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METROPOLITAN BOROUGH

COUNCIIL





	Subject:  

Review of Countryside and Open Spaces



	Report of:  Service Director Operational Services


	Email: Mark.Widdup@rochdale.gov.uk

Tel:  01706 922005

	Cabinet Member:  Councillor Martin Burke


	


1. RECOMMENDATIONS / DECISION REQUESTED

1. Members are requested to approve the following proposals;

(i) Reduce the opening hours  of the offices and shop at Hollingworth Lake Visitors Centre to four days a week (Friday to Monday 9am till 3pm) whilst maintaining the café and toilet facilities at other times.
(ii) Approve charges to external clients by the Countryside Rangers for services that are currently free at point of delivery.
2. REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

2. To assist Members to make an informed decision in relation to any financial efficiency savings that may need to be made as a result of the efficiency targets set for the Environmental Management.
2.2
Environmental Management has a significant budget which is predominantly focussed on delivering front line services to residents of the borough. As a result of the economic situation, there is requirement to consider whether the Council can continue to deliver these types of services in the same way.

3. ALTERNATIVE ACTIONS CONSIDERED
3. In order to achieve the significant financial challenges the Council is facing it is appropriate for Members to consider all options to review services.

4. BACKGROUND & SUMMARY
4.1
Proposal A - Township Parks & Countryside Rangers

4.1.1
Post Phase 3 efficiencies (BPEM10), there are currently 9 Township Parks & Countryside Ranger posts.

4.1.2     They are deployed in Townships as follows:

	Ranger Establishment
	Total
	Heywood
	Middleton
	Rochdale
	Pennines

	
	
	Township
	Township
	Township
	Township

	Grade 6
	9
	1
	2
	2
	4


4.1.3    
Generic Duties of these Rangers include:-

a. engagement with (and support for) Friends Groups and user groups

b. assisting with Township parks and open space development projects / requests

c. Maintaining visible presence especially in high profile areas and events such as Parks, Hollingworth Lake etc.

d. liaison with and some supervision of Streets operatives maintaining Parks and Countryside areas

e. designing and delivering on the maintenance programme for Countryside and woodland areas

f. Organising and Supervising Green Volunteer and Community Payback activities

g. Running Ranger-led Community and schools environmental education sessions and events

4.1.4     
Pennines Township includes the Hollingworth Visitor Centre and the following extra duties:

h.
Hollingworth Lake Visitor’s Centre

i.
Interpretation and education activities

j.
Township projects

k.
Hare Hill Park

l.
24/7 on-site presence at Hollingworth Lake (requirement of lease agreement with United Utilities)

4.1.5  

4.1.6  
Due to the reduction in staffing levels, and this coming after a series of reductions in the past 3 years. it would be unreasonable to expect the same levels of service to continue. 

4.1.7
Therefore consideration has been given to the priorities of the service and the Generic Duties listed above and the remaining Rangers would no longer be able to:

c.
Maintain a visible presence in Parks, Countryside areas or at events

e.
Design the maintenance programme for Countryside and woodland areas

f.
Organise the Green Volunteer and Community Payback activities, although they will continue to supervise this

4.1.8     

4.2
Proposal B – Senior Green Space Ranger 

4.2.1
Senior Green Space Ranger and Rights of Way Officer post has been identified as having four elements:

I. Custodian of the Definitive Rights of Way Map (includes duties such as reviewing planning applications) and the Rights of Way Improvement Plan (RoWIP)

II. Enforcement of Rights of Way Legislation

III. Reactive maintenance on Rights of Way network

IV. Capital improvements on Rights of Way network as part of the Rights of Way Improvement Plan (RoWIP)

4.2.2
It is proposed the Planning and Regulation Service accommodate part of this workload. it would make sense for the duties in (I.) to be transferred from EM. The other duties could be retained in the Corporate Enforcement Section (II.) and the Contracts & Commercial Sections (III. And IV.) within EM. 

