CAMBRIDGESHIRE AND PETERBOROUGH FIRE AUTHORITY

POLICY AND FINANCE COMMITTEE - MINUTES

Date:

28 November 2006

Time:

14.30 – 17.25

Place:
Fire & Rescue Service HQ, Hinchingbrooke Cottage, Brampton Road, Huntingdon

Present:
Councillors: R Butcher, C Carter, S Giles, G Harper, G Heathcock,
L W McGuire and D Raines

Also in attendance: Councillor M Smith

Apologies:
Councillors G Murphy and L Oliver

15.
MINUTES


The minutes of the meeting held on 28th September 2006 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

16.
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

No interests were declared under the Code of Conduct.

17.
FINANCIAL STRATEGY 2007/08 – 2011/12

The Committee considered a report on a proposal to introduce a medium term financial strategy based on budget estimates, anticipated future spending pressures and savings, the asset management plan and the utilisation of the financial reserve.   A proposed strategy for the period 2007/08 – 2011/12 was submitted for consideration.


The Committee noted that the draft Strategy had assumed a 5% Council Tax capping limit and projected an annual Council Tax increase of 4% over the Plan period.  Members discussed whether it would be prudent to assume a Council Tax increase of 5% for the purpose of the Strategy but that an assessment would be made each year on the actual increase in the Council Tax in the light of circumstances then prevailing.

The Committee noted that the Council’s external auditors were content with the policy on reserves included within the Strategy.  The current level of reserves were sufficient to meet potential liabilities following a risk assessment of these.  The risks and level of reserves would be kept under active review.

The Committee noted that the introduction of prudential borrowing meant that the Authority had more flexibility to borrow to fund its capital projects, provided that such borrowing was justified and affordable.  Members were advised that in the context of the redevelopment of the Parkside Fire Station in Cambridge, that the £4.00m cost of the scheme if funded by borrowing would result in revenue costs to service the loan equivalent to a 2.2% increase in the Council Tax.  An increase of this size would severely limit the ability of the Fire Authority to raise income from the Council Tax to meet other spending pressures.  Members suggested that the Fire Authority should do more to communicate this to the public as to why it would be difficult for the Authority to self-fund the Parkside project.



The Committee was also advised that the Gershon requirement nationally for Fire Authorities to achieve £105m of cashable savings over 2 years had already been met.  The national target had not been broken down as targets for individual Fire Authorities to achieve.  Government had also advised that the pro-rata allocation of savings according to the size of the Fire Authority would not necessarily be applicable as the capacity to achieve savings varied.

The Committee unanimously agreed to approve the proposed Financial Strategy 2007/08 – 2011/12 as attached as Appendix 1 to the report subject to the Strategy being amended to reflect a projected 5% increase in Council Tax.


18.
FINANCIAL ESTIMATES 2006/07


The Committee received a report and Budget booklet on the Authority's draft 2007/08 revenue and capital estimates, including precept and indicative Council Tax calculations.

Members noted:

· the Authority set a Band D Council Tax of £50.40 for 2006/07, a 4.5% increase over the rate set in 2005/06.

· the Government expectation that Fire authorities do not set excessive increases in 2006/07 and 2007/08.

· the Integrated Risk Management Plan for 2007/08 was not expected to have any financial impact during 2007/08.

· changes in the method for distributing Government Revenue Support Grant (RSG) from the Formula Spending Share (FSS) to the Relative Needs Block (RNB) in 2006/07.

· the expectation that the RSG for Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Fire Authority would be set at £12.444m for 2007/08, which would represent an increase of 4% over the adjusted 2006/07 grant of £11.971m.

· for every 0.75% increase in Council Tax an additional £97k would be added to the Budget.

· the anticipated cost of inflation between 2006/07 and 2007/08 was £674K, an average of 2.7%

· details of cost pressures on the Authority's budget arising from the earlier implementation of the departmental restructuring and the revenue costs arising from capital spending.

· estimated efficiency savings in 2007/08 through lower insurance premiums, implementation of a standard fleet of vehicles, improved procurement and efficiencies from partnership working.

