SHREWSBURY TOWN COUNCIL

Finance & General Purposes Committee

Held at Guildhall, Frankwell Quay, Shrewsbury

At 6.00pm on Monday 9 January 2012
PRESENT – Councillors P Nutting (Chairman), M Price (Vice-Chairman), P Adams, D Carroll, T Durnell, D Farmer, M Kenny, A Mosley, J Tandy & A Townsend

IN ATTENDANCE – Councillor G Butler (Cabinet Portfolio Holder for Flourishing Communities); Clive Wright (Central Area Director); Helen Ball (Town Clerk), Gary Farmer (Operations Manager) & Andy Watkin (Responsible Financial Officer)

68/11
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

All twin-hatted Town/Unitary Councillors declared a personal interest in all matters relating to Shropshire Council.

69/11
MINUTES OF THE LAST MEETING

The minutes of the Finance & General Purposes Committee meeting held on 5 December 2011 were submitted as circulated and read.

RESOLVED:

That the minutes of the Finance & General Purposes Committee meeting held on 5 December 2011 be approved and signed as a correct record.

70/11
MATTERS ARISING

Re Min 59/11(iii) – Shrewsbury Summer Season – The Town Clerk reported that the Committee had recommended that funds be released to the Shrewsbury Summer Season to enable the group to organise and print the Summer Season Brochure.  The Group has asked whether a formal decision could be reached ahead of the Full Council ratification of the Committee minutes as they wished to press on with promoting the brochure and selling advertising space.  The RFO reported that there were sufficient funds within the Grants Budget to fund out of the 2011/12 budget.
RESOLVED:

That immediate release of the funds for the Summer Season Brochure be authorised.
71/11
RELATIONS WITH SHROPSHIRE COUNCIL

(i) Charter – Councillor Gwilym Butler (Cabinet Portfolio Holder for Flourishing Communities) attended the meeting to brief members on the development of a Parish Charter.  He reported that Shropshire Council had invited a number of Clerks from across the county, the Shrewsbury Town Clerk included, to look at what would be required in a Charter.  The Group felt that the name “Charter” was off-putting and instead some Memorandum of Understanding should be developed, which was fluid, detailed the agreed ways of working and could develop when things changed.

Reference was made to the Localism Act and whether the development of Charter ahead of the regulations attached to the Act was sensible.

Members detailed their frustrations in organisational bureaucracy attached to Shropshire Council.  Members understood and were appreciative of the current economic climate and the conditions/strains that staff were facing.  They did however feel that the Council was becoming somewhat risk averse and as a result decision making was being stalled.

Clive Wright (Area Director) felt that it was essential for Shropshire Council and Shrewsbury Town Council to have good working relations.  Shropshire Council saw the Town Council as a key deliverer of services within Shrewsbury and it had the capacity to extend into the communities within the town.  Shropshire Council in the future would not be a deliverer of services, rather a commissioner.  Reference was made to the Service Level Agreement between Shropshire Council and the Town Council and discussions between the two councils on potential transfer of services to relieve the public purse.

The Chairman stressed that the Town Council was willing to assist Shropshire Council in meeting its efficiency targets.  Members did however feel that previously agreed transfers were being stalled in the bid to meet efficiency targets and it would seem more sensible to transfer services in chunks.

Returning to the Charter Councillor Butler advised that further discussions will take place once similar meetings as this had been undertaken with all Parish Councils across the county.  The Chairman advised that the Town Council would be happy to discuss Charters further with Shropshire Council but it needed to be on the basis that the Council would become more efficient in its arrangements with parish councils.
(ii) Shared Services Programme – Councillor Butler advised that it is the intention of Shropshire Council to develop a company under which all the central support services will operate from; these shall include legal, finance, human resources and information technology.  This way of working will mean that those services would need to contract with council departments and parish councils and if value for money could not be achieved, those departments could look elsewhere.
The Town Clerk and RFO reported on their discussions with IT Services regarding a future cost for IT support as a result of this Shared Service Initiative.  It was likely, under the Town Council’s existing procurement rules that it too would have to test the market.
(iii) Capital Assets Programme – The Town Clerk reported on Shropshire Council’s Capital Assets Programme, funded through CLG.  The programme was aimed to map all public assets, parish councils included, with a view to determining efficiencies, possible back-office sharing and public buildings and assets being shared by multiple agencies.  The Town Council had already submitted details of its assets to the programme and the Town Clerk would report back to a future meeting on progress.

