CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 

WEDNESDAY 29 JUNE 2005 AT 2.50 PM

PRESENT:
Councillor Guest (Chairman), Councillors Mrs Bradley, Glover, Joscelyne, Morton (substitute for Councillor C S Bowman),  Ms Quilter, Mrs Prest and Mrs Styth.

ALSO

PRESENT:
Councillor Bloxham, Environment, Housing, Infrastructure and Transport Portfolio Holder.

CROS.62/05
APOLOGY FOR ABSENCE

An apology for absence was submitted on behalf of Councillor C S Bowman.

CROS.63/05
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest affecting the business to be transacted.

CROS.64/05
COMMUNITY AND HOUSING RECOVERY GROUP - PROPOSALS FOR ALLOCATING £1.5M GRANTED BY THE OFFICE OF THE DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER

The Executive Directors submitted Report CE.15/05 detailing the following recommendations of the Community and Housing Recovery Group for schemes to spend the £1.5m Government funding granted to the City Council to be spent within the flood affected area, primarily on private sector housing:-

- Stock condition survey - £98,000;

- Decent Homes (identified through the stock condition survey) - £325,000;

- Uninsured vulnerable properties (based on 13 properties at approximately £25,000 each) - £325,000;

- Energy efficiency (loft insulation, air source heat pumps and ICE packs to vulnerable people) - £50,000;

- Private security patrols (Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership to provide additional £45,000) - £15,000;

- Spring clean/landscaping/drainage/footways (including New Deal arrangements) - £130,000;

- Pilot flood resilience work in the rural area for vulnerable people - £180,000;

- Lanes in flood affected areas, to cover works such as surfacing and increased lighting - £297,500;

- Small landscaped areas - £10,000;

- Allotments (Willowholme, St Aidans and Botcherby Paddock) - £65,500;

- Enhancement of private land adjacent to highway - £3,000

- Warwick Road alleygating (£5,000 funded through the Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership)

- Restoration of bollards behind Warwick Road - £1,000

The Committee’s observations were requested for submission to the Executive at its meeting on 4 July 2005.

Members referred to the discussion held at the combined Overview and Scrutiny Committee meeting held immediately before this meeting.

A Member asked that future reports with obvious cross-over areas for funding should identify the specific sources of funding to be used.

RESOLVED – That the Executive be requested to take note of the views expressed at the combined Overview and Scrutiny meeting.

CROS.65/05

LOCAL COUNCIL TAX DISCOUNTS – FLOODED PROPERTIES
The Head of Revenues and Benefits Services presented report RB.1/05 concerning local Council Tax discounts for flooded properties.

Mr Mason reported that the Council had allowed Council Tax exemptions on flooded properties where the occupiers had moved out whilst the property was being renovated.  There were, however, a number of occupiers who had remained in their own homes whilst renovations were being undertaken and significant numbers (approximately 180) who continued to consider their homes as their main residence as they were living with relatives and did not wish such relatives to lose housing benefit, single person discount, etc.  Householders who were not receiving exemptions for the reasons noted above had made enquiries as to the possibility of receiving Council Tax relief.

Under Section 76 of the Local Government Finance Act 2003 billing authorities like Carlisle had been given a broad discretion to reduce the amount of Council Tax as they saw fit.  Those new Regulations introduced by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister could include granting assistance to householders whose homes were now more likely to flood due to climate change.  Authorities could exercise that power in individual cases or determine a class of dwelling for which liability was to be reduced.

The Regulations were very complicated and, to date, rarely (if ever) used by billing authorities since whilst the billing authority (Carlisle City) collected the Council Tax, most of it (87%) was paid over to the County and Police Authority who provided most of the services.  However, it was the billing authority that had to pick up the full cost of the discount.

Guidance had been sought from the ODPM and their advice was -

i. locally defined discounts could be introduced at any time during the year.

ii. the power to set local discounts was the responsibility of the Executive where the authority was operating Executive arrangements.

iii. the City Council could backdate a locally defined discount to the date the flooding occurred.

Mr Mason then outlined the implications of creating a locally defined discount for occupied flooded properties, commenting that the definition “occupied dwellings where the ground floor living accommodation was uninhabitable due to January 2005 flood” appeared to satisfy the criteria.  Bearing in mind that such householders were occupying half of their premises and still benefiting from local services, a 25% discount appeared equitable.  There could be up to 900 householders in that category (based on Environment Agency figures on the total number of properties flooded), however, local knowledge suggested that figure was nearer 300 – 400.  

The cost to the Council of granting a 25% discount would be approximately £56,000 - £75,000 depending upon the number of occupiers qualifying for relief.  That would need to be funded in the short term by a supplementary estimate or from the £1 million set aside to meet the Council’s costs of the flood i.e. not picked up by Bellwin or insurance.  In the longer term the Council's share of 2005/06 Council Tax surplus would be greater than estimated by approximately £65,000 due to the reduced number of flood victims having to vacate their properties.  That income could be used in the longer term to mitigate most of the cost of granting a locally defined ‘flood’ discount.  The Council could also write to the County Council and Policy Authority to request a voluntary contribution to meeting the cost of granting a locally defined discount for flood victims remaining in their own homes.

The Executive had requested the views of the Committee prior to it considering the matter on 4 July 2005.

Members made the following observations – 

(a)  During the Foot and Mouth outbreak, businesses that could satisfy the Council that their business had been affected because of the outbreak had received some relief on their Business Rates.

Mr Mason confirmed that the majority of the cost of that relief had been paid for by the Government.  This was not the case with this Locally Defined Discount which was related specifically to householders’ Council Tax bills.  The City Council, as billing authority, had to pick up the cost.

Members considered that the cost of applying a Locally Defined Discount should be shared between all Precepting Authorities and that representations should be made to the Government and the local MP’s in this regard.

(b)  Members noted that some people on Benefits may be disadvantaged financially if they claimed the Locally Defined Discount.

Mr Mason responded that an offer of Benefits Advice would be made to people likely to be affected in this way.

(c)  Members noted that small businesses could apply for a reduction in their Business Rates if their business had been affected as a result of the floods.

(d)  The Chairman suggested that reference to basements should be included in the locally defined definition at Recommendation (ii) of the Report.

Mr Mason confirmed that where living accommodation was in the basement, the Locally Defined Discount would be applied.

RESOLVED – 1.  That the Executive be informed that this Committee supports the introduction of a Locally Defined Discount as detailed in the Report of the Head of Revenues and Benefits.

2. That it be a recommendation to the Executive that the Chief Executive be requested to write to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister and the local MP’s to point out the inequity in the rules for the Locally Defined Discount whereby the billing authority is required to pick up the cost, suggesting that the cost should be shared between all of the precepting authorities in the district.  It is further recommended that the three Group Leaders be invited to add their signatures to the letter.

(The meeting ended at 3.15pm)

