                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                MINUTES OF A MEETING OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL AND PLANNING SERVICES OVERVIEW & SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 

DATE: 
27 June 2007
TIME: 

2:15 pm
VENUE:
Committee Room, 2/3 Civic Offices, Angel Street, Bridgend
PRESENT:
Councillors: 
D Buttle, D T Greaves,  M Gregory, J J Hipkiss, C E Hughes, 

K S Hunt, M Inglesant, E McIlveen, J C Spanswick, W H C Teesdale (Chair).
Officers:
E Littlejohns, Assistant Scrutiny Officer



L O'Brien, Cabinet and Committee Officer


H van Willegen – Principal Solicitor

Invitees: 
Councillor M Voisey, Cabinet Member - Environment





R G Jones, Executive Director - Environment



C Eades, Assistant Director - Transport and Engineering
A Green, Head of Highways
1.
 Apologies for Absence

Apologies for absence were received from Councillors K R T Deere and C J James who were on holiday.

  

2. Declarations of Interest (Including Whipping Arrangements)
None.
3. Minutes of Meeting Held on 24 May 2007
The Minutes of the meeting held on 24 May 2007 were approved as a true and accurate record.

4. Quarterly Performance Monitoring for Quarter 4 - Financial Outturn 2006/07
Members expressed concerns over the adherence to the efficiency agenda and highlighted the overspend figures in Transport and Engineering administration of £89,000 and a total Transport and Engineering overspend of £50,000.  The Cabinet Member - Environment explained that unanticipated events occurred that had raised expenditure throughout the year.  These had included the loss of a Planning appeal and costs of increased waste disposal activities, which had largely been paid for out the earmarked reserves set aside to cover unforeseen costs. He also explained that some of the earmarked reserves had been redirected back into the central Council budget following the anticipation of a positive resolution of the MREC issue. The Executive Director - Environment supported this position regarding the earmarked reserves, having indicated that they were detailed in the recent Statement of Accounts and that they would be reduced during the course of 2007/08. He further explained that additional administration costs in Transport and Engineering had been incurred as a result of training and generating income in other areas of Engineering Services, reflecting the high demand for Engineering Services throughout Bridgend County Borough. The budget for the whole of Transport and Engineering represented an expenditure of £15,000 per day and that the overspend represented no more than three days expenditure over the whole year. 

Members queried the free bulky waste collection service in Bridgend and the inspection of non-commercial collections. The Executive Director - Environment explained that there had been approximately 18,500 bulky waste collections during the last year and that costs associated with this service had doubled over the last 2-3 years due to its popularity. Inspections were necessary to avoid potential contraventions of the use of the Service.

Members queried the growth of administrative costs in all areas except Public Protection, to which the Executive Director - Environment responded that the costs had increased in line with additional work training and the income generation work undertaken within each Service are.
The Committee asked for clarification by Officers of the Fleet Services costs issue. The Executive Director - Environment explained that end of year fleet costs were under consideration by Environmental and Planning Services and that systems management had also been reviewed to reduce costs administrative and other costs.

Members queried the Phoenix Project and requested information on its purpose and role. The Executive Director - Environment explained that it was part of an all-Wales initiative from the Countryside Council for Wales. Bridgend’s involvement was through the Kenfig Nature Reserve and that although the report highlighted end of year slippage, the project had been completed by the time of this meeting of Environmental and Planning Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee.
Members concerns over the issues of multi storey car park and Valleys 2 Coast costs were addressed by the Executive Director - Environment and the Assistant Director - Transport and Engineering. They explained that within the overall Capital Programme virement between the projects eliminate any extra costs incurred.  Unknown quantities had resulted in additional costs on V2C, transferring highways projects.
Members queried the increased use of Civic Amenity sites throughout Bridgend and whether fixed costs would result from fixed opening times. The Cabinet Member - Environment explained that although there were fixed costs, increased volume increased the costs to the Council for the disposal and collection from Civic Amenity sites. Equally, as bulky waste collections were free, demand had exceeded anticipated figures. Following on from this, Members queried the cost of collecting bulky waste as opposed to the clearing up of fly tipping. The Executive Director - Environment explained that the cost per collection was £10 and that clearing up fly tipping was more difficult and expensive by comparison and that there was no evidence of increased fly tipping in the County Borough and pointed out that the Council was now a member of the Fly Capture Data System. He concluded that Bridgend was a victim of its own success with regards to the encouragement of increased use of Civic Amenity sites. With 3 additional sites having opened in Bridgend as evidence of success in this area, even more throughput was still actively encouraged.

