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2.
INFORMATION
2.1.      Highway verge maintenance is a function of the County Council as highway authority, but it has been the case since at least 1974 that the County Council agrees with district and borough councils that they provide the service on its behalf.  This arrangement arose because districts and borough councils have traditionally already had the equipment and staff available for parks and housing land maintenance and it was straightforward to extend that capacity to highway verges. In addition, there was benefit for the borough and district councils in that it was easier to manage litter picking on highway verges if they also had control over grass cutting regimes. There has been no contract or service level agreement for this activity, as it has generally been carried out in the spirit of partnership. 
2.2. In 2010/11, the County Council paid for the equivalent of five cuts per year of highway verges. This satisfied their requirement to maintain highway safety and overall appearance, but was not sufficient to maintain a good standard of overall appearance and therefore the Borough Council supplemented the service by carrying out the equivalent of an extra 6 cuts per year in Kettering and Barton Seagrave and an extra 3 cuts per year in Rothwell, Desborough, Burton Latimer and the villages. This difference in additional service is because it is possible to deploy a triple mower in town because of its proximity to the depot and the triple mower can work at a much faster pace than other machinery.   The current standard of service dates from early 2005, when the then Executive Committee agreed to increase verge cutting, in response to complaints from the public, and a scrutiny by Monitoring and Audit Committee, and funded this by changes to services elsewhere within the grounds maintenance budget.  
2.3. Consequently the annual cost of carrying out  8-11 cuts per year of highway verges  was funded in 2010/11 as follows :-

NCC       £ 134,500   
(this includes some arboricultural work and weed spraying) 
KBC
    £   80,500

TOTAL    £215,000

2.4. The highway verges covered by these arrangements are those within built up areas of the Borough – that is; all of Kettering and Barton Seagrave, Rothwell, Desborough and Burton Latimer and all villages within the Borough inside the 30mph signs. All other areas of highway verges outside the 30mph signs are mown by NCC’s contractors and take place approximately three times a year. 
2.5. The Borough Council also maintains its own land – parks and open spaces, including housing amenity areas – and the service to these areas are not affected by this report or the County Council’s reduction in funding. Neither arboricultural work or weed spraying are affected by the County Council’s reduction.   The following table summarises the grounds maintenance activity carried out by KBC:- 

	Area of work 
	Whose grass is it? 
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funded
	funded
	Overall service 

	Highway verges inside built up areas – Kettering and Barton Seagrave 
	
	5 cuts 
	6 cuts plus  blowing and strimming work
	11 cuts 

	Highway verges inside built up areas,  Desborough, Rothwell, Burton Latimer and villages 
	
	5 cuts 
	3 cuts plus blowing and strimming work 
	8 cuts 

	Rural roads outside 30mph limits 
	
	3 cuts 
	none
	3 cuts 

	KBC parks and open spaces 
	
	Nil 
	Weekley or monthly cuts depending on area 
	Between 10 & 30 cuts

	Housing amenity land 
	
	Nil
	Weekly or monthly cuts depending on area 
	Between 10 & 30 cuts


3.    IMPLICATIONS OF THE COUNTY COUNCIL DECISION ON FUNDING 

3.1.
The County Council advised this authority – and the other districts and boroughs - in a letter dated 7th March, that they were obliged to reduce the funding for highway verge maintenance for 2011/12, in order to balance their own budget. They advised that there would be a reduction of £57,000 in the payment made to KBC, which effectively means reducing the cuts they pay for from 5 to 2. 

3.2.
Clearly the communication of this decision came too late to be taken into account for this Council’s own budget for next year. 
3.3.
This Committee’s Budget Containment Strategy is clear:- - 
"the Council should not substitute itself as the provider/funder of services when another public provider cuts such a service” 
3.4.
Consequently this Council cannot buffer the funding cut being made by the County Council, inevitably leading to service reductions. Broadly speaking, it will be necessary to reduce the service to deliver between 7 and 8 cuts across the Borough. The functions of strimming around obstacles and blowing the grass back onto the verge would have to end. 
3.5. All possible strategies will be deployed to reduce the transitional disengagement costs 

3.6. County Council is of the opinion that any disengagement costs are for the Borough to bear. Their email of 24th March says “the County Council has had no input into your contractual  arrangements and have not been consulted on any of your operational matters and use of resources….. This we see as a given business risk and a burden which we all have to bear in the current circumstances.  The Order we placed with you is an annual instruction and as such it should be reasonable to expect that it could be terminated, or amended, at year end.”  This is not a view that the Borough Council shares.

4.
THE FUTURE OF THE VERGE CUTTING SERVICE 
4.1. Kettering Borough Council is, in effect, providing a subsidy of around £80,000 per annum towards the cost of delivering another authority’s service. Perhaps this is a good time to consider if that is sustainable into the future given this Council’s own financial pressures. 
5.
CONSULTATION AND CUSTOMER IMPACT
5.1.
The Borough Council has not been consulted on the proposed reduction in funding or its implications, and therefore neither have the public. 
5.2 
The public will generally view the service as one provided by the Borough Council as its branded vehicles and staff work on the verges; any reduction in service is likely to be seen as one caused by the Borough Council rather than the County Council. 

5.3. Reductions is a highly visible service such as this will generate a lot of complaints – the last review in 2005 was partly generated by the volume of complaints from a perceived reduction in service in previous  years. The impacts of reduced service will be to give an air of neglect to the street scene, affecting both residents and visitors, and, longer term investors. It will increase the risks of fly tipping and littering, and storage and parking on the verge. Research shows that when an area looks uncared for, it becomes more uncared for and abused.   
5.4. If the county council cut is pass-ported through to the service, then the most immediately visible reaction will be about the loss of strimming and blowing. The perceived absence of these functions at the start of the year already generates complaints now. Over time, the loss of cuts will have an impact on the quality of the finished product and hinder litter picking work. 
5.5. If the Borough Council decides to stop subsidising and/or providing the service altogether, then there will be a sudden and noticeable drop in standards, with the number of cuts reducing across the Borough to two per year.  Litter picking will become very difficult and the contrast between maintained open spaces which abut the highway and the highway will be marked, and will not be understood by the public. 

5.6. A verbal report will be given at the meeting as to the position of the other district councils in the County. 

5.7. Some quick research has been carried out into the standards applying elsewhere in the country. 

	Leicestershire County Council 
	Pay for 12 cuts a year 

	Oxfordshire County Council 
	Pay for 14-16 cuts a year 

	Nottinghamshire County Council 
	Pay for 6 cuts a year, supplemented by districts 

	Lincolnshire County Council 
	Pay for 7 cuts a year, supplemented by districts 


We are not aware of any highway authority which pays for less than five cuts a year. 
5.8.
The County Council have indicated that whilst they cannot reverse the budget reduction, they are prepared to enter into discussions about how efficiency gains could be secured through joint working in future. 
6.
POLICY IMPLICATIONS
6.1
Addressed above in the report. 
7.
USE OF RESOURCES
7.1.
Addressed above in the report 
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1.	PURPOSE OF REPORT





To advise on changes to funding for grounds maintenance made by Northamptonshire County Council and to seek approval for changes to the service as a result. 


	





8.	RECOMMENDATION





The Committee note the reduction in service which follows the County Council’s budget reduction.


The Committee is asked to consider its future involvement in verge cutting. 








