Mid Devon District Council 
25th March 2024
Cllr Jane Lock

Bin-It-123
1. February saw the cessation of residual side waste collection from households (extra black bags left next to bins).  As Tiverton is the largest town in the district, close attention has been paid to the scale and frequency of non-compliance in our town.

2. As of the 18th March (the third week) we are averaging around 3.5% of residents leaving side waste out for collection. This performance was pretty much identical to the second week with a 0.4% improvement on the first week.  To date that averages a 96.6% compliance rate across the district which is fantastic. But we obviously want to work towards having this at 100%.

3. The waste team receive regular reports of those residents who are not complying with the scheme and those households who have now left side waste out for collection repeatedly (despite being written to). Both sets of people are being spoken to and visited by recycling advisers and enforcement officers as appropriate.

4. As previously reported the aim is education before enforcement, and this is still the case.  Excess residual waste will be collected once a visit has taken place.  Residents who either want to speak to a recycling adviser on how they recycle more of their waste (which is still the biggest underlying current problem) or to request a second black bin assessment or additional recycling containers should get in touch with our Recycling Officers.  Mid Devon will always ensure residents have the containers they require for their household.

5. Concerns have been raised by members of both Councils that the seagull sacks provided to residents who cannot accommodate a wheeled bin have some unique issues, particularly around loss of sacks.  Concerns are also noted around the fly tipping of side waste into or beside another resident’s bin.  When these cases occur, they should be reported to Mid Devon so education and, if necessary, enforcement can be taken with those responsible.

6. The Environment Enforcement team will be highlighting pertinent examples of fly tipping to the public to raise awareness.

7. Mid Devon is now amongst the top 10% of council areas nationally for its recycling rates, and as previously reported is the second-best performing in Devon.  Our residents have not only improved our district’s recycling rate, but the amount of residual waste in the district has also reduced by 21kg per person since 2021/22, which puts it 15th out of 210 local authority areas.  There is much more that we want to do and we will be looking at options to further increase our recycling over the coming months.  I would again like to thank the public for their wholehearted support in helping deliver these successes – it is down to our residents’ support that we have achieved this.

8. Residents can sign up to email reminders of collection days at my.middevon.gov.uk.  
I find this service very helpful to remind me which bins to put out on which days.


3 Rivers Developments
9. The sale of St Georges Court to the HRA has completed.  I can reconfirm that the intent is still for over 60s accommodation with a local lettings approach (which means those with a connect to Tiverton will have the first opportunity to bid for them).  I cannot provide a move in date for the first tenants yet, and I have asked for an update on the landscaping and the road access onto St Andrews Street North.

10. The purchase of the Knowle Lane land in Cullompton was completed on 2nd February.  All others transfers and repayments are on track to be completed by 31st March.

11. Cabinet have resolved to dissolve the company by way of voluntary strike off, and that the Company’s governance be changed after 31st March to include one director to meet its legal requirements until that has completed.  Regular updates will continue to be brought to Cabinet meetings, and this will include the final cost of the company once all transactions have completed and the business is closed.

The Medium-Term Financial Plan and budget
12. Savings of circa £1.644m were identified as part of the budget setting process during recent months.  Since December Mid Devon District Council received the Finance Settlement and received grant funding of £85,000.  Also, due to the Building Control Partnership where the mix of partners percentage of costs had altered which had resulted in a £78,000 saving.  Additional savings were identified due to government announcements in December regarding the local government financial settlement and Council Tax and Business Rate changes.

13. The 24/25 budget was presented to Cabinet on 6th February, and unanimously agreed by the Full Council on 21st February.  Balanced budgets for both the General Fund and HRA were presented.  The General Fund budget had been set against a backdrop of over a decade of cuts to Public Sector funding, a global pandemic, a once in a generation Cost of Living Crisis, and the closure of the Council’s subsidiary housing company (3RDL).  The budget has been achieved through savings that minimised any impact on service delivery as far as possible.  However, it should be noted that further ongoing budget saving options will need to be identified to mitigate the underlying budget shortfall across the remainder of this MTFP (years 2-5).

