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1.
PURPOSE OF REPORT
The purpose of the report is to provide members with an update on the work that is taking place on fees and charges and to outline initial proposals in relation to introducing a) new policy for concessions, and b) a medium-term strategy for car park charges.

2. INTRODUCTION

2.1. At its meeting of 18th January 2005, this Committee endorsed a new set of ‘Guiding Principles’ for use when setting Fees & Charges. The principles were subsequently approved by the Executive (as part of the budget setting process) and applied to a limited number of high impact areas at that time. A copy of the ‘guiding principles’ is provided at Appendix A.

2.2. Work has been ongoing since that time to establish individual options and their potential impact in respect of the Council’s remaining fees and charges. Consideration has also been given to how a concessions policy should be applied by the Council to ensure that the ‘guiding principles’ are followed.

2.3. As a result of this work, two reports will be submitted to Policy & Improvement Committee, as outlined below;




2.4. Comments made by Policy & Improvement Committee will be submitted to the Executive for consideration (at its meetings of 21st September and 16th November, respectively).

3. CONCESSIONS POLICY

3.1. The Council currently offers a range of concessions in relation to fees and charges. These need to be re-considered in the light of the guiding principles so that:

a. The ‘fair shares’ principle is properly applied, eg;

· The subsidy from taxpayer to service user is a conscious choice, not an accident of history;

· Concessions for services follow a logical pattern;

· Fees and Charges should not be used to provide subsidies to commercial operators from the council taxpayer.

b. Concessions should be universally applied across service areas at standard rates rather than the current practice where concessions vary between 30% to 100% and differ between services. Research has indicated that the current concessions do not appear to follow any pattern that is easily identifiable.

3.2. The following table provides an example of the main concessions that currently exist:

	Service
	Who
	What Level



	Environmental Health:

Pest Control
	· Pensioners

· In receipt of relevant benefit
	37.5%

100%



	Community Services:

Various

Room Hire

Leisure Pass


	Juniors

Not for Profit
	30% to 50%

up to 57%

17% to 50%


3.3. It should be remembered that this report is simply looking at who should be eligible to receive a concession and how much the concession should be. The individual fees and charges to which the policy is applied will be covered in the report to the next meeting of this committee.

3.4. Whilst recognising that there are many different ways to construct a concessions policy, there is one solution that would meet the ‘fair shares’ principle and be simple to implement and administer. Having analysed a number of concessions, it has shown that many are currently set at 50% - therefore this may be a sensible solution upon which to standardise the Council’s approach. Member’s views are invited on this course of action.
3.5. A key part of any concessions policy is WHO the concessions are available for. Based upon the previous examples, concessions are currently available to pensioners, individuals in receipt of relevant benefit, juniors, and not-for-profit organisations – Members views are invited on whether the current recipients are the correct groups where concessions should apply or whether they should be applied to a narrower or wider group base?
3.6. If a flat 50% concession policy were adopted, there are three areas that would require further consideration;

a. Individuals in receipt of Benefit – the current concession applied to pest control results in a 100% concession being applied (effectively providing the service for free). Based upon the ‘fair shares’ principle there are a number of options available including (1) keeping the existing 100% concession level (2) having a reduced level of concession (say 75%) that is still greater than the flat level (3) applying the flat rate of 50%. Member’s views are invited on these options
b. Leisure Pass – a review of the leisure pass has already been planned for 2006. Accordingly, it makes sense to leave the current leisure pass arrangements in place and ensure that when it is reviewed that the ‘guiding principles’ are given due consideration. 
c. Concessionary Travel – following legislation by the Government earlier this year, from 1st April 2006 all local authorities are required to operate a free local off-peak travel service to people over the age of 60 and for the registered disabled. This is a statutory requirement therefore is not discussed further in this report. The Council is currently looking at how a new scheme could operate including whether any local discretion should be applied – this will be reported to members shortly.

3.7. When determining which specific fees and charges the concession policy should be applied to, officers will need to identify any material implications for the Council’s revenue budget, and if thought appropriate consider whether any of the proposed changes should be phased-in.

4. MEDIUM TERM STRATEGY FOR CAR PARK CHARGES
4.1. Income raised from car parking charges forms an important element of the Council’s revenue budget. It also has the potential to directly influence (and contribute to) all three of the ‘guiding principles’. In particular, it has a major link to the ‘fair shares’ principle in that the users of the service should pay a reasonable charge for the service (in terms of cost and perceived added value) rather than additional costs potentially falling on Council Tax payers generally.