· a proposed capital budget for 2007/08 of £1.517m based on the approved Asset Management Plan.

The Committee was advised of the processes for identifying spending pressures within the service and noted the provision which had been made in the budget to meet them.  The cost implications of the co-responding role of firefighters was uncertain and any increased costs were unlikely to arise in 2007/08.  Similarly the review of the retained service was unlikely to give rise to spending pressures in 2007/08.  The Committee asked the officers to review the options which might arise from the corresponding roles of firefighters to ensure that appropriate financial provision was made.

Members were advised that the current tax base for 2006/07 had been assumed in the Budget 2007/08 and that reliance would not be placed on the DCLG estimates, which had proved to be over-optimistic in 2006/07.

The Committee supported the proposals for consultation on the proposed Budget and Precept for 2007/08 through a press release, information on the website and direct consultation with relevant bodies, parish councils and businesses.

The Committee unanimously agreed to endorse the recommendations to the Fire Authority relating to draft revenue and capital budget estimates as a basis for consultation as detailed on page 11 of the Budget booklet.

19.
ALTERNATIVE RISK FINANCING

The Committee received a report on progress with investigations into the possible establishment of a Fire and Rescue Authorities Mutual Insurance Company (the Mutual) to provide insurance to participating fire authorities.

The Committee noted:

· the drivers behind the proposal and the anticipated benefits.

· participation by 20 fire authorities in the development of the proposals.

· the proposed structure and operation of the mutual insurance company.

· the capitalisation of the company through contributions from member authorities of £250k plus further financial guarantees of £2.75m, equivalent to a contribution of £12k and a guarantee of £127k for this Authority.

· a thorough risk assessment undertaken on the proposals.

· legal advice on the proposal.

· the Mutual would provide for the self insurance of risk up to a certain level and exposure above that level would be re-insured through the insurance market.

· the Mutual would be subject to regulation by the Financial Services Agency; the former Municipal Mutual Insurance Limited had not been subject to that level of regulation.

· the financial evaluation with estimated savings in insurance premiums of £70k against current projected costs of £465K, together with the anticipated share of any accrued surplus of £427k at the end of the first five years of operation.

· the Authority’s current insurance contracts expired in April 2008.- the earliest date when it would be possible to switch insurance to the new provider.

The Committee asked that the Treasurer to the Authority seek clarification from Firebuy as to the arrangements for member representation on the proposed board of the Mutual, who scrutinized the activities of the Mutual, and who would it be accountable to. 

The Committee unanimously agreed to recommend that the Fire Authority: 

(i) agree in principle to participate in establishing the Mutual for the reasons set out in this report;

(ii) subject to the Treasurer, Director of Resources and Legal Advisor being satisfied with the detailed contractual and governance arrangements for participating in the proposed Mutual and subject to reporting back to the Policy and Finance Committee, the Authority becomes a full member of the company and authorises the Chief Fire Officer in consultation with the above Officers to take all necessary steps to achieve this;

(iii) subject to recommendation b above, purchase its corporate property, liability, motor insurance and other miscellaneous insurance requirements for a minimum period of one year through the Mutual with effect from 1 April 2008, but that in the event that the Mutual is unable to assume risk by that date the Chief Fire Officer be authorised to arrange interim insurance cover as required;

(iv) That the Authority agrees in principle to participate in capitalising the company by way of an initial cash contribution of £12k and an additional financial guarantee of no more than £127k and authorises the Chief Fire Officer to take all necessary steps to achieve this;

(v) That the Authority agrees to waive the usual standing orders relating to contracts in view of the fact that the procurement in this case is being pursued through Firebuy; and

(vi) A further update on progress of reports will be submitted to the Policy and Finance Committee in due course.
20. REVIEW OF STRATEGIC RISK REGISTER


The Committee received a report on a review of the Fire Authority’s Strategic Risk Register.  The Authority’s Strategic Management Team continuously reviewed the Strategic Risk Register against the following risk categories : Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legislative, Environmental, and Customer/Citizen.  The risk exposure was then assessed by forming a view of the probability of the risk occurring, together with the impact of an occurrence.

