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              SOCIETY OF DISTRICT COUNCIL TREASURERS

Minutes of the Executive Committee meeting on 18 January 2008 
at the London Underwriting Centre, Mincing Lane, London.
1. PRESENT

Executive Committee: Shirlene Adam, Peter Antill, Angela Brown (Second Vice-President), Mary Hawkins (President), Martin Henwood, Paul Hymers, Ian Jamieson, Mark Lovell, Grahame Lucas, Sally Marshall, Phil Morton, Janice Maule, Alan Peach, Jason Vaughan and David Wood (Secretary).

With: Bob Whetton (SDCT Technical and Research Officer) and Joe Murphy (Zurich Municipal).
2. APOLOGIES

Apologies were received from: Chris Brewer, Sanjiv Kohli, Bill Price, Sonia Rees (Treasurer), Philip Simpkins, Graham Soulsby (first Vice-President), Peter Stuart and John Turnbull.
3. MINUTES

The minutes of the Executive Committee meeting held on 2 November 2007 at the offices of the Local Government Association in London were agreed.

Alan Peach was thanked for compiling and submitting the SDCT response to the Lifting the Burdens Task Force, which he described as being ‘an absolute pleasure’. 

4. TECHNICAL AND RESEARCH OFFICER’S REPORT

Bob Whetton presented his report providing an update on his work in November and December, which covered the following areas: the three-year local government finance settlement, concessionary travel, housing and council tax benefits, and the Housing and Regeneration Bill.
Bob reported that the SDCT would continue to provide input and data, through the LGA, to the workstreams that would be monitoring the position on council tax levels and service levels. He asked for any case studies to be emailed to him or to Graham Soulsby (see Bob’s report for the links).

Concerns were expressed at the continued failure of the formula grant system to reflect population growth quickly enough.

Strongly held views were expressed about the future viability of district councils, and it was agreed that this was a sufficiently important issue for the committee to dedicate some time to it at its next meeting on 7 March. It was agreed that the meeting would start at 11.30 am and got through to 4pm, with lunch at 1pm. 

Bob reported that Peter Stuart had been appointed as the waste convenor within the LGA as a replacement for Chris Malyon, who had recently left.

5. AUDIT COMMISSION UPDATE
Martin Evans, the Audit Commission’s Managing Director (Audit and Regulation), gave a presentation on current issues within the Commission, with a specific focus on the proposals for the new Use of Resources assessments and audit and inspection fees. 
He said that the Commission recognised that there was a special case for districts, and they would be considering what was needed to reduce the work of auditors within an ‘affordable envelope’. He said they would be looking to tailor the audit of districts and would be taking a risk-based approach.

Martin read from a letter to the commission from four secretaries of state which outlined the Government’s expectations that the new UoR would be annual and about organisational effectiveness.
He said that there would be an article in Public Finance the following week which would state that ‘for most councils there would be a reduction in audit and inspection fees of 10%’. The Secretary challenged the word ‘most’, given that districts constituted about 60 of the councils affected in England, and their fees would be going up by 30% plus. 
Martin expressed surprise that the LGA had not ‘made more fuss’ about the enhanced accounting standards that councils now needed to comply with.

A lively discussion followed, in which many Executive members strongly expressed their concerns about the burdens being imposed on districts through the UoR process and the level of fees being proposed, and the decline in the independent role of the commission. It was felt that it was increasingly looking to the Government for instruction and policy. There was no support for sustainability to be part of the UoR, given that there would be other opportunities for councils to be held accountable for their activities in that area.

It was held that very few districts would aspire to Level 4 because it would not be worth the effort.

There was a clear consensus for a reduction in the audit and inspection burdens – i.e. a ‘lighter touch’ for districts. 

Martin was asked about the issue of consistency between the Commission’s own auditors and those from the private. He was asked how this was tested. He responded by describing the process through which the Commission held the audit firms to account through the Commission’s regional directors. 

