Minutes Taxi Forum 7 November 2008

1. David Pattison (DP) opened the meeting.

2. Matters arising from last meeting:

Bus Lanes: 

DP confirmed that WCC had been contacted and confirmed that they do not allow private hire vehicles to use bus lanes.  DP confirmed that this was not uniform across the country and he proposed that the City’s highway department be contacted to put a case for both Hackney Carriage and Private Hire vehicles to be allowed to use the lanes.  In this respect he suggested operators in South Staffordshire express their views to strengthen his argument.

Rear facing seats/ Dual Seats:

DP confirmed that provided they are factory fitted and meet Department of Transport standards the new conditions will allow them to be used.

Pipers Row etc.. & parking issues in Wolverhampton:

DP confirmed that we have spoken with parking services WCC and whilst they have no real issue in “dropping off & picking up” of passengers there is no facility for waiting.  DP advised that he couldn’t offer a simple solution to this issue.

Planning Permission & operators using private address:

DP confirmed that Development Control have agreed an A4 leaflet giving guidance on this issue.  The key planning issues are whether there is a material change of use or transfer of business use.  He confirmed that copies would be made available.

Exemptions plates:

Exemptions policy will be drafted shortly as will revised draft conditions.  The proposal is to take them to the next licensing committee after the 11 November 2008, which is the date set for the review of the revised fee proposals.  

3. Licensing Fees for Private Hire & Hackney Carriages

DP provided background on what had happened since fee proposals were first taken to committee and as a result of consultation with the trade a revised report had been prepared with reductions in certain areas, but the overall aim being that the fees needed to reflect the cost to the authority of carrying out the work.  

Considerable work had been carried out on how much is spent on each item.  From this perspective operators were considered the most costly to administer and that is why the fees are proposed at a higher level.

At the same time DP confirmed that he has looked to reduce the drivers and vehicle fees and remove some of the bureaucracy that surrounds the issue of plates.   This included building the garage test into the annual fee and letting owners book their garage tests direct with the garage.  Reduce the need to issue plates for insurance renewals and replace with spot checks with insurance companies.

DP said that he would take forward any comments made today to the committee on Tuesday 11 November 2008 before a final fee decision is made.   

Alan Fidler, National Private Hire Association said that since his meeting with members of the council that there had been significant strides forward.  He expressed a view that in any event there should only be one plate per year and if vehicles were not taken for 6 monthly garage tests or they fail then a suspension notice should be issued.  DP advised that he had not made a decision yet other than not to reissue plates based on insurance renewal dates.  

Mr Fidler advised that in relation to other councils the fees were middle range.  He commented on the fees and that the increases would impact on people at different times depending on when renewals were due.  He proposed an accruals exercise and DP said that he wanted to take this up with Director Finance.  

DP said that the real issue was that fees are set on a fair basis.  An annual review of fees is proposed and DP gave an undertaking to make sure this was done on a fair basis.

With regard to the driving assessment DP confirmed that he was not recommending this to be implemented for every driver, but more as a tool where there was concern over a driver’s ability.  If a driver has a good driving history then they will not be required to take any additional practical driving test.  However, DP is proposing that a test based on rudimentary law covering private hire such as plying for hire and whether they have a rudimentary grasp of English.  The test is likely to be about half an hour in duration and will probably be a multiple-choice questionnaire.  DP commented that there was a real concern that some drivers have a problem making themselves known.  Mr Fidler commented that the questions should be forwarded to Equal Opportunities Commission and DP confirmed that South Staffordshire Council has an equalities group and that it would be passed to them before going public.

Mrs Leila Stride, Codsall Cars said that the economic climate with businesses going bankrupt made it an extremely bad time.  DP conceded that it was a bad time to bring in a change to the fees, but they were too low and didn’t meet the cost of providing the service particularly as they had not been revised for at least 3 years.  He said that the Committee may well take the view that the proposed levels are too high, but that is a decision to be made by them.  The cost of diesel and insurance together with the “sue culture” all added to the challenges facing the trade.  DP commented that the council were not immune and that central government were putting on pressure to reduce costs.

4. Progress report on revised conditions
DP said he would be looking at the revised conditions in the next week or so and that he would circulate them to obtain comments prior to submitting them to the Committee for approval.

5. Importance of keeping up to date records**

DP confirmed that it was important to keep detailed booking records and this was not just to be regarded as a book keeping exercise.  He stated that it offered protection to operators when challenged over journeys suspected of plying for hire.

In order to keep track of drivers activities operators were requested to return paper licences when drivers ceased working for them.

6. Operators to stamp/sign application forms for new and renewal of Private Hire Vehicle drivers licence,

Mr Fidler challenged the requirement for drivers to either lodge their licence with an operator or the council.  It was generally agreed that this was best practice.

The portability of drivers between operators was not perceived as an issue and DP said that he did not wish to restrict anybody’s rights to work for different companies.  The administration issues that this may raise are something that will be considered.  Mr Stride pointed out that under Inland Revenue guidelines the facility to swap companies within South Staffordshire allowed drivers to be classed as self employed and without this flexibility it would be prohibitive as regards running a private hire company.

7. New Plates

DP confirmed that we had looked to provide the cheapest plates by choosing VIP.  In view of the problems associated with removing the flexi holder from vehicles where they are fixed directly into the bodywork it has been agreed that vehicle owners can now remove the yellow security tag and there is no longer a requirement for the tag to be fixed by South Staffordshire Council when the new plate is issued.

8. Disability –disabled access

Details were requested about private hire operators that provide disabled access.  This arose as a result of a complaint by a member of the public that had tried to book a private hire vehicle and the records held by South Staffordshire Council were not up to date or accurate.

Mrs Stride, Codsall Cars said that the public needed to be aware that the booking of these vehicles should be made in advance and this was echoed by Mr Foster who state that he requires at least a day’s notice when wheelchair access is required.

9. Tokens

DP said that as mentioned at the previous forum there were concerns over the sale of tokens.  The person to whom they are issued should only use tokens.  It was not known if the scheme would be revised and this was something for Councillors to decide.  

The trade were of the opinion that they did not want to see tokens disappear as it represented a large proportion of their business and also provided subsidised travel for people in the district who are not able to use buses.

10. Office closing dates for Christmas period

Details of closure times over the Christmas period were circulated.

11. Any other issues

Mr Fidler enquired whether DP was minded to amend his fee proposals based on the points put forward.  DP said he was minded to put forward all the points raised by the trade over the fee increases in view of the current economic climate.  It would then be up to the committee to decide if the proposed increases went ahead or whether a more staggered approach was adopted.

The question of other garage test centres was raised and DP said he was looking for other alternatives as he appreciated that Cannock was a long way to go for a number of vehicle owners.

The licensing committee meeting to discuss the new fees is 11 November 2008 and will commence at 4.30.  It is a public meeting and everyone is welcome to attend, but they will not be allowed to speak.

The date of the next taxi forum is scheduled for around January/February 2009 and details will be issued as soon as a formal date has been agreed. 



