which was being carried out to secure additional grants in respect of the project and whether further applications could be submitted for grants relating to Education, Boating, Leader 5B Applications.

The Director of Community Services commented that grants were still being pursued and whilst there were areas of opportunity, the Council would not be able to request grants for works which it had already paid for.  The Council would only be able to look for external funding which would add value to investments.  He added that the Council were confident of securing the Landfill Grant which had been identified to the City Council and would also look at other grants available and would look to pursue any wider revenue streams for the Talkin Tarn project.

A Member commented on the position with regards to the Tarn End Hotel and the Director of Community Services agreed to investigate the position of the tenancy of the Hotel, although he confirmed that the Hotel and its immediate curtilage were not included within the transfer.

Members noted that the position of Manager at Talkin Tarn had recently been advertised and questioned why the post had not been recruited prior to the take over.  The Director responded that until the transfer had been signed he had not taken action to recruit a Manager for the Tarn.  He had, in the last month, carried out an audit of the skills of the staff transferring to the Council but had adopted a cautious approach to the recruitment for the Manager’s post.  He identified the interim arrangements for the management of the Tarn until the postholder was in place.

Members queried the future relationship between Talkin Tarn and the East Cumbria Countryside Project.  The Director of Community Services reminded Members of the organisational review which had recently been completed by the City Council and added that the East Cumbria Countryside Project was now included within his Directorate and that the existing contractual arrangements would continue.  He added, however, that it was proposed that the relationship with the Project would be set out on a more formalised basis.  

Members questioned the position with regards to submitting bids under the Leader Plus Scheme, and it was noted that the matter had been discussed by Council Officers.

In response to further questions with regards to windsurfing on the Tarn, the Director commented that windsurfing was viewed as being similar to sailing/canoeing and would be acceptable.  However, a Management Plan  would be required to manage uses of the Tarn and it would be important for that Plan to get the right balance of usage. In that respect, the Council would need to take stock and develop the management arrangements and take an overall view on the type and level of events which the Council was prepared to allow to take place at the Tarn.

Members noted the Business Plan included provision in Year 2 for car park income and questioned whether there were proposals to charge for parking at Talkin Tarn, in light of recent reported comments of the Leader of the Council, and, if not, how the projected income would be made up from alternative sources.  The Portfolio Holder commented that there were no plans at the present time to introduce parking charges for Talkin Tarn but felt that there would need to be investigations into the possibility of introducing, in the future, perhaps, charges for visitors who were not ratepayers.  He added that parking meters had been included in respect of the planning permission.

The Director of Community Services noted the position with regards to the items of revenue included within the Business Plan circulated and added that car parking had been identified as a source of income. He added that it was intended that initial priorities for the Tarn would be the improvement works this summer to take account of the disruption whilst major building works were carried out and that some budgets would also need to be rolled forward to take account of that position.

Members also noted the position with regards to revenue income and expenditure once the County Council grant ended following the first five years and questioned whether there was any element built into the projections to take account of inflation.  The Director of Community Services acknowledged the comments and reiterated that the Talkin Tarn Business Plan would now need to be reviewed and updated to enable a more robust operational Business Plan to be drawn up.  He added that the Business Plan would need to be available in approximately six months as part of the Council’s budget process and would be submitted to the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee for scrutiny.

Members also noted the opening hours of the Tea Room and felt that, in  promoting/managing the facilities at the Tarn, it was important that refreshment facilities were readily available for use by the public.  Members also commented on any other facilities which could be used to raise income, such as the renting out of the boathouses.  The Director commented on previous experiences and added that this would be an opportunity which could be explored further.

Members noted that the water quality and possible harm to domestic animals and risks associated with boating accidents were included as items in the Risk Register. Members highlighted the risk and the damage which could be caused to the Authority’s image and reputation if any such accident occurred and also the consequences of any such incidents in the public confidence and the Business Plan for the Tarn.

The Portfolio Holder added that tests for blue green algae were being carried out and there was also a requirement that the various measures which had been previously identified to assist in controlling the algae now needed to be put in place.

Members also commented on the need for additional signage for Talkin Tarn and it was noted that an item had been included in the Capital Programme for signage.

Members noted comments with regards to the Friends of Talkin Tarn and it was noted that there would need to be a balance of interests reflected within the terms of reference for the Friends of Talkin Tarn.

With regards to the building and works programme, an indicative schedule had been on display and the Director of Community Services confirmed that this programme would now be firmed up.  The Council was in discussions with the successful tenderer and he was confident that the programme was realistic.

Members commented that the Tyne Valley Railway had indicated a desire to promote Talkin Tarn in their literature.  The Director of Community Services commented that the marketing strategy was to adopt a “tick over” during the  summer months whilst the building works were carried out, but that information and publicity would be sent to the Tyne Valley Railway over the next 2-3 months so that the organisation could include Talkin Tarn in their promotional leaflets ready for next year.

Members commented that it was important that the Council took a long term view over the improvements at Talkin Tarn and also took the facility into consideration as part of the regeneration of North Cumbria, in that this would provide a  package of options for people to enjoy and would regenerate this rural part of Carlisle.

RESOLVED – 1.  That the Committee notes progress with capital projects relating to Talkin Tarn and looks forward to a further update at the meeting in July 2006.

2.  That the Committee also looks forward to receiving the outcomes of the review of the Business Plan and the Marketing Strategy at an appropriate future meeting.

Members of the Committee were then taken on a tour of the various facilities at the Tarn and provided with details of the building and improvement works  which were proposed.

(The meeting ended at 3.25 pm)