Martin acknowledged the points made by those present. He said the Commission was happy to challenge the assumption that all public bodies needed to follow the same set of rules for financial accounting and reporting.
The President thanked Martin for coming to the meeting and for taking the points made to him in good humour. She said that the SDCT response to the Commission’s consultation on the UoR and fees would follow in due course.

6. SECRETARY’S REPORT

A warm welcome was given to Phil Morton for his first meeting, and to Paul Hymers for his first meeting since returning to the Committee. It was noted that Jim Cassin had resigned from the Committee due to pressure of work. The revised list of Committee members was updated Report. 

The current list of advisers was noted Advisors. A new advisor role was created for asset management, which Martin Henwood agreed to take on. Martin was thanked for preparing the SDCT response to the recent CLG consultation.
The programme of future meetings was noted Meetings.

The Secretary read out the text of a letter he had recently received from Stephen Jones, the Director of Finance and Performance at the LGA, which included the following:

“I should like to place on record the LGA’s appreciation for the work that the Society has done with us over the past year, which has been extremely helpful to us and, in professional terms, of the highest quality. And, from a personal perspective, I would like to express my gratitude for the help that the Society and many individual District Councils have given me in learning about the local government landscape. I feel that I am only a short way down a long learning curve here, and look forward to more of the same over the next year.”

The Secretary gave a verbal report of the LGA Core Advisers’ meeting on 11 January 2008.
The Secretary gave a brief overview of the agenda for the Strategic Overview of Finance Issues meeting at CLG that he and the President would be attending that afternoon.

The Secretary gave a verbal update of the SDCT/CIPFA projects to create a Financial Services Shared Service and the Development Academy for District Treasurers. He said that more information would be in the Society’s January newsletter (to follow shortly).

The Secretary reported that the Society would be represented at the CIPFA Annual Dinner on 21 February by the President and the secretary.

The Secretary reported that the Society’s website had not yet been transferred from Chester to Kettering. He hoped to be able to report progress to the next meeting.

7. TREASURER’S REPORT

The Committee received a report from the Hon Treasurer with the latest position on the Society’s financial position and an updated forecast for 2007-08 and the following two years Report Appendix. The report was noted.
8. CIPFA RESOURCE PACK – THE FINANCIALLY LITERATE PUBLIC SERVICE ORGRANISATION
The committee received a report from Sanjiv Kohli setting out some suggestions for the SDCT response to a draft paper that had been received from CIPFA Report. It was acknowledged that this was work in progress. Angela Brown agreed to work with Sanjiv on the final version of the response. Sanjiv was thanked for his work.
9. CIPFA CONFERENCE
The Secretary reported that he had recently met with Drew Cullen, CIPFA’s Director of Marketing and Communications, to discuss the arrangements for the CIPFA conference in Brighton. It was agreed that there would be a ‘slot’ for the SDCT workshop on the afternoon of Wednesday, 18 June 2008.
CIPFA would be publishing the conference programme much earlier than previously, and there would be fewer, if any, clashes between conference sessions than had been the case in 2007 and previously. It was likely that there would be a session on shared services which would include time for the SDCT/CIPFA project to be discussed.

10. ZURICH MUNICPAL 

Joe Murphy welcomed the Committee to the London Underwriting Centre. He reaffirmed Zurich’s commitment to building a mutually valuable relationship between ZM and the Society and its members. 
ZM would provide opportunities for SDCT members to attend its regional internal briefings, which were held every two months. He envisaged that this might be every other meeting, at which there could be a discussion on the grant settlement, other financial pressures facing districts, and LGR/mergers. The purpose would be to help ZM to understand DCs better as well as providing an opportunity for SDCT members to meet with ZM’s regional directors and discuss matters of common concern.
It was agreed that ZM would continue to provide input to SDCT meetings, and this would enable us to use each other as sounding boards.

