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SOCIETY OF DISTRICT COUNCIL TREASURERS

Minutes of the General Meeting - 13 June 2006


1. Welcome and Introduction – Clive Allen

Clive Allen, President, (Surrey Heath Borough Council) opened the meeting by welcoming those delegates who were able to attend and by stating what a pleasure and privilege it was to be serving as President. He also thanked the previous President, David Wood, for his contribution during his term.

Clive expressed a willingness to visit member authorities to further the work of the Society. His contact details are: email: clive.allen@surreyheath.gov.uk, telephone: 01276 707250.

Clive gave a brief overview of the Society’s work over the previous year as follows:

· generally a very good settlement for most districts, which was largely due to effective and sustained work by the Society’s advisers; 

· the website was now being hosted by Chester City Council and could be accessed at www.socdct.co.uk; 

· raising the profile of Districts within local government; 

· much higher profile with many relevant central government departments; 

· increased contact with and between Members. 

He identified pressures for future years as follows;

· a possible change in workload given changes at LGA; 

· the need to raise political influence of SDCT; 

· the continued high profile being resource hungry (but number of volunteers in survey encouraging). 

He then presented the results of the recent membership survey. (Copy of Clive’s presentation is appended for information).

In summary, the survey had been completed by 1/3 of the total membership; the membership expressed a general satisfaction with the Society’s representation of its interests, subscription fees and the topics covered by advisers. Suggested subjects for coverage at general meetings were made. A number of members had expressed an interest in standing for the Executive and Gareth Moss, Honorary Secretary, (East Staffordshire Borough Council) would be contacting those members at a later date. Overall the results of the survey had underlined the fact that the Society had been focusing on issues which were assisting members in their roles, eg strengthening the voice of district at government level.

Clive concluded his introduction by thanking Tradition and Zurich Municipal for their continued sponsorship of the Society.

2. Treasurer’s Report

Sonia Rees, Honorary Treasurer, asked the meeting to approve the 2005/6 accounts (circulated prior to the meeting). Sonia advised that these had been certified by the previous Treasurer, Les Trigg,

Sonia also tabled the 2006/7 draft budget figures (also circulated prior to the meeting). She highlighted the fact that the expenditure was greater than income. As this was an unsustainable long-term position, Sonia advised that the Society would need to consider increasing subscriptions.

Sonia then invited questions from the floor. In response to a query relating to consultancy fees, Sonia advised that because advisors contributed their time voluntarily, whilst carrying out their day jobs, some support was required. Therefore, a consultant had been engaged to assist with the work that the Society was undertaking at a national level.

The general meeting approved the accounts accordingly.

Treasurers Report (Word Doc) by Sonia Rees
Committee Membership

The General Meeting agreed the following nominations:

· two Vice-Presidents for 2006/7 - Chris Malyon (New Forest District Council) and Mary Hawkins (Warwick District Council). 

· Executive Committee members - Graham Lucas (Worcester City Council) and Martin Henwood (Wycombe District Council) 

3. Updates from SDCT Advisers

Waste

Chris Malyon, Vice President, (New Forest District Council) began by thanking Bob Whetton for his contribution to the Society’s work on waste spending pressures, which he considered invaluable.

Chris started his presentation by outlining why waste was so high on the local government agenda as follows:

· as a growth area it was likely to be the single most important item of net expenditure (ie up to 15% of revenue); 

· 2006/07 RSG Settlement - the Society’s submission to Government had been well received and the Minister, Phil Woolas, had asked to see officers again. A meeting had been scheduled for 29 June; 

· Comprehensive Spending Review 07 - Chris advised that waste would play a major part in this; 

· The long-term impact on district councils funding levels. 

Chris then went on to talk about the work of the Society’s Waste Working Group, the survey undertaken and the resultant submission to the Minister. He suggested that anyone wishing to view a copy of that submission should email him at chris.malyon@nfdc.gov.uk.

Chris presented a number of slides illustrating the projected increases in annual waste collection costs and anticipated recycling rates, which appeared to be significant. He detailed the causes of the costs such as market capacity and increased recycling levels; the efficiency opportunities to be gained; the impact of new disposal facilities, waste minimization and landfill allowance (pressure from waste disposal authorities not to collect commercial waste).

