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Society of District Council Treasurers

Minutes of the Executive Committee held on 11th March 2011 

At the LGA Offices, Smith Square, London 
In Attendance:  Jason Vaughan (President), Sally Marshall (Vice President), Scott Crudgington (2nd Vice president), Grahame Lucas, Jane Kitchen, Sandra Cowley, Steve Bishop, Alan McFarlane,  Jim McDonald, Neil Taylor, Kevin Jaquest, John Sowden, Chris Brewer, Steve Richardson, Angela Brown (Secretary)

Also In attendance: Ray Bolton (Tradition)

1. Apologies /Introduction/ Goodbyes :   Apologies were received from –Nick Eveleigh, Paul Creswell,  Peter Gillet, Nick Tustian, Norma Atlay, Alan Peach, Peter Stuart, Martin Henry,  Dean Langton.

It was noted that this would be Grahame Lucas’s last meeting of the Executive and the President thanked him for his considerable contribution to the work of the Executive, particularly in his year as President and his work on Concessionary Fares.

It was also noted that Richard Ludlow would be leaving CIPFA at the end of the month and the Executive requested their thanks be passed to him.

It was noted that following the resignation of Grahame and previously John Burke and Bill Price, that there were now three vacancies on the Executive, and interest would be canvassed when circulating the minutes. 

Action – Angela Brown

2. Minutes of Previous Meeting

Minutes of the previous meeting of 28th January 2011 were agreed. 
3. Local Government Resource Review

Members considered the paper distributed by the DCN requesting SDCT input into a District response to the Review. The Executive considered the DCN paper and agreed to the request for a joint approach, albeit recognising the complications surrounding the expressed way forward and the potential professional differences which may emerge. The workload might be considerable for a period of time, and Scott Crudgington volunteered to take the lead supported by Alan McFarlane, and Jason / Scott will speak to DCN. 

Action – Jason Vaughan, Scott Crudgington, Alan McFarlane 

4. Savings Strategies Discussion
A general round table discussion took place on the strategies each Council was taking with regard to achieving the savings required. The initiatives ranged for a root and branches review of base expenditure to more transformational and shared service working. Initiatives included:

· General Housekeeping

· Use of Reserves (where available)

· Shared Services / Shared Management / Merging Districts

· Shared Buildings /Asset Review/ Transfer Assets to Community

· Big Society (community running services)

· Commercial Services / Trading

· Charging Opportunities

· VAT windfalls

· Sponsorship

In terms of where the SDCT might be able to assist Districts it was considered that there was more scope to remove the barriers to Charging and Trading. Jason agreed to discuss the options with the DCN following the joint Income and Charging review undertaken the previous year. 

A discussion also ensued on the new Audit Commission Financial Resilience test and what criteria would be used to judge Councils. There appeared to be no consistent approach emerging as yet from the Audit Commission with different authorities being given different levels of information.

 Action - Jason Vaughan

5. New Homes Bonus

The Executive considered the paper provided by Jane Kitchen into the proposed usage of the New Homes Bonus. Because the allocations had been announced after most authorities had set their budgets, the treatments ranged from putting it into a Capital or Revenue reserve to utilising it to ease the requirement to make base budget savings. It was noted that some of the allocations were of a considerable size and others were fairly paltry sums. In terms of planning for the future, there was a discussion as to whether there would be further top slice of formula grant from 2013/14 onwards. It was also noted that there would be a strategic link to the Community Infrastructure Levy.
6. SDCT / Centre for Public Service Partnerships - potential for joint work
Steve Bishop and John Tizard (CPSP) presented a draft business case which had been worked up following the Executives decision at the previous meeting to discuss further the potential for joined up work on shared services, shared management arrangements and council mergers. The Executive discussed the proposed Business Case and in particular the pros and cons of the proposal set out by Steve and made the following comments:

· Balance between commercialism and ’free’ advice to the sector.

· Felt DCN buy in was important 

· Consider further Legalities /Liability / PI cover etc.

