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BRECKLAND COUNCIL 
 

At a Meeting of the 
 

OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMISSION 
 

Held on Thursday, 9 February 2012 at 2.00 pm in the 
Anglia Room, The Conference Suite, Elizabeth House, Walpole Loke, Dereham 

 
PRESENT  
Mr J.P. Cowen (Chairman) 
Mr A.J. Byrne 
Mr C G Carter 
Mrs D.K.R. Irving 
Mr T. J. Jermy (Vice-Chairman) 
 

Mr A.P. Joel 
Mrs S.M. Matthews 
Mr R. R. Richmond 
Mr J.D. Rogers 
Mr B. Rose 
 

Also Present  
Mr S.G. Bambridge 
Mr M.A. Kiddle-Morris 
 

Mr W. R. J. Richmond 
 

In Attendance  
Daniel Cox - Economic Development Officer 
Antony James-Orekogbe - Principal Officer - Housing Options 
Helen McAleer - Senior Committee Officer 
Teresa Smith - Committee Officer (Scrutiny & Projects) 
Mark Stanton - Economic Development Manager 
Robert Walker - Assistant Director of Commissioning 
Lindy Warmer - Senior Economic Development Officer 

 
 
 Action By 

16/12 MINUTES (AGENDA ITEM 1)   

  

 The Minutes of the meeting held on 5 January 2012 were confirmed as 
a correct record and signed by the Chairman.  

 

   

17/12 APOLOGIES AND SUBSTITUTES (AGENDA ITEM 2)   

  

 Apologies for absence had been received from Mr Gilbert and Mr 
Kybird.  

 

   

18/12 URGENT BUSINESS (AGENDA ITEM 3)   

  

 The Chairman gave a verbal update on Shared Service which the Exec 
Board had asked to be put on the Commission agenda.  It would be 
discussed at Cabinet on 14 February 2012.  The Chairman read from a 
note provided by the Chief Executive which included the following: 
 
‘Key elements of the proposal were: 
 

• further savings for Breckland of about £100,000 

• additional support to the shared management structure with an 
additional director, additional finance manager and customer 
services manager 

• it would further cement the Council’s political position as a 
member-led Conservative authority 

• it would open up many new opportunities for savings through 
increased procurement ‘clout’ and shared services. 

 
The expansion would continue to enshrine the principles of the way the 
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current partnership with South Holland worked, which: 
 

• built on a trusting relationship 

• shared costs equally 

• was based on the same staff structure 

• where all shared managers worked equalled for all three 
authorities 

• managers were required to have core competencies 

• relied on new ways of working with staff and Members 

• each party stayed as a separate organisation with its own 
governance and there was no requirement to sign up to all shared 
services, only as it suited 

• each party was free to have other partnerships when these made 
sense. 

 
There would continue to be an informal joint executive but with no 
decision making powers.  All decisions would pass through the decision 
making process of each authority. 
 
Implementation could be achieved without major disruption to the 
existent joint managers and the structure, through a process of slotting 
in (redundancies would be small in number). 
 
All three Councils would hold meetings in March to approve the 
expansion in principle with final sign off being sought at Special Council 
meetings which all three Councils would hold at the same time on 24 
May 2012.’ 
 
Having read out the update the Chairman urged Members to attend the 
Cabinet meeting on 14 February to raise any issues they had with 
regard to the challenges ahead for Senior Managers.  

   

19/12 DECLARATION OF INTEREST (AGENDA ITEM 4)   

  

 Mr R Richmond and Mr W Richmond declared a personal interest in 
Agenda Item 7 by virtue of owning property in Breckland with tenants 
receiving Housing Benefit.  

 

   

20/12 NON-MEMBERS WISHING TO ADDRESS THE MEETING (AGENDA 
ITEM 5)  

 

  

 Mr Bambridge, Mr Kiddle-Morris and Mr W Richmond were in 
attendance.  

 

   

21/12 ECONOMIC IMPACT OF THE RECESSION IN BRECKLAND 
(AGENDA ITEM 6)  

 

  

 The Economic Development Manager introduced two members of his 
team, Dan Cox - Economic Development Officer and Lindy Warmer - 
Senior Economic Development Officer.   
 
Members were handed a copy of the latest Economic Development 
Bulletin which provided an up-to-date comparison of unemployment 
trends and causes and the steps taken to address them, along with 
local media items. 
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The Economic Development Officer explained that the most accurate 
economic indicator was the level of unemployment.  Members were 
given a PowerPoint presentation including a graphical comparison of 
the impact of recession on the economy.  Breckland’s figures had 
shown a slight recovery and had then stabilised whereas other areas 
locally, regionally and nationally had continued to decline.  
 
The claimant count (for Job Seeker’s Allowance) had not increased and 
Breckland was doing better than other areas by comparison.  The UK 
average was 4% and Breckland’s average was 2.8%. 
 
There was no doubt that the recession had had a negative effect on the 
area causing a number of closures and significant redundancies.  
However, some companies had experienced growth and taken on extra 
staff and a number of businesses had moved into the area, bringing 
jobs.  As Breckland had relatively few registered large companies, the 
closure impact had not been as great as in some areas. 
 
The Economic Development Manager explained that they were running 
a number of projects to help provide a platform for future growth.  These 
included REV Active which advised companies on how to reduce costs 
by energy saving methods and the BELA scheme which provided up to 
£500 to support small businesses. 
 
The team were also involved in the Moving Thetford Forward project 
which included a new bus interchange, town centre development, a 
skate park, the Riverside regeneration project and the sustainable 
urban extension. 
 