Chris advised that there were two major issues arising from the review, ie we are quickly using up landfill sites and the major planning implications for new facilities. This would require local authorities and Government to work together to ensure that the funding was in place.

To conclude his presentation, Chris advised that the work of the group would continue towards the LGA submission on waste spending pressures.

Waste Management PowerPoint slides by Chris Malyon
4. CSR 07

Graham Soulsby (Kettering Borough Council) began by inviting the audience to complete the reply cards he had distributed. These requested details of the Key Spending Pressures faced by authorities, which would help inform the Society’s submission to CSR07

Graham’s presentation focused on the processes involved in CSR 07, giving a brief history and detailing the Society’s suggested knowledge as follows:

· limited scope for “real” spending increase (pre-budget report); 

· at best expect “freeze in Real Terms”; 

· efficiency Agenda is a major influence; 

· 2007/08 already sorted (attention now on 2008 – 2011). 

Graham went on to explain how the Society could influence CSR 07, ie through chairing a CSR 07 Working Group (EPCS) and working closely with the LGA.

Graham advised that the Society was in a good position to influence the case but this could only be done if members actively contributed by submitting their key spending pressures. The working group’s resultant submission would be fed into the Lyon’s report and thereby influence the CSR 07 outcome.

He also requested that if anyone had any suggestions on how government can give districts more flexibility they should include this in their replies.

Comprehensive Spending Review PowerPoint slides by Graham Soulsby
5. Concessionary Travel

Bob Whetton (Adviser)

Bob began his presentation by detailing the various stages of the concessionary fares scheme, ie 2001 new scheme; 2006 enhanced scheme, 2008 national scheme. He identified the key players in the scheme and the issues facing the current scheme:

· financial - uncertainty of costs (appeals - the DFT were currently dealing with a significant number which might result in case law) and funding (revenue support grant); 

· operational – local flexibility, operators and tickets and technology. He explained that the Government was committed to technology for a smart card scheme on a countrywide basis and that the DFT would be circulating a survey shortly. Bob advised that it was in member’s interests to respond to that, as this would form the information base for the 2008 changes. He also thanked all those that had contributed to the Society’s survey, the results of which had been circulated. 

He then went on to talk about the 2008 scheme covering the following points – the introduction of a national scheme; extra funding – £250m from 2008/9, DfT Preparations such as a Concessionary Fares Working Group and additional sub groups; the DfT management options and the administration requirements at a local level.

Bob then spoke about the key considerations of districts, ie can districts administer the new scheme; grant distribution methodology and retention of local flexibility. He stated that it was vitally important that the district family agree a way forward on concessionary fares, as he believed that districts gained far more back from administering these through RSG than their actual spend.

Concessionary Fares PowerPoint slides by Bob Whetton
6. Financial/accounting key issues

Gareth Moss advised that Angela Brown (Carlisle City Council) had sent her apologies and he would be presenting on her behalf. He went through the presentation briefly which covered the following issues:

· CPA – Use of Resources; 

· SORP 2006 and the key changes for 2006/7 accounts; and; 

· Angela had identified other key issues as follows: 

· Increasing emphasis on full compliance with proper accounting practice 

· International Financial Reporting Standards - further convergence issues. 

· Audit Commission - Implications of International Auditing Standards 

· Revised Accounts and Audit Regulations 2006 

· World Class Financial Management - Audit Commission discussion paper 

Accounting & Financial Management PowerPoint slides by Angela Brown
7. Local Government Reorganisation

Gareth Moss, began by advising the membership that the Society’s website would be launched the following week and that the slides from the presentation would be available to view. He urged members to the use the website and explained that the site would contain a forum area enabling members to share/discuss information.

Gareth then spoke about the Data Quality Standards document, issued by the Audit Commission. Gareth suggested that the document should be completed as quickly as possible and advised that he would be raising his disquiet at the lack of consultation with his local auditor. He encouraged those present to do the same.

He advised that Angela Brown was now part of the CIPFA Accounting Group and therefore the Society should now have some input.