The risks identified in the Register were:

· Changing (evolving) emphasis of service delivery to Community safety.

· Failure to comply with Government/legislative initiatives and/or National Projects e.g. Introduction of Regional Management Boards.

· National and/or local industrial action.

· Breaches of existing legislation i.e. Health and safety / Asbestos exposure / Legionella / Race Equality Scheme.

· Failure of Risk management.

· Failure to identify and respond to increases in demand for services.

· Failure of key suppliers.

· Inadequacy of financial budgets / reserves in the medium term.

· Failure to avoid effects of financial crime (fraud, misuse, fiduciary).

· Failure to plan for a Pandemic.

· Failure to proceed with major property schemes.

The Committee was advised that the Risk Register for 2006/07 had been reviewed and two new risks added - Failure to plan for a Pandemic and 

Failure to proceed with major property schemes.  The Committee noted the actions which were likely to be taken in response to a Pandemic; some concerns were expressed about the limited support which was likely to be availability from Ministry of Defence.  

The Committee agreed unanimously:


(i) to approve the revised Strategic Risk Register as set out in Appendix 1 to the report.


(ii) to request that a report be submitted to the Community Safety Committee on the contingency plans for responding to a Pandemic.

21. UPDATE ON DUAL APPLIANCES


The Committee received a report on work undertaken to investigate the potential use of dual appliances by the Service and the evaluation of potential appliances.

The Committee noted:

· that whilst these appliances were able to replicate the functionality of traditional aerial appliances such as turntable ladders they would primarily be used as pumping appliances attending a normal range of operational incidents.  

· the identification of two appliances which met the needs of the service (Magirus Multistar and John Dennis/Verma) but that the latter had been the most thoroughly researched and had benefited from the greatest amount of user input.  

· the capital cost of the vehicle (£475k) compared favourably with the cost of turntable ladders and would reduce the requirement on the pumping appliance replacement programme.

· Strathclyde FRS had purchased 18 John Dennis/Verma appliances and several other brigades had placed orders.  

· the purchase of 2 appliances to be based at Cambridge and Stanground would provide an enhance rescue capability.  One of the two turntable ladders would be retained to provide additional cover and resilience; the remaining turntable appliance would be mothballed as there was no viable secondhand market for such vehicles.

· proposed crewing arrangements would result in a potential revenue cost but better shift management and further improvements in the rescue capability of front line pumping appliances may offset this.  In the medium term it was assumed that the full time establishment would remain at existing levels.

The Committee agreed unanimously to recommend to the Fire Authority to:

(i)
note the work undertaken to date.


(ii)
endorse the continuation of the investigative work.


(iii) authorise the Chief Fire Officer, in consultation with the Chairman of the Fire Authority, to enter into such contracts as necessary to secure the use of a dual appliance.

22.
HIGH COURT CASE ON THE CO-RESPONDING ROLE OF FIREFIGHTERS.
The Committee received a report on the contribution which fire-fighters could make in administering immediate treatment to casualties to assist with the stabilisation of their condition and the preservation of life and on the outcome of a recent High Court case as to whether Fire Authorities could require fire-fighters to undertake such duties as a contractual obligation.  The Judge in the Court case ruled that this co-responding role was not part of a fire-fighter’s contractual duty.

The Committee noted that both Nottinghamshire and Lincolnshire Fire Authorities had decided to appeal this decision and the National Joint Council was seeking financial support for the appeal.

The Committee agreed unanimously to approve financial support to Nottinghamshire and City of Nottingham Fire and Rescue Authority in their appeal against the High Court decision on co-responders; this will be to a maximum of £5000 and that any request for support beyond this amount to be approved by the Committee.

23.
SCHEDULE OF MEETINGS OF THE FIRE AUTHORITY
The Committee received a proposed schedule of meetings of the Fire Authority and its Committees for the latter part of 2006/07 and for 2007/08.