Climate and Sustainability
14. The Council previously declared a Climate Emergency and aims to be climate neutral by 2030. The term ‘climate neutrality’ describes a balance achieved, for any given period, for carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases released into or removed from the atmosphere; related to the actions taken by organisations, businesses or individuals. The goal of climate neutrality is to achieve a net zero climate impact.  Mid Devon’s work to address this is split into two streams:
· an internal organisational / corporate focus for the Council (corporate);
· efforts to enable and facilitate actions across the district (community).

15. Corporate: The Council has a statutory duty to conserve and enhance biodiversity (habitats and species) is set out by the Environment Act 2021.  Work has started in earnest to agree policies and specific objectives to deliver this across all Council operations.

16. The Council has now switched to REGO-backed renewable electricity supplies for all sites and this will continue through till at least 2028.  Lords Meadow Leisure Centre (Crediton) is now completely off gas.  Members will remember from their visit to Exe Valley last year that heat pumps capture free heat energy from the air and ground, assisted by renewable power from solar panels. This transition to sustainable energy and smart integrated management systems to optimise sustainable energy usage marks an important milestone on the Council’s journey to Net Zero.

17. The new solar panels and parking shelters at Exe Valley have now been installed.  These will be used, in part, to charge Mid Devon’s new electric vehicle fleet, meaning solar energy that is captured in Tiverton will help to power those vehicles.

18. A focus on environmental benefits in our parks and open spaces management has achieved a number of no-mow zones and mowing regimes designed to encourage biodiversity – 14 nature conservation areas will receive 2 cuts per year, most areas including housing will receive 7 cuts per year, and the Amory Park sports field and formal parks at Westexe Rec and People’s Park will receive 12 cuts per year.  Additionally, the Council plans a significantly reduced use of herbicides on Council land.

19. Community: A number of members and our Climate & Sustainability Specialist attended the Sustainable Tiverton’s Community forums, and have been invited to meet with Sustainable Crediton.  Officers liaised with a group of local landowners who aim to establish a Natural Flood Management (NFM) scheme on the River Exe.

20. Officers and members met with volunteers from Sustainable Tiverton and the Mid Devon Parish Wildlife Wardens to discuss opportunities for biodiversity benefits and community engagement with nature at Council-owned land e.g. with Tiverton Tree Team. This builds on achievements such as community orchards and community tree planting and the potential for further joint effort with community groups.  An opportunity to plant a new community orchard on HRA land has been identified.  A wildlife area at Willand has been completed with bushes, trees and wildflowers provided by residents.  Wildflower plugs have been grown and planted by Bickleigh residents on the HRA-owned grass verge at Bell Meadow.  Mid Devon are keen to find other collaborative community-led projects across the district so please bring any ideas forward.

21. It should be noted that Mid Devon recognises that some of the external data that it uses for benchmarking and measuring its relative climate performance is very high-level and not available for scrutiny.  This is particularly evident around renewable energy generation across the district. Tiverton Town Council heard about these challenges at its meeting on 22nd January, where they were raised by a resident (Mr. Elstone), and efforts to seek better data are ongoing.

Social and affordable housing
22. The Government is seeking views on a series of reforms to how social housing is allocated in England (ends 26th March).  The Homes PDG on 19th March discussed Mid Devon’s response to this consultation (see references).  This includes the eligibility tests that can be applied – e.g. UK connection, local connection, income, ASB, terrorism, and those who have made false statements.  The stated aim is to provide greater consistency across the country to ensure more people can access social housing.

23. The proposals will nonetheless not directly address the housing shortage and the net loss of social rented homes since 2011 – more affordable housing is needed to address the housing crisis and alleviate pressures on allocation processes.  The new reforms will only apply to new applicants and have no impact on existing tenants.