As part of the preparation for CSR, Phil Woolas, had expressed an interest in the increase of the local government pay bill. Nationally it had been quite difficult to refute the case but there might be an explanation in completion of DRO forms and members were urged to review the completion of these carefully.

Gareth spoke about some of the issues arising from the World Class Financial Management discussion paper which the Audit Commission were now using as an example of good practice. He explained that the Society had responded to this as there were some obvious flaws in the comparisons between the public and private sector data.

In terms of local government reorganisation, Gareth had attended a meeting on 4 April with Paul Rowsell of the ODPM, alongside Mike Taylor, a representative of the Society of County Treasurers , and Sarah Wood, Local Government Association. It had been an interesting discussion focusing on the many issues currently surrounding structures at government level. He advised that this did not necessarily mean at a local government level but the public sector as a whole.

He reported that no decisions had been taken at present, just fairly elementary ones about building blocks. He warned those areas considering splitting shire districts that this would not be entertained at present. He advised that the Government’s ideal was for consensus and that it was quite rational and recognised that total agreement was unlikely to be the case. Ministerial assessment would be based on factors such as the delivery of strong leadership for a strong geographical place and the need to deliver value for money.

In terms of costs, any proposals would need to pay for themselves over a relatively short space of time (5 years, probably assume 3 years). Upfront costs would be met from existing resources, ie no resultant increases in council tax, further borrowing. etc. The financial criteria was going to be quite tight.

Gareth explained that the intention of the meeting was to set up several meetings thereafter but he had heard nothing from them since, which had not been for the lack of trying. Therefore, he could not give any further information except to say that districts would need to recognise that in the Autumn there might be a need for a quick turnaround. He asked anyone who required greater elaboration to contact him direct. Contact details as follows: email: gareth.moss@eaststaffsbc.gov.uk or telephone: 01283 508749.

8. Housing Benefits

Philip Simpkins began by explaining that he had recently joined the Executive Committee and that his first 6 months had proved to be very interesting. Philip’s presentation covered the Green Paper on Welfare Reform, the Financial Outlook 2007/8 and the Financial Outlook 2008/9 onwards.

In terms of the Green Paper on Welfare Reform, of which housing benefits was only one part, he advised that the Society had responded to the consultation.

One of the key issues arising from that was that the excess amount should be capped. He gave the following example - if there is a local housing allowance of £80 per week and the claimant is only paying £60, the claimant gets to keep £20. The Society’s view was that this should be capped at £10. However, other bodies had said that there should be a cap but it should be at a higher level. Philip advised that this should be monitored.

On the social sector the response had been to not make housing finance more complicated than it was already. Philip advised that there may or may not be an announcement before the summer recess. .

Philip reported that he had joined the DWP/LAA Steering Group and paid thanks to both Bob Whetton and Gareth Moss for facilitating that. He advised that a DWP/LAA Subsidy Working Group had now been established.

In relation to the Financial Outlook 2007/8, Philip advised that the DWP were not happy with the grant in relation to discretionary housing payments. This was because a number of authorities were not spending up to their grant level and keeping the excess. Philip reported that they were looking to change that this year. The Society would be making a representation through the Subsidy Working Group on 11 July.

The DWP as a department gets its administration grant itself, which is then split within the department between services. One little chunk is benefits administration. CSR07 has cut that big pot by 2.5% in cash terms, hence it is a 5% cut in real terms.

Philip explained that he had advised the DWP that a 5% cut in his administration grant would equal a 1% increase in council tax, something which the civil servants had not been aware of. Philip advised that he would keep the membership updated as matters progress, ie after the meeting in July. There was a real chance that this reduction in administration grant would have a significant impact upon individual districts. This point would be raised with both DWP and DCLG.

He urged anyone with questions on this to contact him direct. His details are as follows: email psimpkins@bedford.gov.uk, telephone: 01234 221635.

Green Paper on Welfare Reform PowerPoint slides by Phillip Simpkins
9. Hays: The District Council Finance Recruitment Market

Mark Robinson, Business Manager – Local Government Specialist, of Hays Accountancy and Finance gave a presentation on the issues surrounding financial recruitment in the local government sector and methods that could be used to alleviate this.

Mark Robinson’s PowerPoint slides ‘Hays: The District Council Finance Recruitment Market’