4.2. The last increase in car parking charges was approved in February 2004 (as part of the budget process for 2004/05). The charges were not increased as part of the 2005/06 budget process due to the need to consider the implications of the guiding principles in further detail, although increases were levied for parking enforcement at that time.

4.3. Before progressing to discuss specific proposals, due to the importance that this source of income holds in budgetary terms, a question that needs to be considered is whether the Council should have a medium term strategy for car park charges? The advantages of such an approach include:

a. Certainty – provides a sound and transparent base from which to help plan the Council’s future finances with increased clarity and certainty;

b. Medium Term Financial Strategy – the Council is required to have a medium term financial plan (and budget model). The more certainty that it can have over the key variables that constitute the budget (such as car park charges) the better. 

c. Phased Approach – A three-year strategy would enable a phased approach to be considered to help smooth the impact of moving to a new fee structure. Suggestions about how this could be achieved are discussed later in this report.

Members views are sought on whether a three-year approach seems reasonable?

4.4. To assist members answer the above question, an illustration of a possible medium term strategy is provided at Appendix B. Such a strategy illustrates the following:

	Item


	Guiding Principle

	Charges a flat hourly fee


	Rationality & Prioritisation

	The cost of parking falls on the service user


	Fair Shares

	Has a phased approach over time


	Stability & Predictability

	Helps financial planning by looking at the medium term


	Stability & Predictability


4.5. The strategy outlined in Appendix B would result in the Council moving to a standard hourly charge of 70p per hour being applied consistently by the end of the period. The Council already recovers the direct costs of operating and servicing its car parks, however has never considered what the perceived value to the service user is or consequently what represents a fair charge. In general, when considering the value to the service user of having safe and secure car parks (assisted from the use of CCTV) and having clean, tidy and convenient locations it would not seem unreasonable to move towards a strategy that moves to a flat hourly charge of 70p over the period. Member’s views are sought on whether such a strategy seems reasonable?
4.6. Establishing a medium term strategy at this time would also help in relation to the possible introduction of a decriminalised parking regime. The Executive will be considering a report on decriminalised parking at its meeting of 21st September (at the same meeting as comments from this Committee in relation to this report are considered). A move to a medium term strategy would help the introduction of the scheme through certainty over what our own car parking charges are going to be at the time of introduction.

4.7. The Council anticipates a tough financial settlement from the Government for 2006/07 and subsequent years. Accordingly, income generated from fees and charges will remain an important revenue stream for the Authority, and provide some relief from any pressure that may otherwise fall on the council taxpayers of the district. Given that no increases have been levied in car park charges since July 2004, Members may wish to implement a medium term strategy as soon as practical. The illustration at Appendix B provides a suggested timeline for the implementation of the new charges. Members views are sought on this option (see also para 4.9)
4.8. The ‘guiding principles’ were the subject of consultation as part of the 2005/06 budget process. The proposed 3-year strategy is a result of applying the guiding principles previously agreed. 

4.9. Paragraphs 4.1 to 4.8 are concerned with applying the guiding principles and implementing a medium term strategy that would involve changing the existing levels of charges only (this can be done simply through issuing a ‘variation order’). In the next report to the committee Members may wish to consider whether any additional steps should be considered in relation to car parking, these could include:

a. Considering whether the current charging times bands should be reviewed / amended;

b. Discussing whether new charges should be introduced for:

· Evening Parking

· Sunday Parking

c. Considering whether different charges could apply to different car parks at some point in the future.

4.10. As a practical course of action, given the importance of this income on the Council’s medium term financial strategy and the need to introduce some flexibility to help protect Council Taxpayers in the event of a poor financial settlement from the Government, Members may wish to consider implementing stage 1 of the proposed 3-year strategy (refer to Appendix B) as soon as practical (November 2005) and then engage in a further consultation on the implications of the strategy for years 2 and 3 as well as consulting on the items identified in paragraph 4.8 (any changes of this nature would be subject to an amendment order that involves statutory consultation in any event). Members views are sought on this option
5.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Policy & Improvement Committee provides feedback to the Executive on:

1. The introduction of a new concessions policy (as outlined in the report); and

2. The introduction of a new 3-year strategy for car park charges (as outlined in the report).
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