Minutes of Taxi Forum
South Staffordshire Council

Committee Room 2

Monday, 20 July 2009

1. Introduction

David Pattison (DP), Director of Legal & Licensing opened the meeting.

2. Fees

· DP advised that as fees had been revised last year he would be recommending to members that there be no increase this year.  The reason behind this was because he was aware that the Private Hire volume of business had diminished, as a result of a decline in the economy and that everyone was suffering.

· He confirmed that he needs to go through the figures carefully to make sure that the right amount of income is being generated, but if there were any gaps he would recommend that these be deferred until next year to give the trade time to recover.

· DP confirmed that if they wanted Mr Fidler to come back then he was quite happy to work with him and stated that his previous intervention had been helpful.  However, he was happy to leave this up to the trade to decide.

· Whilst no change to fees would be proposed DP said that he did want to ask Committee for assistance for new drivers, who were on job seekers allowance or income benefit, to say spread the payment of the badge to 3 payments over a year.

· DP asked what the trade reaction would be to a vehicle discount for wheelchair accessible vehicles.

The trade appreciated the recommendation with regard to no increase in the fees.  The phasing of the fee for new drivers on job seekers allowance etc was also accepted.  However, with regard to the possible reduction for wheelchair accessible vehicles they did not think that a small reduction would justify the expenditure of an expensive vehicle.  DP confirmed that he did not want to introduce something just for tokenism and appreciated the points made.

3. Tokens

DP confirmed that tokens were being looked at independently, as currently anyone over 60 years qualified to receive them.  A group partnership between the County has been set up known as the South Staffordshire Rural Transport Partnership  had been established to find if there is a better way to address accessibility issues.  DP advised that he was aware that taxis are critical to the success of any transport issues in the district and that he had a voice to speak on their behalf.

Dp thought,  for example, that there is potentially an opportunity for taxi buses and provided they were 14 seats and under there is no reason why they should not be operated by Private Hire operators.  

The general feeling was that tokens do not properly address the rural accessibility problems that exist in the district, especially as they are restricted to certain age groups.

DP said that he would make sure that everyone was kept informed with regard to future developments.

4. Training Courses  

DP advised that regrettably funding for the training was withdrawn by the Learning and Skills Council within week 3 of the course and that the same had been the case across the country.
His understanding that funding has only temporarily been frozen and that it is hoped that it will recommence in September.

Unfortunately, as the courses are expensive to administer it is not something the Council could look to fund.

5. Hackney Carriage Rates

 DP confirmed that the rates has now been re-issued and are now more realistic.
6. Policies
The following amendments are being considered to the draft policy document, which also takes into account the best practice guides that the department of transport are currently consulting on.

· Protection of drivers: DP enquired whether anyone invested in security measures within their vehicles.  The main consensus was that it was more appropriate for the large cities and towns and less for rural area in which they operate.  There was an awareness of what areas caused the most concern and these were generally avoided.  Whilst there was no funding available from South Staffordshire Council to assist in funding for security in vehicles DP did state that he would ask the police if there was any chance of any subsidy being available.

· Checking of immigration status to make sure that it was lawful and that people had the right to work. Whilst it was appreciated that applicants were asked to provide their National Insurance Number there was a need to legally ask the question.  DP explained that every year under the National Fraud Initiative data was checked to make sure nobody was claiming benefits and working or working illegally.

· Displaying of plates at the airport.  DP explained that he had received a number of requests from operators with regards to airport journeys were people had asked drivers not to display livery/roof signs  so that their neighbours would not know they were away on holiday.  Again the general consensus was that livery/roof signs should be continued to be displayed as normal so that there was no doubt in the mind of the public that they were being transported in a licensed vehicle.  Exemptions currently exist for chauffeur type work and it was felt that this was sufficient.
· DP advised that the reference to bases being allowed to operate outside of the district was to be removed and that all bases must be within the district.  The reason behind this was based on the practicalities of taking action against someone outside of the area.

· Whilst the operators licence has previously been reduced to 1year DP asked for the trade views on extending this back to 2 or possibly 3 years with an annual fee.  The general feeling was that a 3 year licence would be the most appropriate and this is what DP intends to recommend to Committee.

7. V Festival

DP advised that he had been unsuccessful in getting the organisers to change the access for vehicles.  There is a new main entrance this year, but everyone will go in and out the same one as the organisers did not want to change.  DP will be on site for the majority of time and will provided operators with his mobile number so that they can make him aware of any problems.  

Any problems encountered with stewards ushering people onto the A5 to be reported together with the Stewards name and badge number.

There will be a general pick up point and South Staffordshire Council Enforcement Officers will be working with the police.  

DP will also make sure that operators receive details of any road closures and will also provide a map with details of the entrance.

8. Garage

· DP reminded everyone that people should have private hire badges when they drop off private hire vehicles.  Whilst it was unlikely that the council would take action, the possibility existed that the insurance company may refuse to meet a claim and then the council may have no option but to be involved.

· A problem exists with the testing of large vehicles at the garage in Coven and DP asked if anyone was aware of a garage within the district.  It was thought that there was a garage at Four Ashes and further enquiries are to be made.

· Comments received about the garage have varied and comments from the trade were requested.  Time keeping seemed to be the main issue and the booking of appointments for retests where vehicles were off the road due to failed tests.  These are areas that will be monitored and DP invited operators and vehicle owners to express their views in order that the service can be developed and improved.

9. CRB/ Independent Safeguarding Authority(ISA)  

DP advised that the new ISA body would be introduced from October 2009.  Exact details are not yet known, but he confirmed that the Vetting & Barring Scheme (VBS) is designed to offer a more stream-lined, faster system of workplace vetting for those working with children and vulnerable adults.  DP confirmed that he will keep everyone informed of developments.
10.  Any other Business

· The question of medicals every 2 years was raised.  DP advised that best practice stated that a medical was recommended upon renewal of the driving licence.  He stated that he was reluctant to change as previously medical information had come to light that would not otherwise have been known (partly as a result of the Council having previously allowed any medical practitioner to provide a medical).  He confirmed that he was prepared to look into this with regard to VOSA requirements and would also raise it with the Department for Transport if necessary.

· DP advised that South Staffordshire Council is shortly to launch a trial online web site forum and he enquired whether the trade thought this would be a good idea.  There was mixed reception, but this is something that can be considered for future reference.  
11.  Date of next forum

It was agreed that the date of the next forum would be in 3 months time and the date will be communicated nearer the time.

