South Staffordshire Council – Taxi Forum

Held at Council Chamber, Council Offices, Codsall at 

12:30pm on 8th July 2008

Minutes  
David Pattison opened the meeting by stating that he hoped that this would be the first of many such meetings, the proposal being that future meetings would be held on a quarterly basis, provided everyone was in agreement.

A brief introduction was then given into the licensing department in South Staffordshire Council and the need for change.

Mr Pattison confirmed that after he had spoken he would give everyone present the opportunity to speak, but that he would like to limit the time to 5 minutes for each person to make sure everyone has a chance to express their views, the aim being to break at around 14:00 to have lunch in the members room.

Mr Pattison confirmed that he joined South Staffordshire Council in March as Head of Legal & Licensing.  He confirmed that taxis and private hire vehicles are a vital part of the transport strategy in South Staffordshire and that he wants to make sure that licensing works well so that businesses can thrive and provide a safe and reliable service to the public and that the licensing unit can provide a good service to the trade.

The team is as follows:

David Pattison – Head of Legal and Licensing

Venice Archer- Dyer – Solicitor

Joan Cox – Licensing Officer

Rebecca Oram – Licensing Assistant

Pat Miller – Licensing Assistant

Andy Stange – Enforcement Officer

The procedures and conditions in licensing have been reviewed and the need for change has been identified in the following areas:

1. Conditions are currently very hard to read and out of date and proposed drafts have now been sent to all operators.

2. Draft policies are being finalised and should be distributed shortly and will include:

· Service standards - so our customers know what to expect from South Staffordshire Council e.g. CRB forms sent off within set time scale

· Age limit on vehicles – proposing a 10 year limit on vehicle ages from 1/7/2009 with an exemption where it can be confirmed that the vehicle has been maintained regularly and is of exceptional quality.

· Driver assessments are being proposed to test new driver’s on highway code, private hire law and conditions.

The following changes have already been introduced:

· To preserve the anniversary of the expiry date of the “garage test” a vehicle can now be presented for testing one month prior to expiry.  This is to allow more flexibility and to ensure that vehicles are tested and new plates issued prior to expiry whilst allowing dates to be tied together

· New plates are now being issued with effect from 1 July 2008.  The new plates take longer to produce and therefore everyone was made aware of the need to make appointments and attend on time.  There is now a requirement that old plates are returned before new plates can be issued.  An information sheet has been prepared giving further details.

3. Enforcement was discussed and Mr Pattison confirmed that he is keen to take a risk based approach, which will focus on the real problems facing the industry namely: plying for hire, unsafe vehicles, vehicles not properly insured, unlicensed drivers and vehicles.  Andy Stange, enforcement officer introduced himself and provided information on his background with West Midlands Police Force in the traffic division.  Details of enforcement action taken “out of hours” in Wolverhampton City Centre were provided to give an insight into South Staffordshire Council’s commitment to public safety.  

4. Consultation of draft policy will be taking place and Mr Pattison confirmed that he was keen to ensure that there is a level playing field. Also information with regard to action taken in respect of unlicensed limousines, roadside stops with police and VOSA were provided to highlight the areas that are currently being investigated.

5. Fees were referred to and it was pointed out that the current level of fees is significantly lower than other council’s in the area.  Currently an income of £57k is generated whilst the cost of running the department is £153k, which means that the taxpayer currently has to subsidise the department.  In the circumstances a recommendation is being put forward to the Licensing Committee for consideration, which will include a suggestion of a stepped increase.  Following this the trade will be consulted with to obtain their views.  Included in the proposal is a suggestion that a reduction be made for LPG vehicles to support environmental issues.

6. Hackney Carriage fares need to be revised and Mr Pattison asked for suggestions from the trade with regard to the setting of the rates.  South Staffordshire Council did have a Hackney Carriage rank in Penkridge, which has been removed and Mr Pattison is trying to find out why it has been removed.

7. Tokens taken as fares should be charged at the same rate without any additional handling fees.  Trading in tokens is not allowed and should only be taken for genuine fee payments.