It had also been agreed that opportunities would be created for job shadowing, both ways, similarly to the approach already being taken with chief executives.

Zurich were thanked for hosting the meeting and providing lunch.

11. ADVISORS’ REPORTS
	Topic
	Adviser
	Deputy
	Report

	Cipfa Liaison
	David Wood
	Mary Hawkins
	Verbal update

	Audit Commission Liaison
	Mary Hawkins
	Phil Morton
	Verbal update

	LGA Core Advisers Group
	Mary Hawkins and David Wood
	Graham Soulsby
	Verbal report

	CLG SOFI Group
	Mary Hawkins and David Wood
	Graham Soulsby
	Verbal report

	Revenue Support Grant
	Graham Soulsby
	John Turnbull
	No report

	Housing and Council Tax Benefits
	Philip Simpkins
	 
	Report

	Asset Management
	Martin Henwood
	
	Report

	Capital
	Chris Brewer
	 
	No report

	Treasury Management
	Peter Antill
	Alan Peach
	Report - TMP
Report - MRP consult
Report MRP

	Housing
	Sally Marshall
	 
	No report

	Council Tax and Business Rates
	Jason Vaughan
	 
	No report

	Financial Management and  Local Authority Accounting
	Angela Brown
	Sanjiv Kohli
	No report

	Pensions
	Shirlene Adam
	Peter Antill
	No report

	Waste
	Peter Stuart
	
	No report

	Concessionary Fares
	Grahame Lucas
	Phil Morton
	Report

	Efficiency and Procurement
	Bill Price
	Janice Maule
	No report

	Risk Management
	Ian Jamieson
	Mark Lovell
	No report

	VAT
	Martin Henwood
	Mark Lovell
	No report

	Local Area Agreements
	Janice Maule
	Phil Morton
	Report

	LABGI
	Paul Hymers
	Peter Antill
	No report

	Housing and Planning Delivery Grant
	Paul Hymers
	John Turnbull
	No report

	Other Income
	John Turnbull
	Graham Soulsby
	No report

	Lifting the Burdens Task Force
	Alan Peach
	
	No report

	Local Government Restructuring
	David Wood
	Alan Peach
	No report

	Shared Services
	David Wood
	Mark Lovell and Alan Peach
	No report


The verbal updates included:

Housing – Sally Marshall to represent the SDCT on CIPFA’s technical panel.
Financial Management and Accounting – please provide feedback on the 2008 SORP to Angela Brown.

Concessionary Fares – see Bob Whetton’s report.

Shared Services – David Wood to speak at CIPFA conference on 13 March 2008.
Risk Management – Ian Jamieson would provide a report for the website on the risks associated with local government restructuring.

VAT – Martin Henwood advised that HMRC would not be requiring a partial exemption statement for 2007-08. There were risks associated with not doing the calculation and could lead to councils not accounting for VAT properly.

LABGI – noted that the 2007-08 payments would be held up by the Slough/Corby legal action. 

12. OTHER BUSINESS

The Secretary thanked those members of the Executive that had provided input to the General Meeting on 7 December, which had been successfully run (with complimentary feedback).
John Turnbull was thanked for agreeing to speak at the Local Government Futures Conference on 13 December 2007. 

The Secretary asked for items for the monthly newsletter to be sent through to his PA, Louise Anthony (louise.anthony@malvernhills.gov.uk).

Peter Antill agreed to attend an LGA ‘Chatham House’ event on financial instruments on behalf of the SDCT. 

13. NEXT MEETING
It was noted that the next Executive Committee meeting would be held on Friday, 7 March 2008 at the LGA’s offices in Smith Square, London. In addition to the normal items, and the discussion in the morning on the future of districts, the agenda will include a discussion with Mal Singh, the Head of Finance Professionalism at HM Treasury, on his role and that of the Government Accounting Service in improving financial management within central government.  
David Wood
Hon Secretary
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