24. Within the Councils own stock, in 2023/2024: 60 new units are planned.  In 2024/2028: 85 new units per annum are planned.  Some additional new units will also be provided within specific schemes as a replacement for existing end of life properties.  Approximately 80% will be new build modular (e.g. ready to move homes such as those being constructed in Shapland Place), 18% will be new builds using traditional methods, and 2% via the buy-back of former MDH properties.  90% are expected to be social rents, with the remainder affordable rents, according to need.

25. Key to the protection of our rural communities will be the distribution of social and affordable homes across the communities that have the demand, and not concentration in our towns.  This was discussed at the Scrutiny committee meeting on 18th March, alongside a detailed presentation around the operation of Devon Home Choice that members may find helpful (see references).

Staff sickness
26. In the 22/23 year the Council had an average of 9.9 sickness days per full time equivalent (FTE) employee (7.82 in 21/22, 5.58 in 20/21, and 8.10 in 19/20).  The reduction during the pandemic years can be partly attributed to furlough and working from home.  It is projected that based on current data we may end 23/24 with 10.57 days lost per FTE.

27. These high levels of sickness present an ongoing challenge to the Council, but are not unique to us.  Work is underway to determine what extra support can be provided to improve staff wellbeing, reduce sickness levels, and continue the reducing trend for agency staff spend which is down 37% compared to last year.  Initiatives such as providing free flu vaccinations, and mental health champions are already in place.

The District Council’s Constitution and meetings
28. Planning committee meetings: The Local Government Association’s (LGA) Planning Advisory Service (PAS) evaluated the functioning of Mid Devon’s Planning committee during the previous council term and made a series of recommendations for changes to its meetings.  The most prominent recommendation was the removal of the general public question time item from the start of each agenda, focusing instead on the allocated public objector/supporter statements that are called for at the time each application is discussed.  (This was because Planning applications follow a statutory and national policy-defined process that supports public engagement throughout the application process.  Statements in support of, or objecting to an application, rather than questions are the standard practise in most other councils.)

29. Nonetheless, the recommendation did not reflect the wishes of the current Council, the administration, nor the chair of the Planning committee, and immediately upon notification to members an amendment was prepared to completely withdraw the LGA/PAS recommendation.  The current Planning committee should be the one to bring forward any changes, and not be bound by mitigations for the disfunction of the previous Council.



30. The recommended changes make it clear that those wishing to ask questions are asked to submit them in advance only if they wish to ensure an answer during the meeting.  Questions will always be allowed at the time of the meeting, and when time allows many Chairs allow questions from the floor.  This brings the constitution in line with how the Council has operated for the previous 10 months, and does not make any material changes to that procedure.

31. Statements alongside questions have always been allowed under this Council, and are often crucial to correctly frame a question by providing context.  The removal of the words ‘and statements’ was recommended simply because it was a drafting error that had not previously been approved.  The amended recommendation now clarifies that intent throughout the constitution, but again delivers no material change to the existing procedure.

32. There has always been absolute Chair’s discretion to reject a specific question if it does not meet certain criteria, for example, if the question is materially the same as one asked recently or if it has no relation to the District Council’s responsibilities or is entirely legally-exempt.  The discretion allowed was wide and did not allow for any challenge if the denied party disagreed.  The recommended changes to the constitution set out the four clear reasons under which a question may be rejected, and requires qualified advice to be sought in advance.  Additionally, any reason must be given in the public meeting where the question was to be asked.

33. Remote attendance of meetings: As a Council we are making many changes to increase public engagement in our meetings.  We have recently invested in new audio/visual equipment in our Council chambers to improve the remote experience, both for participants and presentations.  This is still in the learning and tweaking phase, but I have received a number of comments from members of the public who have found the experience greatly improved.  We will shortly be providing the ability for videos of our meetings to be published alongside the minutes.  This has been a member-and-public-led project, and as such we are always keen to hear feedback and suggestions on how we can further increase the governance, quality, and accessibility of our meetings.

The new Corporate Plan
34. Mid Devon’s current Corporate Plan runs until the end of the 2024 civic year.  Work is already well under way to develop a new plan which will place the current Council’s priorities at the heart of every policy and action the Council delivers.