Discussion

10 Year age policy

Clarification with regard to “exceptional condition” for vehicles over 10 years of age was requested.  Mr Pattison informed that it would require a report from the garage initially and then South Staffordshire Council would make a decision in discussion with the operator.

Privacy glass

Standard equipped privacy glass in vehicles was raised as an issue as the high cost of changing to clear glass was considered to be too prohibitive.  Also there was a request that this should perhaps be classed as an exception, as certain types of work, executive and government work require this level of privacy.  Mr Pattison acknowledged that certain types of work required exceptions to normal policy and agreed to consider this request.  He stated that he would draft a clear exemptions policy where any dispensation given with regard to the displaying of signage or exemptions will be produced so that is fair for everyone.  

Seating

The question of rear facing seating was raised and whether it would be allowed to transport passengers in this manner where the Department for Transport has approved the vehicle.  Also whether the restriction with regard to one passenger being allowed in the front of the vehicle was essential as when there were dual front seats it reduces the number of fare paying passengers if the condition is to apply.  Mr Pattison agreed to review this in view of the comments received.

Colour of Vehicles 

Guidance was requested on the colour of vehicles and in particular black cars.  Mr Pattison stated that there was a legal requirement for private hire vehicles not to be confused with hackney carriage vehicles.  He confirmed that he was aware that saloon cars had been licensed as hackney carriage vehicles simply because they are dark in colour.  In the future his view is that he would like to see all new hackney carriage vehicles being purpose built hackney carriages that would mean that the restriction with regard to colour could be removed from private hire vehicles.  However, this is something that is going to take time and his proposal is that any vehicle which is black or dark in colour will not be allowed to be licensed as a private hire vehicle in the immediate future.

Traffic Issues

The dropping off of passengers in Pipers Row, Wolverhampton was raised as a concern, due to the fact that there is a hackney carriage rank that prohibits private hire vehicles stopping.  The location is such, being next to the bus station, that there are requests from passengers for this location.  Other areas within the City Centre, which were causing concern to drivers were Marks and Spencers loading bay, and outside the Civic Hall.  Mr Pattison confirmed that he would speak with Wolverhampton to get clarification on these issues.

Cannock was also raised due to drivers being advised by Marshalls not to enter the town to pick up return journeys.  Also the traffic wardens in Stourbridge High Street were mentioned as they were reported as having refused entry to drivers at certain times.

Vehicle Conditions 

· 6. Maintenance Programme

Clarification was sought as to what was acceptable as a maintenance programme.  Mr Pattison confirmed that he was proposing that everyone should keep a written record with regard to what checks were being carried out on vehicles i.e. lights, tyres etc., but not to the same extent of a commercial vehicle operation.

· 4. Transfer of ownership

Mr Pattison confirmed that once a private hire vehicle plate is surrendered then the vehicle can be sold or transferred, as it will no longer be registered with South Staffordshire Council.

· 13. Age limit

Clarification was sought with regard to when the vehicle would need to be taken off the road i.e. 10th birthday?   Mr Pattison confirmed that this is an area that needed further consideration and he will clarify further in due course.

· 15. Alterations

Confirmation was requested with regard to LPG conversions as to whether the converter certificate is required when the vehicles become dual fuelled.  Also whether there is a requirement to show gas stickers to assist the emergency services.  Mr Pattison confirmed that he will check the law on this issue.

· 23. Other Identification 24. Roof sign & 25. Door livery

Mr Pattison confirmed that technically roof signs are required on all vehicles without an exemption, but South Staffordshire Council had not been actively enforcing the conditions so many private hire vehicles license3d in our area only disply the paltes and nothing else.  However, he explained that complaints had been received from other authorities that they had difficulty in identifying the vehicles.  In order to carry out enforcement private hire vehicles need to be easily identified and either a roof sign, sign writing or magnetic door plates were required to meet this objective, unless an exemption had been given.

· 27. Other Signs

Mr Pattison confirmed that warning signs with regarding to passengers soiling the vehicle will be acceptable, but they should be submitted for formal approval.

Operator Conditions 

· 2. Change of vehicles

Mr Pattison confirmed that we need to be kept informed, as at present, of any addition or removal of vehicles from an operator’s fleet.

