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1. PURPOSE OF REPORT

To report to the Executive the conclusions of the Monitoring and Audit Committee on the scrutiny of the grounds maintenance service. 

2. INFORMATION

2.1. The Monitoring and Audit Committee carried out a scrutiny of grounds maintenance (GM) services at its meeting in November.  The committee looked at the whole of the GM budget and function, although the original core concern had been about verge maintenance. As a result of the scrutiny, concerns about tree maintenance were also highlighted. 

2.2. The committee agreed that it would like to increase the level of verge maintenance and set a target of putting an extra £75,000 into this budget, by re-allocating money from elsewhere within the GM budget. This would have the effect of increasing the number of cuts by two per year. 

2.3. The whole GM budget is £1.2m, and the net cost of verge maintenance is about £31k after NCC payment. (£75k gross). To produce the sort of quality of verge maintenance desired would cost a further £75k. 

2.4. The measures proposed to achieve a shift of £75k were:-

· increasing charges for hire of football pitches, to achieve an extra £5k (currently the income from this is £30k).  A recommendation has been passed to the Policy and Improvement Committee who are looking at fees and charge, which will, in turn be referred to this committee;

· continued and more effective integration of cleansing and grounds maintenance activities  £30k;

· stopping green maintenance of bowling greens by handing the work over to the bowling clubs. This would produce a net £30k eventually, but would take time to negotiate with the six clubs not yet doing their own maintenance;

· Re-planting in flower beds with lower maintenance plants - £5-£10k eventually;

· Sponsorship for displays and bins £5k target. 


The above figures have been estimated from current usage and contract arrangements. However, the Executive may wish to consider that variances could occur dependent upon the time taken to secure these changes.

2.5. The committee also suggested a programme of “verge hardening” – replacing churned up verges with parking or pavements, - in areas where verges had been destroyed. However, whilst this would improve street scene, it wouldn’t reduce costs, since these verges are beyond repair and not maintained. Following the allocation of an additional £50,000 within the capital programme to improve verges a feasibility study has been carried out to prioritise works and the relevant schemes will be considered by the Neighbourhood Cleanliness task and finish group who will report the recommendations to the Policy and Improvement Committee on the 18th January.  It is envisaged that further work to identify cost-effective solutions will be undertaken involving the portfolio holder.

2.6. The Monitoring and Audit Committee also agreed that the following actions should be followed up by officers:-

· asking the County Council to authorise named individuals to carry out weed spraying of gulleys in towns and parishes;

· mapping – for the use of town and parish councils as well as ourselves -  the exact extent of KBC and NCC property in each parish area;

· asking the Tenants Forum   to consider how tenants could be more involved in garden maintenance in communal and sheltered housing, with a  view to ending some historical anomalies about where grass is collected and where it is not; so saving about £20k to the Housing Revenue Account;

· asking the County Council how we could encourage people to look after highway verges outside their houses (where they want to) without being warned off because of insurance risks. 

2.7. The meeting also discussed two other areas:-

(a) Litter picking – as it affected verges etc. There was a desire to increase the resources the Council devoted to litter enforcement;

(b) Tree maintenance. There was a debate, but no conclusion, about the value of extending the depth and breadth of coverage of highway tree maintenance (currently the Council looks after NCC trees in Kettering and Barton Seagrave only and puts an additional £37,000 into the service on top of the specification paid for by the County Council. 

3.     
POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

3.1. The Council’s priorities include a wish to improve street scene in the Borough, which includes verge cutting, tree maintenance and litter removal. The Committee’s proposals will assist the first of these, at no additional cost, although the full shift of resources within the grounds maintenance budget will take some time to realise (more than 1-2 years to achieve £75k.)  The Policy and Improvement Committee will be reviewing fees and charges on the 18th January 2005 and the proposals submitted from the Monitoring and Auditing Committee could be considered as part of the overall changes to fee structures to be considered at this time. 

3.2. The desire for more litter enforcement could be realised as a result of the creation of a generic street warden team, which it is hoped will come about as a result of decriminalised parking. The new parking regime will see on and off street parking activities combined and this gives the opportunity to add in other enforcement and warden roles to make it a generic function. Potentially therefore the Council could have available a substantial team of people all with litter enforcement as well as parking enforcement powers, from October 2005. 

4. RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 

4.1
With the exception of the issue of fees for hire of football pitches, being handled now by Policy and Improvement Committee, the Monitoring and Audit Committee is not recommending any overall budget changes for grounds maintenance. 

4.2
If the Council were to look to increase its tree maintenance budget, this would have to be considered as a growth item.

4.3
Additional litter enforcement capacity can be created as part of the generic wardens anticipated as part of the decriminalised parking regime.

5.     
CONSULTATION AND CUSTOMER IMPACT 

The Monitoring and Audit Committee consulted town and parish councils, the County Council and other organisations, and drew on People’s Panel findings as part of its scrutiny.  

6.
RECOMMENDATIONS


That the amended changes to generate £75,000 be considered as part of the annual review of fees and charges to be undertaken by Policy and Improvement Committee on the 18th January 2005; and that in line with corporate priorities, financing of the additional grass cutting capability be addressed through the identification of efficiency and resource switching opportunities during the budget-making process 
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