The Committee agreed unanimously to approve the schedule of meetings for 2006/07 and 2007/08 attached as Appendix 1 to the report.

24.
REVENUE AND CAPITAL BUDGET MONITORING 2006/07

The Committee received a report from the Treasurer to the Authority on revenue and capital spending by the Authority as at 31st October 2006. 

The Committee noted:

· Overall the revenue budget was underspent by 7.3% at the end of August.

· Underspendings to September against full time fire-fighters is a result of crewing numbers being less than that budgeted.  12 new fire-fighters were to take up their post in January 2007 which would see this overspend reduce.

· The provision made for implementation of the new website was likely to be carried forward to 2007/08 due to delays because of the need to go through a procurement process for external contractors.

· Underspending on supplies and services relating to Fire equipment maintenance, uniforms and community safety expenditure would be closely monitored to ensure that robust spending plans were in place to year-end.

· Overspending on the operational fire budget was primarily due to the high volume of activity in July that cost the Authority £87k on top of usual spending 

· Underspending on the capital programme was due to spending on appliances being deferred pending the evaluation and purchase of the dual appliances but that further purchases were planned in 2007/08.

· The requirement on the Fire Authority to receive the best price for the disposal of assets and that in the case of vehicles this was usually discharged by sending vehicles to auction.  Members asked to be involved in any decision to dispose of vehicles by other means (e.g. by donation to other countries or organisations).

The Committee noted the report.

25.
HUMAN RESOURCES MONITORING REPORT - APRIL - OCTOBER 2006
The Committee received a report on relevant statistics and trends concerning employees of the service for the period from April to the end of October 2006.

The Committee noted information relating to:

· Workforce strength and establishment, including secondments, career breaks, the use of agency staff, discipline and grievances.

· Best value performance indicators

· Sickness absence and consultation on revised sickness and attendance management policies.

The Committee discussed management action to address sickness absence and the need for staff transferred to light duties to be kept under review and appropriate action taken if a return to full duties was not achievable within a reasonable period.

The Committee also discussed the implications of the more rigorous monitoring of the availability of individual retained fire-fighters.

The Committee congratulated the Fire Service’s managers on retaining staff in the Fire Control to date during the period of uncertainty in the run up to the establishment of the new Regional Control Centre.

The Committee noted the report.

26.
EAST OF ENGLAND REGIONAL MANAGEMENT BOARD MINUTES
The Committee received the minutes of the Regional Management Board (RMB) meeting held on 4th October 2006.  The Chairman of the RMB (Councillor McGuire) advised that a workshop was to be held for leading RMB members on the governance issues for the proposed company to be responsible for the running of the Regional Control Centre.  The outcome of a recent DCLG conference on Regional Control Centres was also discussed.


27.
SCRUTINY AND PERFORMANCE COMMITTEE MINUTES
The Committee received the minutes of the meeting held on 14th November 2006.

28.
EXCLUSION OF THE PRESS AND PUBLIC
The Committee resolved unanimously that the press and public be excluded from the meeting for the following item of business on the grounds that it contained exempt information under Paragraph 3 of Part 1 of Schedule 12A of the Local Government Act 1972, as amended, and that it would not be in the public interest for this information to be disclosed as it contained commercially sensitive information.

29.
DEVELOPING AN EMERGENCY RESPONSE STRATEGY FOR CAMBRIDGESHIRE AND PETERBOROUGH FIRE AUTHORITY


The Committee received a report updating it on the work with the consultants ORH and the intended strategic direction for the future provision of the emergency response service in the Authority’s area.  

Members noted that the reason for excluding the press and public was because the report included estimated values of various properties.  There was no intention to keep the key issues from the public; the development of the emergency response strategy formed part of the Integrated Risk Management Plan, which would be going forward for public consultation and debate after consideration by the Fire Authority.


The Committee agreed unanimously that the recommendations in the report be endorsed and forwarded to the Fire Authority for consideration.

CHAIRMAN
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