35. Mid Devon operates a form of hybrid committee and executive Cabinet system of governance.  The Policy Development Group (PDG) committees bring forward policies to the Cabinet for discussion, modification, and either agreement or recommendation on to the Full Council.  As part of the Liberal Democrat administration’s commitment to improve member involvement in decision making, we are proposing a change to the PDG makeup to reflect the following: Planning, Environment & Sustainability; Community, People & Equalities; Homes; Economy & Assets; Service Delivery & Continuous Improvement.

36. These changes are a reflection of the working feedback from members and the Council’s intent for its new Corporate Plan, and align strategic policies and development into new thematic areas that build on the expertise and interests of members and strengthen working relationships between Cabinet members and committees.  This is an important step towards using the PDGs to more democratically create the policies that are brought forward.

Council motions
37. The Council passed the following motions in their February meeting:

· Supporting the National campaign to award emergency services workers killed on duty a posthumous medal to recognise the sacrifice given on our behalf.

· Supporting the banning of dangerous toys & packaging that can become lodged around the necks of animals and writing to the relevant Minsters to lobby for legislative change.  This followed on from the Town Council motion submitted by Cllr Berry that was agreed on 27th November 2023, which was referenced during the discussion.

· Motion in support of Proportional Representation in general elections and local election, including lobbying Government and the Leader of the Opposition.

It is worth highlighting that the public book of motions now includes the outcome of a motion once it has been delivered.  This is an improvement over needing to search through meeting minutes to find out what has happened many months after a motion was agreed. 



Upcoming meetings of interest
38. On 26th March the Community PDG will consider a report on improving public access to Mid Devon for vulnerable customers.  We had been made aware of a small number of residents expressing their disquiet about the reduced opening hours at Phoenix House.  Some members expressed concern that this may be disadvantaging those most in need.  Issues were also raised about residents arriving at Phoenix House only to find us closed.  Cllr Holdman initiated a working group to consider this and any improvements that could be made.

The same meeting will consider an update to the Corporate Safeguarding Policy.  This is a significant policy that sets out the responsibilities for staff and members for safeguarding children and vulnerable adults.

39. Also on 26th March, the Audit committee will hear an update on the soft closure of 3RDL, and the interim audit report for 22/23.  (The latter being the final year of the previous Council.)  This is the first opportunity to ask the committee questions about that report and its recommendations.  There is also an update to the corporate risk management policy, which is a helpful document for understanding how Mid Devon categorises the risks it faces, their mitigations and monitoring.

40. On 2nd April Cabinet will discuss the recent Residents Survey and the Q3 corporate performance and targets (October to December 2023).

Cllr Jane Lock
Cabinet member for Working Environment


jlock@middevon.gov.uk
07810706271 



Meetings and references
· 23rd January Environment PDG discussing Biodiversity Duty, enforcement policies, and renewable energy:
https://democracy.middevon.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=135&MId=1765

· 6th February Cabinet discussing 3RDL update, the budget, and corporate pay policy:
https://democracy.middevon.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=133&MId=1759

· 21st February Council discussing motions and agreeing the 24/25 budget:
https://democracy.middevon.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=156&MId=1816

· 12th March Environment PDG reviewing Bin-It-123 and Q3 enforcement statistics:
https://democracy.middevon.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=135&MId=1766

· 13th March Standards Committee discussing changes to constitution:
https://democracy.middevon.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=143&MId=1807

· 18th March Scrutiny Committee discussing DHC:
https://democracy.middevon.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=131&MId=1791

· 19th March Homes PDG discussing the Government consultation on changes to social housing allocations:
https://democracy.middevon.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=138&MId=1772
The consultation report:
https://democracy.middevon.gov.uk/documents/s30159/HPDG%20190324%20Social%20Housing%20Allocation%20consultation%20report.pdf

· Devon and Torbay Devolution Deal:
https://www.devontorbaydeal.org.uk/

· Defra guidance on complying with the Biodiversity Duty:
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/complying-with-the-biodiversity-duty
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