4.3
Proposal C – Hollingworth Lake Visitor Centre Information Workers 

(Option 1 Reduced Opening Hours)

4.3.1  
There are currently 4 x Information Worker posts working at the Hollingworth Lake Visitor’s Centre. They provide a point of contact with the Council at this well-visited location, however a recent review of the need for this service and how it fits in with the Council’s vision for the future has raised questions as to whether it is actually essential to have such a resource

4.3.2  
With current visitor centre opening hours, the income generated through sales of goods and services which the information workers deal with is approximately £13,000 pa but the cost of goods sold is approx £7,000 pa

4.3.3 

4.3.4 
There would need to be some investment in terms of installing shutters so that the café and the toilet facilities could remain open longer whilst keeping the offices and shop secure. But this would only require a one-off cost of approximately £5,000

4.3.5 

4.3.6 
It is thought that whilst sales may be reduced slightly, a review of merchandise and pricing would be carried out to ameliorate any adverse financial impact.

4.4
Proposal C – Hollingworth Lake Visitor Centre Information Workers 

(Option 2 – Third Sector)

4.4.1 
RMBC could stop running the shop at the Visitor’s Centre and open up the opportunity to the third sector.
4.4.2
Depending on expressions of interest received from the third sector, there would be scope to include some/all of the following:

a. Utility costs at the Visitor Centre, Pavilion & Kiosk 

b. Litter picking around the Lake 
c. Cleaning of toilets at Visitor Centre, Pavilion & Kiosk  
d. Management of the Lodge and Campsite

e. Management of the Bunkhouse at TS Pallatine

f. Materials for the shop 

g. Cafe concessions at the Visitor Centre, Pavilion & Kiosk 

h. Management of the Visitor Centre Car Park (currently managed by Highways
4.4.3
There are a number of organisations which are suitably placed to take on this responsibility, but the purpose of this proposal at this stage  is for Members to give approval for EM to further  explore the financial benefit (if any) to the Council. 

4.4.4
This is a significant opportunity to develop community capacity in the Borough.
5. 
CONSULTATION UNDERTAKEN / REQUIRED
5. 
With the Portfolio Holder.  With staff.  With relevant stakeholder groups.
6. 
SUMMARY / ASSESSMENT OF STAFF CONSULTATION

6.1
Staff via SCG Meetings held on 30th September; 19th October; 3rd November; 16th November; 


1st December; 14th December.  

 
Consultation meetings with staff affected held throughout the consultation period as follows:
· 15/9/2011

· 28/9/2011

· 5/10/2011

· 12/10/2011

· 2/11/2011
· 23/11/2011

· 13/12/2011


Cross-Service

6.2
Cross service meeting between EM- Snr Management, EM- Corporate Enforcement & 
Environmental Quality, EM- Countryside services, PR- Planning Snr Planning Officers, PR-
Service Director & PR- Strategic Planning Team Leaders. October, November & Dec 11.


Assessment - 5 detailed submissions received  

6.3
Many of the comments have been picked up as part of the formal consultation.  The following 
were new comments or ideas which should be highlighted as part of this report;
· A suggested idea of having Rangers with generic job descriptions, and 9 


specific roles. This may continue to happen in practice anyway as it does at 

present – all Rangers have differing skill-sets, are deployed accordingly and all 

have the same generic job description.

· The Rights of Way Officer does far more than the duties outlined in the 


proposal.

· A significant loss of experience would be incurred with the removal of this post 

(Right of Way)

· Rights of Way Officer advises Planning & Regulation and Legal Services on 

Rights of Way issues.
· No mention of the duties the Council has incurred due to the Access Land 

requirements of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000

· Recent cuts at Bury Council led to 3 Ombudsman complaints in 3 weeks 


Consultation meeting feedback

6.4
The seven staff consultation meetings were progressive in nature and ultimately led to 
amendments to the proposal which are detailed in Paragraph 11 of this report...
· Staff began by asking management to give feedback on the service it was 

anticipated would be provided in the future
· Staff went on to state that there were many visions for the Council, and wanted 

management to identify which vision is the correct one and detail how such a 

vision is to be sustained

· Much of the staff consultation originally focused around the Rangers stating 

that the council had little recognition of the worth of these posts and the 


contribution they made to the council as a whole.