· 3.Change of drivers

It was raised that the larger operators do not always know within 72 hours that someone has decided to leave their employ and requested if the wording of this proposed condition be changed to reflect this.

· 21. Planning permission

The general consensus was that provided that there is no more that 2 cars stored at the property and customers did not visit the home then this was believed to be acceptable.  Mr Pattison confirmed that he would clarify with Development Control the exact requirements with regard to people operating from their own home.  

Driver Conditions

· 2. Medical circumstances

Mr Pattison confirmed that South Staffordshire Council did need to know when they have a serious illness etc., as it may affect their fitness to drive and he has a duty to protect the public, but confirmed that this would be in complete confidence.

· 16. Music/Radio
It was requested that the condition be revised to where the hirer requests that the radio, music or other sounds be turned off then the driver must comply rather than the express consent being obtained from the passenger on every journey.  Mr Pattison agreed that this was sensible and said he would look to amend the proposed condition.

· 17. Food/drink

It was pointed out that the wording in the proposed condition needs to be amended to “the express consent of the hirer”.

· 21; 22; 23. Medicals

Concern was expressed over the amount charged by some of the driver’s own GP’s and also the time involved in gaining appointments.  Mr Pattison advised that it was important that he ensured that medicals were carried out to an agreed standard, but it was an area he was investigating and that it was the intention to provide alternatives to own G P’s by nominating an approved medical practitioner.

· 24. Drivers assessment

Mr Pattison explained that he was consulting with the County with regard to the possibility of introducing driver assessments, initially for all new drivers, potentially with this being extended to existing drivers.  The assessment would be carried out by advanced driving instructors and would not be repeated, unless there was concern over the standard of driving.

The cost of the test would have to be borne by the drivers and the approximate cost would be in the region of £70.  Concern was expressed over the increased costs in attracting new drivers, particularly the more mature drivers.  Mr Pattison pointed out that the level of checks performed by South Staffordshire Council was low in comparison to other authorities.  It was agreed that operators have a duty to make sure that the drivers in their employment are of a certain standard, but there was also a need to make sure that this was the same level for all drivers.

A knowledge test was not being proposed, which is the requirement of some neighbouring authorities.  However, an assessment of driver’s ability to speak English to an acceptable level and knowledge of the Highway Code was thought appropriate, as was a good understanding of the law relating to hackneys and private hire vehicles.

The question of NVQ’s was discussed and it was confirmed that there was no legal requirement to carry them out.  Mr Pattison is in discussion with training providers and would provide more information in due course. A question was raised as to whether having an NVQ would exempt the driver from the need for the driving assessment, Mr Pattison thought this a good suggestion and one which he will consider.

The question of Corporate Manslaughter was raised as one of the operators confirmed that in order to meet the requirements of one of his contracts independent driving school assessments were being carried out on a 6 monthly basis purely to meet service level agreements.

CRB’s

The time taken for receipt of CRB disclosures was discussed, but it was generally accepted that this was a national issue and not unique to South Staffordshire Council. 

Mr Pattison briefly explained the reason why we were not able to allow CRB’s from other organisations and that the current two-week window, subject to portability checks, was unlikely to continue when the new conditions come into force.

Lapsed badges

The position with regard to previous drivers returning to work in South Staffordshire Council was raised.  Mr Pattison advised that if it was within one month of renewal it may be ok, but he would need to consult further on this as it was a serious decision that would require careful consideration.

Taxi Lanes

A question was raised over the use of taxi lanes, situated in neighbouring authorities and whether they were specifically for the benefit of hackney carriage drivers or whether private hire vehicles were also allowed to take advantage of them.  Mr Pattison was under the impression that this would be down to the Highways Authority, but would check and advise.

Legal requirements

Mr Pattison confirmed that he would be producing information with regard to the legal requirements with regard to matters such as: Carrying of dogs; Smoking etc.

Questionnaires

A questionnaire was handed out for feedback from the taxi forum, to provide everyone to express their views and help with the way forward.

Date of Next Forum

A date for the forum has yet to be agreed, but it is hoped that it will be around October time.