Members queried the benefits of recycled material to the Authority, to which the Executive Director - Environment responded that contractual arrangements were in place in relation to MREC, which reflected in the Authority receiving a rebate, the market value of the recyclates. He also pointed out that for performance indicator collation.  The Authority maintained a list of recycled materials.

Conclusion
Members noted the Financial Outturn Report for 2007/08. Members were advised that the issues raised from this report would need to be considered at the Committee’s next meeting where next year’s annual forward work programme would be considered. Members were informed that the forward work programme included additional monitoring reports on waste management issues, MREC and recycling which would need to be prioritised.
5. 
Highway Maintenance
Members queried whether the Authority was achieving what it had set out to do in terms of Highways Maintenance and requested Officers’ comments on the issue. The Executive Director - Environment explained that it was essential for the Authority to know its current range of assets and a knowledge of conditions and quality, which would help to make officers aware of potential areas of concern regarding remedial works. He pointed out that Highways Asset Management was important, but should not be viewed in isolation from other potential areas of spending throughout the Authority. On the issue of the backlog, he explained that it was an area of concern, but that a £15million grant for the whole of Wales (£45million over 3 years) had been agreed by the Welsh Assembly Government to tackle highways maintenance backlogs nationally. Even so, 8% of the network would still remain in need of urgent attention. He further explained that the funding from WAG was not based on the needs of Bridgend, but cautioned that it was also not to be viewed as a replacement for investment from Bridgend County Borough Council in highways maintenance. As such, detailed information and outcomes were necessary to be provided to WAG to account for the investment by the Authority, as it could not be used for any other purpose. However, he warned that the continuation of the status quo would incur even greater costs in the future regarding remedial works as temporary measures did not solve the problems outright. Overall, the backlog presented the potential for further deterioration of highways assets and that the base budget had not changed over the last few years to meet the needs of the service area, whilst he recognised the equal importance of other service areas within the Authority. Members accepted this and were aware of the fact that it would require more than £500,000 to address the highways maintenance issue within Bridgend.

The Head of Highways explained that the Highways Asset Management Plan was a better way of risk assessing and detailing those assets within the Authority and followed the English example of a needs based system that was designed to tackle issues in order of need and priority. 

In response to whether or not the Highways Asset Management Plan would provide Bridgend with better roads, the Head of Highways indicated the issues involved. He explained that 85% of the allocated budget was spent on works and the amount of allocation had an impact upon the range of works that could be undertaken. Under the Plan, 3 options were identified which related to Steady State (staved off immediate deterioration), Optimum (level required for slow improvement) and Best Practice improvements made across the assets. He also indicated we had not reached a steady state level and that highways assets were undergoing a slow deterioration and that Highways Maintenance had a hierarchy of roads with the strategic highway network having been given precedence in terms of works allocation. The consequence of this prioritisation had led to a lack of resources to deal with those routes lower down the hierarchy.

The Cabinet Member - Environment explained that the next budget round would indicate the areas of investment concern such as Children’s Services. Therefore, the Council should set its priorities in line with the finite resources available. It was pointed out that Bridgend received £18 per head lower than the average of investment settlements from WAG. 

Members queried what the priorities were for Highways Maintenance. The Cabinet Member - Environment advised that the priorities were set by the Head of Highways based on need. However, unforeseen demands upon resources in highways maintenance such as the Coychurch Road Bridge had an impact upon allocation commitments. 