· The Rangers were clear in their beliefs that the countryside was a valuable and 

already under-resourced council asset that needed investment not the 


opposite.
· The Rangers felt that they know what activities could be organised and what 
accommodation would be required to operate from TS Palatine which is 

currently empty, they requested repeatedly information from management on 
what support there would be to develop it.  The process was duly explained in 
terms of the need for a business case to be submitted as is the normal 

process.  No case was ever received from staff.
· There was a also a frustration that things wouldn’t get done in terms of footpath 

repairs which would lead to trip claims, repairs to fences, gates, stiles and litter 

picking around Hollingworth Lake.  A potential loss of opportunity to create 

income from capital works and to attract funding from the forestry Commission.  

There were also concerns around a lack of strategy in place and the required 

resource to deal with Invasive species etc.
· The Rangers also felt that a reduction in opening hours of the Visitors Centre 

at Hollingworth Lake would adversely affect certain user groups and reduce the 

value of a cherished community resource.

· The Rangers also expressed frustrations that the council were paying £30k per 

annum to lease the Lake and they thought that it should be United Utilities who 

should be paying the council to look after it and the surrounding area instead.

· Staff felt that the Service is being penalised for not being cost effective when 

income 
is generated by facilities such as car parks is credited into the 


Council’s corporate finances rather than reinvested into the facility. Even if they 

are not profit making they could offset other running costs such as 


staffing if they were correctly identified and allocated.

· Rangers felt that Hollingworth Lake Lease was not good value for money as 

when first negotiated it was for operation of the whole Country Park, including 

the sub leases, the boating operation, car parks etc. However the operation of 

the Country Park is now very fragmented, with Link4 Life managing the Water 

Activity Centre, Impact managing the car parks, 
· The Rangers also felt that there was a potential for them to become more 

commercially viable as a team and they felt that the council should start 


charging in some areas where the service was free at the point of delivery such 

as theirs; e.g., guided walks, schools visits and lectures etc.

· Staff wished to draw attention to the fact that the skill base of staff is very large 

and the sites managed are very many. Staff carry out and are expected to multi 

task - far more so than many other sections within the department who are 

expected to undertake a few repetitive tasks. If other organisations were 


engaged to carry out duties currently undertaken by Countryside Staff such as 

BTCV, Groundwork they would charge e.g. BTCV charge £350 a day.

· The proactive nature of the Rangers was also highlighted in terms of their 

value on carrying out preventative maintenance that may suffer as a result of 

any reduction in posts.
7. 
SUMMARY / ASSESSMENT OF NON STAFF CONSULTATION

Friends of and voluntary Groups

7.1
Information Letter sent September to all Friends Groups and all of The Green Volunteers


Friends of Friends special meeting – 16th November – attended by the following groups;
· Hare Hill Park

· Memorial Park Milnrow

· Queen's Park

· Broadfield Park

· Rochdale Memorial GDNS

· Truffet Park

· King G V

· Clement Royd Park

· Springfield Park

· Balderstone Park

· Alkrington

· Healey Dell

· Hollingworth Lake

· Roch Valley

· St Chads & Packer Spout

· Hopwood Woods

· Boarshaw / Middleton Cemetery

· Jubilee Park

· Middleton View

· Hopwood Recreation Grd

· Also The Syke Strategic Partnership

7.2
Friends of Hollingworth Lake Meeting - including Ward Members was held on 17th November


Members of the public


The following consultation methods used for non staffing consultation 

· Middleton Environment Forum 16th November 2011

· General public via RMBC Consultation Hub and information directed initially to officers within the service. 