(iv) Localism Agenda – Councillor Butler reported that there was a shift in culture from state reliance to self responsibility.  Shropshire Council continued to receive cuts in government funding and it was likely that by 2017 the level of funding would be half what it received at the start of unitary governance in 2009.  Shropshire Council was working with the voluntary and community sector and was beginning a programme of member development to enable them to engage with and support their communities.  The role of the Councillor, both a unitary level and parish council level was changing.
Councillor Butler felt that parish councils also needed to develop as corporate bodies as they too could face challenge to run services under the localism agenda.
72/11
MEDIUM TERM FINANCIAL PLAN

The Chairman reported that the Medium Term Financial Plan was developed in 2010 more to facilitate the audit process than be an effective management document.  Audit rules have since changed which no-longer places a duty on the Town Council to develop a plan.  It would however prove to be a good governance tool to enable the council to plan for its future.  It was suggested that the Town Council should convene a separate meeting to purely discuss the Town Council’s long-term vision and include within these discussions the Town Council’s contribution towards Place Plan.  The Chairman stressed the importance for every ward member to list any new initiatives they would like the Town Council to develop.  It was also important to review the Place Plan updates which had previously been sent to members for comment.
RESOLVED:

That a meeting of Full Council be convened to discuss its future vision.

Councillor Butler left the meeting

73/11
INTERNAL AUDIT

Members considered the Internal Auditor’s interim report following his recent visit.  The Internal Auditor had reported that there were no matters of material concern to report to the Council.  As part of his long-term planning he had reviewed the Fleet Management arrangements of the Town Council and made a number of recommendations.  The RFO reported that these were being acted upon.

Members thanked the RFO for his due diligence in the discharge of his duties.

RESOLVED:

That the Internal Auditor’s Interim Report be noted.

74/11
PORTAS REVIEW

Members considered the review by Mary Portas into the future of the high street.  Members noted that many of the recommendations made in the review had already been tried in the town by previous Councils/Town Centre Managers.
Clive Wright reported on Shropshire Council’s stance on the report.  Officers had invited the business community to a meeting to test the appetite for Business Improvement Districts and Town Centre Management.  Shropshire Council wanted the Town Council to be part of those discussions.
RESOLVED:

That the Portas Review be noted

75/11
EXCLUSION OF THE PUBLIC

RESOLVED:

That in accordance with s1(2) Public Bodies (Admission of Meetings) Act 1960, members of the public and press be excluded from the meeting on the grounds that the following items to be considered involves the likely disclosure of confidential information.

76/11
LIVESTOCK MARKET

Members considered the report of the RFO in relation to comparator information from other Local Authorities owning and operating Livestock Markets; this provided essential benchmarking for the Shrewsbury operation.  The RFO referred members to the recommendations contained within the December Report into Markets; the outcome of his investigations validated those recommendations.

RESOLVED:

(i) That the RFO’s report be noted;
(ii) That the recommendations contained within the report to the December meeting of the Committee be agreed.

Councillor Tandy left the meeting

77/11
SUNDAY MARKET

Members considered the report of the RFO into the current business arrangements of the Sunday Market.  Members detailed their discussions with the local traders and the current climate nationally for outdoor markets.

RESOLVED:

(i) That the RFO’s report be noted;
(ii) That the recommendations contained within the report be agreed.

78/11
TRANSFER OF LAND/SERVICES

The Town Clerk reported that there was no further information to report than that which had previously been discussed.