Members raised concerns over the fact that the Bridgend infrastructure was expanding to accommodate developments and estates, which in turn, exacerbated highways maintenance problems. The Cabinet Member - Environment explained that an expanded infrastructure due to the attraction of developers was a welcome addition to the overall improvement and progress of Bridgend. Members responded to the comments with the query that more investment in the infrastructure was necessary to offset the issues associated with increased volume of traffic and use. The Executive Director - Environment explained that under the UDP and LDP, land use developments ensured that Section 38 agreements ensured that developers adhered to Authority specifications in order to enable the adoption as public highway upon their satisfactory completion. It was also pointed out that the Standard Spending Assessment mechanism provided money for Bridgend allied to the length of highways/road classifications, as well as population numbers. As the volume of traffic increases the SSA formula would be revised to take into consideration increased population and road length in Bridgend. The Cabinet Member - Environment clarified this by stating that the SSA formula was a means of distributing funds across Wales and that Bridgend had to highlight those services where its priorities lay, re-emphasising that the budget for Highways Maintenance could not be taken in isolation in terms of Corporate priorities. As such, the SSA was not fully spent on highways maintenance. The Executive Director - Environment advised Members that SSA figures could be provided indicating the distribution of highways maintenance funding across Wales.
Members raised concerns over the future of the highways network in Bridgend. The Head of Highways explained that in terms of principal roads, Bridgend compared favourably with the rest of Wales and was ranked 4th. B and C roads were less than the national average in terms of quality, whilst unclassified urban roads and rural lanes were substantially worse than the Welsh average. Money allocated to address major concerns regarding the 3rd category was restricted to targeting health and safety matters rather than wholesale remedial action. He concluded that temporary repairs rather than a planned maintenance programme for all roads was not the ideal solution and that principal roads were the focus of the money received from the WAG grant, which would be £500,000.  The Assistant Director - Transport and Engineering supported the comments and indicated that the condition of the infrastructure resulted in reactive rather than proactive works.

Members raised concerns that efficiency agenda should feature within Highways Maintenance, whilst risk assessment and environmental issues should also be considered. Members were aware of the deterioration of Gateways to Bridgend that gave a poor impression to visitors and that remedial work would make them more welcoming, as well as the impact of climatic issues regarding gullies and pipes which required greater attention. Members were also concerned over the high long term risks involved in the maintenance of highways and felt that they were being neglected. The Executive Director - Environment explained that a restricted budget was available to deal with areas such as highway verges, whilst the efficiency agenda had been maintained across the whole of Wales through the employment of a single consultant to review the Highways Maintenance Asset Management issue. However, the European Union working time directive had an impact upon meeting the efficiency agenda in some areas of work. Equally, climate change impacts on drainage designs and had increased storm and flood risks. Therefore, he recognised the lack of capacity in drainage systems to deal with unforeseen circumstances. 
The Assistant Director - Transport and Engineering explained that there had been efficiency gains in materials and recycling, whilst issues surrounding the cost of repairing the support for structures and highways were of serious concern. The Head of Highways explained that the drainage repairs and improvement programme had been maintained and progressed over the last 10 years to address many minor drainage issues in order to gradually improve the Highway Drainage infrastructure. He also pointed out that no authority in the UK would be able to cope with intense deluges. Sustainable drainage was explained as the key to the future in relation to urban developments which would ameliorate previous concerns over drainage. He also explained that there would be a harmonisation of verge maintenance in cooperation with Valleys 2 Coast in the summer months, whilst there had been discussions with the Regeneration Directorate regarding Gateway improvements for the future and the progress of the roundabout sponsorship schemes. Members indicated that the backlog increased year on year and that more money was needed to address the situation. It was therefore necessary to end the cycle of backlog increases and urged that increased budget allocation should become a Corporate priority for Highways Maintenance.

With concerns over flooding risks due to bulky waste fly tipping near culverts and drains, the Cabinet Member - Environment advocated proactive work to reduce the risks.

Conclusion
The Assistant Scrutiny Officer concluded that the Committee’s investigation into Highways Maintenance did not have an agreed project plan. Members agreed to receive a draft Project Plan, which would be put together for the next Committee meeting by the Scrutiny Unit.  Members were advised that the Task and Finish Group could be reconvened to investigate issues raised by the meeting and the prospective Project Plan.  Within this project plan, Members were advised that reference would be made to the base review of the budget for next year currently being undertaken by the Executive Director - Resources which could have implications for the budget in relation to highways maintenance. 
6. 
Forward Work Programme Update

The Assistant Scrutiny Officer presented the Forward Work Programme. Members agreed to postpone its consideration of the Environmental and Planning Services Business Plan until its meeting on 5 September 2007 rather than 1 August 2007. It was confirmed that the Highways Maintenance Project Plan would be presented to the Committee on 1 August 2007.  Members questioned when the Committee would receive the next quarterly performance monitoring report. Members were advised that the release dates for the report were yet to be determined. The Assistant Scrutiny Officer agreed to contact the Policy and Performance Management Unit and Finance to confirm release dates for this Cabinet Report and confirmed that this would be presented to the Committee at the earliest opportunity.
Conclusion
Members noted the Forward Work Programme and the clarifications made by the Assistant Scrutiny Officer. 

Meeting closed at 4.42pm
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