· Consultation group meetings undertaken with Friends/ Voluntary Groups – discussions documented, attendees logged.

· Smallbridge & Firgrove Area Forum– 01st December 2011

· Sparth Area Forum - Wednesday 7 December 2011 


Assessment

7.3
There were 16 emailed external submissions from members of the public.


All chose category 5 – Strongly Disagree with the proposal 

7.4
Summary of key points raised:

· Negative effect on users of Green Space, its taken years to get to this standard and all that money and effort will be wasted.

· Council should not rely on volunteers or charities to cover redundant posts.

· Shortening visitor centre opening hours is too damaging for very little financial gain.

· Reducing Ranger numbers is false economy, they can coordinate voluntary activity which boosts their effectiveness (and the quality of the voluntary activity itself).

· In times of austerity, it is parks and green spaces which are needed more.

· Volunteers can’t fill the gap left by experienced and qualified (and paid) Rangers.

· Friends groups may withdraw their support for the Council and parks could become no-go areas.

· Cuts should be made elsewhere – these areas are far too important to risk losing.

· I am a Green Volunteer and am dismayed at these proposals.

· If this is approved, I will question my commitment to the Green Volunteer scheme.

· A reduction in Ranger presence with lead directly to the deterioration of our fantastic countryside.

· Parks are one of the few remaining ‘free’ methods of entertainment and leisure.

· With reduction in the number of rangers, what will happen to H&S and who will supervise, advise and support community events in our Parks?

· Council needs to look at the ration of ‘chiefs’ and ‘Indians’ – it seems that only the front-line are disappearing.

· Voluntary activity needs Council support.

· Increase car park charges at the visitor centre.

· Get United Utilities to contribute to the Country Park.

· A freeze or cut in Councillor allowances.

· Reduce number of Councillors from 3 to 2 in each Ward.

· Bring the Ranger Service back up to strength.

· Needs to be more creative income generation in the Countryside Service

· To save £120k, cutting 2 or 3 management jobs would soon help the situation.  

7.5
There were also four letters from the Ramblers Associations received by various officers 
relating to proposals in particular Proposal A & B.  There were also two emails from Council 
Members.

7.6
The Ramblers Associations expressed concerns around a further reduction in posts and a risk 
of deterioration of the rights of way network.  The proposed removal of their link officer was the 
major cause for concern.

7.7
The fact that the council had already deleted one of the original two officers was a cause of 
frustration.  A further reduction to remove (what they believe) the only remaining officer was a 
view that the council does not put the significant emphasis and resource required on the rights 
of way network.  
7.8
Letters from the association also quoted research that highlighted a direct link between 
performance and resource on rights of way management.  They also seemed to be under the 
impression that the council wished to stop managing the network and went on to state that they 
would have no alternative but to serve statutory notices on the council in respect of paths that 
were in need of repair and that were the responsibility of the Highway Authority.
7.9
One Council member communication outlined objections to the proposed cuts in the rights of way section and the fact that a Rights of Way Officer post had already been deleted in the previous round of efficiencies and that the council was losing valuable experience. The member also highlighted concerns around the work required in managing the large network and who would do this.

7.10
Another council member had concerns about Proposal A (reduction in Ranger posts): and 
stated they could not see a consistency between the council’s community strategy “Pride of 
Place” - which places a value on green and open spaces.  They went on to suggest this 
proposal seeks to undermine the objective of maintaining our green spaces by removing those 
key members of staff who are deployed to deliver this task.


Proposal C – Hollingworth Lake Visitor Centre Information Workers 


 (Reduced Opening Hours and Third Sector involvement)

7.11 No additional comments received.

7.12 The Service will continue to explore options around the third sector and will report back at a future date if the situation changes.