· Was it a contract or a partnership agreement

· Would SDCT role be to act as ‘brokers’

· Consideration of skills in the wider District group (not just Executive members).

The Executive thanked Steve and John for the work undertaken and felt that it was an opportunity for the SDCT to assist the work of Districts, some of whom were struggling with the shared service agenda. It was considered important however to get the correct balance for SDCT involvement and following discussion agreed to progressing the joint work in principle but subject to a further report to the next meeting addressing the issues and concerns raised.

Action – Steve Bishop to liaise with John Tizard and produce a report to the next meeting of the Executive.

7. Website Update

In his absence Peter Stuart had circulated a note setting out reasons for a delay in progress with the issue. The Executive had a number of queries on the proposed interim way forward including the administration arrangements for the site and these would be discussed with Peter.

Action – Peter Stuart to bring detailed proposals to the next meeting of the Executive.

8. Review of Advisor Areas

Revised areas agreed with the deletion of the Concessionary Fare advisor role as this would no longer be a District Function from April, and adding Sandra Cowley to support Sally on Housing issues, with Alan McFarlane moving to the Income Fees and charges role.

It was agreed that advisors should report on their area to each meeting of the Executive with brief bullet points of the main issues arising and any meetings attended.

Action – Executive members to report BRIEFLY to each meeting of the Executive. Angela to update roles and get website updated.

Updated Advisor Areas attached
9. MJ Column Article

Jason reported that the MJ have requested that Jason do a column in the MJ and Jason was keen for this to be used as an SDCT column. 300 words are required and the dates of the articles are 25th April, 24th May and 5th July. Potential ideas were VAT, Housing Finance, Balancing the Books, and Shared Service work.

Action – Jason Vaughan

10. Advisor Reports
(i) Pensions - John Sowden informed the Executive that the LGA were now taking a strong lead following the publication of the Hutton report. It was considered that an SDCT response was not appropriate as there would be many different views and that each authority should make its own representations.
(ii) CIPFA / LASAAC – Angela Brown reported that CIPFA / LASAAC were looking for Practitioner volunteers (Chief Accountant and Director levels) to become involved in the work of the panel to develop accounting standards going forward (in particular accounting for Infrastructure assets is coming up). A number of names were suggested, and it was also considered that the website could be used to ‘advertise’ the requirement albeit there would be a vetting process to go through. It was also reported that CIPFA would be issuing guidance notes to CFO’s shortly to enable them to explain the accounts more easily to members…Paul Mason from CIPFA would be invited to a future meeting.
Action – Executive Members to provide names of potential panel representatives to Angela

(iii) LAA/DWP – report attached.
(iv) Housing – A verbal update was given by Sally Marshall regarding the issues around the self-financing dates and comments would be made to the LGA. It was also advised that demolition plans would be extremely important to document as the more planned the less debt would be taken on.
(v) Capital – report attached from Chris Brewer

(vi) Welfare Benefit Reform – Peter Stuart had offered to take the lead for the SDCT in discussions with ALATS but there was no further progress to report.

10 Reports from External Bodies

(i) DCN – Jason would be discussing a number of issues with the DCN as discussed earlier on the agenda.

11 Update from External Partners

(i) Tradition. Ray Bolton gave an update on some of the key issues in the financial markets.

(ii) CIPFA – apologies had been received from Richard Ludlow due to his imminent departure. Julian Mund would be attending in future for CIPFA.

12. Private Executive Business – Joint work with CPSP discussed.

13. Any Other Business  - 
(i) Review of Statutory Functions – it was noted that this review by Government included the role of the S151 officer. 

Action – Jason to discuss joint response with DCN
(ii) It was requested that the next meeting considered on the agenda borrowing options for Housing self-financing

Action – Sally to prepare report to next meeting.
14. Date of Next Meeting
13th May 2011, 10.30 am in the Tradition offices in London followed by lunch and a tour of the dealing rooms.

Action - please note change of date.

A Brown, March 2011
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