Appendix 2

Sustainable Communities - Place Advisory Group Meeting

6 October 2006

Report to Cabinet


Purpose of the Meeting

The views of the Advisory Group were sought on:

· Review of Repairs Categories

· Review of Policy on Hackney Carriages and Private Hire

Advice Given
 Review of Repairs Categories

The Advisory Group raised the following issues:

· Concerns were raised with regard to some works being moved into the Decent Home Standard category as this would result in people having to wait longer for repairs. It was noted that two conditions would be applied in these circumstances, the problem would need to be made safe and it would need to be ensured that the resident would not have to wait too long for the repair works. Therefore problems would be repaired if possible and then replaced as part of the decent home standard programme of works. However where it would not be feasible to undertake a repair a full replacement would be carried out. 

· Clarification was sought with regard to the criteria for people to be classified as vulnerable. Residents had been asked to provide an age profile and to indicate any disabilities and this information was being matched with identified vulnerabilities. 

· An emergency response would be provided when a property was in danger and a 24-hour response was provided during the winter for heating problems. In addition it was noted that people with no other source of heating would be offered a temporary solution until the repairs could be carried out. It was felt that vulnerable people should be prioritised during the winter period.

·  It was suggested that the call centre staff could ask people additional questions to identify vulnerabilities, for example if they are elderly, have a disability or have young children. It was recognised that the system operates successfully unless there are exceptions. It was felt that some circumstances could justify a decision being made by a more senior officer or an officer visiting a resident at home to establish if they are vulnerable.  

· The appointments system for planned repairs incorporate times for an evening and Saturday morning. In addition it was noted that the level of appointments made and kept was continuing to increase. 

· It was noted that The Housing Company had not previously charged for repairs to broken windows if a crime number was provided. It was proposed that the repair work would now be undertaken without charge unless evident that the resident or a family member had caused the damage. 

Review of Policy on Hackney Carriages and Private Hire

The Advisory Group received a short presentation from Michael Pollard, Chair of the Hackney Carriage Association and Alex Phelps, a representative of Dean’s Taxis, a Private Hire Company, who then left the meeting. 

· The group emphasised the need for the taxi service in Gateshead to be regulated as concerns were raised in relation to the number of Hackney Carriage Licences increasing from 92 in 1999 to 332 currently.

· Although it was felt important to determine the current level of activity throughout the borough it was suggested that, due to the cost of the audit, feedback from the Government expected in Spring 2007 should be awaited. It was noted that if an audit was undertaken the Council would be required to gather all of the evidence. 

· The group’s main concern was the quality of the service being provided and it was felt that raising the required standards would deter opportunists who only work during the busiest periods. In addition although standards are currently enforced and licences reviewed it was suggested that improving the standards would also make enforcement easier therefore regulating the number of taxis operating in the borough.

· It was accepted that the use of taxis has increased illustrating that there is a large demand for the service provided particularly as a result of the changes to public transport. 

· It was suggested that restricting the number of Hackney Carriages within the borough would further protect the position of current taxi drivers and therefore it would be important to control the service in other ways. As a report was expected from Central Government next year the outcomes of this work should be known before a decision is made on restricting the number of Hackney Carriages. During the interim period work should be undertaken to raise the expected standards. 

· Some councillors were concerned that imposing the vehicle age restrictions would create a monopoly in Gateshead and that the proposals were possibly too severe. However it was accepted that the vehicle age restrictions would improve standards whilst supporting the Council’s responsibility to ensure the quality of service provided to members of the public. 

· Vehicles more than five years old would need to be maintained to meet exceptionally high standards. It was suggested that an individual would invest the necessary resources to ensure their vehicle met the required conditions. 

· The idea of coloured bumpers was supported with the condition that the bumpers could not be the same colour as the vehicle. 

· The condition relating to the Standards of English was welcomed by the group as it was felt important that the driver could communicate effectively with the passengers.  However it was suggested that the condition should refer to the need for Basic English Certificate Level 3 or GCSE English. 

· It was suggested that all offences should be included in applications due to the access of taxi drivers to vulnerable people and children. 

· The group felt that the proposed standards would regulate the taxi service in Gateshead whilst improving the level of service provided to residents of the borough.
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