8. 
SUMMARY OF EXTERNAL QUALITY / COMMUNITY IMPACT ASSESSMENT

8.1
A detailed Consultation Action Plan and EIA document has been produced and forms part of a 
separate report to this committee.
9. 
WORKFORCE EQUALITY IMPACTS ASSESSMENT

9.1
Workforce data will be assessed across all Services to produce a Workforce EIA for all of the proposals collectively. Any adverse impact on protected equality groups will be considered and reported and as appropriate will be addressed within an Equality Action Plan.
10. 
EQUALITY / COMMUNITY IMPACT ASSESSMENTS

10.1
In line with the council policy, Environmental Management are currently reviewing all associated activity and fully analysing the impact of the proposed service change.
11. 
DETAIL OF AMENDMENTS OR CHANGES MADE TO THE ORIGINAL PROPOSALS AS A 
RESULT OF CONSULTATION

Proposal A - Township Parks & Countryside Rangers
11.1 As a direct result of internal and external consultation, proposed amendments were communicated to the affected staff at a meeting on the 13/12/2011.  These proposed amendments were relayed to the trade unions at the Special SCG held on the 14/12/2011 and met with their approval.
11.2 Job descriptions amended slightly to include a duty to act as the countryside client to the EM Contracts Team when commissioning footpath improvements on the rights of way network in the countryside area of operation.  This would create an on-site link with physical works being carried out and the New Planning Enforcement Officer who will be the lead rights of way officer in the council (see B Below). 

11.3 The service is also proposing to implement management fees where appropriate in line with capital works managed by officers within that service.  An agreement has been made with the councils Planning & Regulation Service to keep wherever possible all relevant works in-house which should lead to increased efficiency in the related contract section within EM and Countryside Services.

11.4 Although much of the countryside provision is not statutory in nature, the service is still in a position to assist the council in its quality of place objectives by becoming more commercially aware. The service is now proposing to identify functions carried out by the Rangers where a charge could be made for the service.  It is hoped that additional income where appropriate in future would help to mitigate the effects of the current reductions.  The details of which members are now being asked to approve and are detailed in the table below (11.8).
	Service provided and to whom.


	Current fee or charge
	Proposed fee or charge to be made for service

	School Groups


	Donations of £1 per person is  requested from some Schools at the moment. (income 2011/12 is approx £1,000) Currently schools are paying for transport to the Countryside Area which is approx £300 but then expecting a free tour!
	Proposed £2.50 per half day per School child.

 

	Twilight Sessions and Ranger-led activities (Bat Walks etc)


	Currently approximately 6 of these events are run.
	Proposal is to run more of these events and charge £100 per session. 

	General Events & Walks 
	Approx 20 events held per year and provided free of charge and last for between 2 and 4 hours
	Proposal is to charge £2.00 per person per session.

	Holiday-time activities for young people
	10 events currently run eg Alkrington Teddy Bear’s Picnic
	£2.00 per child 


Proposal B – Senior Green Space Ranger 
11.9
In response to consultation received around Option B (Senior Ranger / Rights of Way Officer) 
the following should be noted and is in effect an amendment to the original option B proposal 
due to another proposal also being consulted on in the same time-frame and led by the 
Planning & Regulation Service, referenced PO5 ( Enforcement).
11.9
This proposal (P05) is to embed a qualified Planning Enforcement Officer in EM.  This officer 
would provide advice and would have the ability to make decisions on planning enforcement 
issues.  The post would also be able to ascertain when a case required a professional 
judgement from a planning officer and which cases would be referred onwards.

11.10
This approach would result in a division of workloads on the following basis:


Environmental Management

· Initial referral of all complaints from public and most general member complaints

· Management of corporate database

· Initial investigation and management of all cases

· All highways and environmental cases

· Onward reference of case where relevant

· Itinerants

· Management and servicing of co-ordination group

Planning and Regulation

· Cases arising from planning applications/appeals

· Complex issues where action under Planning Acts carries legal or financial risks

· Cases requiring legal action under planning legislation

· Monitoring and compliance of development sites under construction

· Cases requiring co-ordinated action from several areas of Planning and Regulation

· Input into Corporate database

11.11
If the PO5 proposal was to be approved by Members and the post consequently transferred to 
Environmental Management, the concerns highlighted around a lack of coordination of the 
Rights of Way management between the two services should be addressed fully.  

