Minutes Taxi Forum
South Staffordshire Council
Council Chambers
Monday, 9 February 2009 at 12 noon

1. Minutes Arising Last Meeting

The last taxi forum was primarily concerning the new fee structure, which came into effect on 14 November 2008. 

David Pattison (DP) confirmed that the testing of vehicles will be moving into the district.  Final arrangements are yet to be made, but it is likely that the MOT test will be included within the test fee, which may also be reduced.

The new conditions became effective from 1 January 2009.

DP confirmed that work is currently being undertaken on policies and the 1st draft has been made, although this would be discussed in more detail later.  The proposal being that there will be Private Hire/Taxi handbook that amongst other things will include service standards and what the trade can expect from South Staffordshire Council.

2. Moving the taxi forum around the district –views?

DP asked for view about moving the forum around the district.  The general consensus of those present was that they preferred to keep it central in the Council offices.

3. Training (Mathieson Training Ltd)
DP confirmed that Mathieson Training Ltd had been appointed South Staffordshire Council’s approved trainers.  He advised that upon satisfactory completion of the course he is proposing to offer a reduction in licensing fee for drivers at their next renewal, who hold the approved training certificate, plus different badges and publicity to celebrate achievement.
John Lafferty, Mathieson Training Limited, introduced himself and his colleagues and gave a brief overview of their background, which included being ex police officers, working in the Private Hire/Taxi trade, trade union representation.  Mr Omar Ali was also a previous Chairman of the West Midlands branch of the Private Hire & Taxi Association.

Their concern was the “bad image” associated with the trade by the public and, as the second largest face to face industry provider, they want to make active progress with the trade to change this perception.
They stressed that this was an education course, but the format is informal and is aimed at enhancing driver’s ability to do their job.  Aspects of the course will cover:

· Safety of drivers

· How the council works

· Technical specialists to provide disability training

· Relationships with police, how to interact, crime and civil offences, reporting crimes against them as drivers
· How to make statements related to insurance, crime etc.

In return for the above they require a commitment to complete the course which will lead to 3 certificates: BTEC, NVQ & Disability Certificate.

Omar Ali, Mathieson Training Limited, explained the background to the course and how many local authorities are now making it mandatory.  As a company they are currently working with Dudley, Cannock, and Telford.  
The NVQ, BTEC and Disability Certificate are all nationally approved and should be valid if drivers move to other areas of the country.
The BTEC is level 2 equivalent to 5 GCSE’s.  The commitment is 10 workshops, 3 hours a week, morning or afternoon.  There are 2 exams, which are both multiple choice.  If anyone needs help with the basic skills of literacy or numeracy then extra support is available.

Malcolm, NVQ assessor, explained that BTEC provided the underpinning knowledge whereas the NVQ assessment was about competency in carrying out the job, which is identified by 3 practical assessments.  The assessors are flexible in terms of when assessments are carried out and will work hours to suit person being assessed.
Training is currently free of charge, although funding is due for review at the end of next year and may or may not continue.  

They acknowledged that everyone has different learning requirements and there may be areas that may be obvious.  They confirmed however, that they have tried to make the courses as interesting as possible and have added additional information that does not form part of the testing such as Health and Safety, Law etc.  Using their experience they aim to work with drivers to see how they can solve problems.
DP confirmed that discussions were already taking place with the Primary Health Care Trust to provide free medical advice, which would be confidential to the driver and the council would not have access. This is because drivers are a high risk group in terms of illness.
Mathieson Training Limited concluded that they wanted drivers to realise how important they are and improve their morale and image as they provide a vital service to the community.  It is hoped that the courses will  begin after Easter, with the next date being September and DP is to arrange for them to be held in the Council offices.  The times are likely to be 10:00 to 13:00 or 14:00 to 17:00.  As numbers are limited to a maximum of 12 at each session booking on the courses will be on a first come first served basis.  It is a qualification for life and there is always a possibility that at some time in the future it may become obligatory.

DP is to keep a list of drivers who are interested and everyone was requested to contact Joan or Becky on 01902 696803/4 or by email if they wished to reserve a place.

4.  Keeping Records (Conditions) Keeping us informed (Conditions)
DP referred to the importance of keeping records as outlined in the conditions.

The 10 year rule relating to vehicles was raised in relation to Hackney carriage vehicles.  DP advised that purpose built Hackney Carriage vehicles may well be classed as being in exceptional condition, in which case the 10 year rule would not apply.  Exceptional condition will be decided at the discretion of South Staffordshire Council and the garage and will take into consideration cosmetic, safety and mechanics of the vehicle.
As part of the new draft policy proposals DP is recommending that there is no longer a colour policy for either private hire or hackney carriage vehicles.  There is however, still a requirement for taxis to be distinguishable from private hire vehicles and for these reason proposals will also include that only purpose built vehicles will be acceptable to be licensed as hackney carriage vehicles in future, although this would not apply to vehicles that are currently licensed.

5. Keeping us informed (Conditions)

DP reinforced the importance of the conditions and of keeping South Staffordshire Council informed of any relevant changes.

6. Policies working group
As mentioned previously the 1st draft of the revised policies is in progress and will be in the form of a handbook covering everything including service standards, a policy for the licensing of limousines and exemption policy.  It is hoped that this will be circulated within the next couple of weeks.  

DP enquired whether anyone would be interested in forming a working group to go through the policies as he is anxious that the trade should get involved and give their views.  The general opinion was that this would be valued and details will follow.  

The draft policies will be sent to all operators and will appear on the council’s website and emailed to any driver that has provided an address.  Unfortunately, it  is too costly to send by post to everyone.
7. Enforcement

· Risk based approach

· Plates being displayed properly

· Keeping records

· Liveries

DP advised that it had been necessary to revoke an operator’s licence recently due to unlicensed vehicles being operated on two occasions.  On the first occasion a caution had been issued and South Staffordshire Council were now prosecuting the person concerned.

The new plates should be displayed on the exterior of the vehicle and non compliance will result in the vehicle being suspended.

The importance of keeping up to date records was again stressed.  DP confirmed that Wolverhampton City Council, Walsall and other surrounding councils will take enforcement action if anyone is found plying for hire in their district and keeping up to date correct information is a defence against any confusion that may arise if there is a legitimate booking.

Unless an exemption has been granted all vehicles operating in the district will need to display either a roof sign or door livery.  The revised policies will include a clear exemption policy and any vehicle granted an exemption will be reviewed on an annual basis. 

Date of Next Taxi Forum to take place end April/ beginning May.  A separate date will be arranged for policy working group,

Anyone interested in putting their name forward for training should either telephone or email Becky or Joan at the following:

Tel: 01902 696903/4

r.oram@sstaffs.gov.uk 
j.cox2@sstaffs.gov.uk   