11.12
As highlighted above (11.10) in the extract taken form the P05 proposal, part of this officer’s duty is to lead on all Highways Enforcement Cases and as such they would automatically be the lead officer for the Rights of Way Network that forms part of the Highway Statutory function.  This officer’s duty in addition to others would be to provide the lead and the coordination for the whole rights of way management role whilst providing a formalised strategic link with Planning & Regulation to ensure a joined up approach with the day to day management and the wider network development and investment strategy which the current Rights of Way Officer post currently has very little or no input into.

11.13
This duty has been clarified as part of the discussions between Environmental Management 
and the Planning & Regulation service and relayed to staff through the Special SCG held on 
13/12/11.

11.14
Management believe that this solution is not only satisfactory whilst still making the efficiency 
saving, but also a much better approach to management of the rights of way network through 
the closer and much more professional joined up working between related council services and 
sections.
11.15
This should also reassure users that have consulted with the council, that their concerns have 
been listened to and acted upon due their being a clear lead officer for rights of way 
management and this officer having much more operational and strategic support than the 
current Rights of Way officer has ever had.

11.16
If these proposals are approved by Members, management feel that the Rights of Way network 
would benefit greatly instead of the opposite which was the wider belief due to the link not 
being detailed initially between the two reports.

Proposal C – Hollingworth Lake Visitor Centre Information Workers (Reduced Opening Hours)

11.17 There are no amendments to the original proposal.

12. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS
12. Theme

PLACE
12. Proposal Title
Review of Countryside and Open Spaces
12.  Breakdown of Savings from the Service

Service Name: 

Environmental Management

Area of Service: 

Countryside Services
Cost Centre affected: 
d0370, dp700, dn087
Is this a cost or additional saving? 

The savings proposal is anticipated to generate ongoing savings of £173k per annum which represents 37% of the controllable budgets within Countryside Services.
	 
	Savings 2012/13 

£000
	Savings 2013/14 £000
	Savings 2014/15 £000

	
	Ongoing
	One Off
	Ongoing
	One Off
	Ongoing
	One Off

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Net Savings
	143
	
	143
	
	143
	

	Additional Income Generated

(show as a positive figure)
	30
	
	30
	
	30
	

	Total Savings
	173
	
	173
	
	173
	

	Implementation Costs
	
	-5

	
	
	
	

	Total Savings less Implementation Costs
	173
	-5
	173
	
	173
	


12.4
Financial Impact on another service? - No
12.5
Details of the Financial Impact on another service - No
12.6

Voluntary Sector Financial Impact - No
13. LEGAL IMPLICATIONS

13. There are no legal implications arising from this proposal other than those identified elsewhere in the report.
14. PERSONNEL IMPLICATIONS
15.   RISK ASSESSMENT IMPLICATIONS 


Proposal A

	Risk
	Control

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	



Proposal B
	Risk
	Control

	
	



Proposal C (Option 1)

	Risk
	Control

	
	

	
	



Proposal D (Option 2)

	Risk
	Control

	
	


16.  
ASSET IMPLICATIONS

16.1
There are no specific asset implications for members to consider arising from this report.

17. 
JOINT WORKING
A joint officer group has been set-up for Environmental Management and Planning & regulation Service to meet on a quarterly basis at a senior officer level to ensure effective joint working between shared service and development areas.

18.
VOLUNTARY SECTOR IMPACTS

18.1
There are no (significant) equality/community issues arising form this report.
	Background Papers
	

	Document

Letters emails, minutes of staff meetings and external web-based consultation available in hard or electronic copy from Martin Taylor. Ext 2004.

	Place of Inspection:
Electronic by email/shared drive or hard copy file at Green Lane Depot, Heywood.
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