The Snetterton Utilities and Snetterton Heath would provide significant 
employment growth in the future.  A planning application for a biomass 
plant was currently under consideration and if successful could provide 
enough power for around 65,000 homes and businesses. 
 
The team were also working closely with education providers to 
facilitate apprenticeships. 
 
With the impending improvements and dualling of the All there were 
many businesses planning to grow and investing in the future.  The 
team were being very pro-active to focus limited resources on 
supporting businesses. 
 
The Economic Development Officer concluded by saying that it was 
very difficult to forecast the economic future but the team would 
continue to seek funding to develop projects. 
 
Mr W Richmond asked for clarification of the percentage of claimants 
for Job Seeker’s Allowance aged 16-24 and the Economic Development 
Officer agreed to provide him with those figures. 
 
With regard to the dualling of the All, Mr Joel asked what was being 
done to encourage businesses into Breckland.  The Economic 
Development Officer advised that there were a number of employment 
sites earmarked for development and they had a Task & Finish Group 
which met regularly.  They were speaking to developers about a 
marketing strategy.  Once building work began more work would be 
done to promote the area. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Daniel Cox  
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The Economic Development Manager advised that they had been 
working for the past four to five years to establish the Rural Enterprise 
Valley and it was now a recognised brand at County and partner level.  
They aimed to attract businesses, jobs and investment into the area. 
 
The Senior Economic Development Officer explained that they were 
working with the Economic Development Officers’ Group, UK Trade and 
Investment and the County Council. 
 
Mrs Irving asked what firms were offering apprenticeships and whether 
they were skilled or unskilled.   
 
The Senior Economic Development Officer responded that there were 
not enough firms offering positions.  The West Suffolk College had 800 
apprentices, many in construction and engineering, but there was not 
enough work to keep them employed.  She confirmed that the team did 
talk to businesses about apprenticeships. There were Government 
schemes which provided funding and an option to train apprentices 
without actually having to employ them. 
 
The Economic Development Officer advised that on new developments 
in the area, and particularly the Sustainable Urban Extension they were 
working with the construction industry to ensure that apprentices were 
taken on in all fields as part of the development. 
 
Mr R Richmond was encouraged by the number of apprenticeships in 
the East of England as he thought it was the way forward for growth. 
 
Mr Bambridge asked how many jobs there were in Breckland and 
whether it was possible to find out how many people were unemployed 
who were not in receipt of Job Seekers Allowance. 
 
That information was not available.  The Census would provide more 
details but they would not be available until June/July 2012. 
 
The Vice-Chairman asked if there were any figures available for the 
number of enquiries received by the BELA scheme.  He was concerned 
that there was a lot of work involved in applying for a relatively small 
grant. 
 
The Senior Economic Development Officer advised that it was a simple 
application form which required the support of a business case and 
financial forecast.  If applicants found it difficult to complete the form, 
help could be provided. 
 
The Vice-Chairman also mentioned the Mary Portas report and asked if 
the Economic Development team would be able to provide help to any 
areas that wanted to apply for grants.  The Economic Development 
Manager confirmed that the team had a lot of bidding expertise and 
could provide help. 
 
Mr Rogers asked if there was any development planned along the 
A1075 as there had been lots of houses built in Watton and Carbrooke. 
 
The Economic Development Manager advised that they worked on 
initiatives to benefit the entire area, but had limited resources which had 
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to be targeted at opportunities to realise maximum outcomes.   
 
The Chairman noted that Attleborough was another area with 
substantial growth but no infrastructure.  He thought it was a shame that 
more was not done to support the places that had already received 
significant residential development in areas of very little employment. 
 
The Senior Economic Development Officer said that the team were 
working on Rural Enterprise Zones and had put Watton and 
Attleborough forward to DEFRA for funding. 
 
The Chairman had attended a meeting where concerns had been raised 
by the local Parishes of Quidenham, Eccles, Shropham and Snetterton 
about the lack of consultation they had received regarding the REV 
Active project.  The Economic Development Manager agreed to take 
those comments on board. 
 
The Executive Member for Assets & Strategic Development concluded 
the presentation by saying that he had attended a ‘Roots for Growth’ 
meeting at which seven Members of Parliament and the Chairman of 
the England Chamber of Trade had been present.  They had all been 
optimistic about the economy.  He agreed that it was not all doom and 
gloom.  Breckland was not doing too badly and the Economic 
Development team were doing their best.  He was keen to pilot a forum 
of businesses and educators to discuss the skills needed and to see 
what could be done to make young people more employable. 
 
The Chairman thanked the Executive Member and Officers for their 
presentation.  

   

22/12 WHAT IMPACT IS THE GLOBAL FINANCIAL PRESSURE HAVING 
ON HOMELESSNESS IN BRECKLAND? (AGENDA ITEM 7)  

 

  

 The Principal Officer – Housing Options presented the report which had 
been written in response to a question raised at the last meeting of the 
Commission. 
 
He advised Members that in 2011 there had been a 13% increase in 
homelessness across the country, but in Breckland the increase had 
been 25%.   
 
In writing the report a number of questions had been generated and he 
outlined the responses to those as follows: 
 
Has recession had an impact on Homelessness in the District? 
There had been an extra 500 enquiries regarding Housing in the past 
year and there was obviously a link between that and the recession.  
Loss of employment led to loss of housing. 
 
What is the status of Rough Sleeping in the District? 
There were actually only about eight rough sleepers in Breckland but 
the resources needed to deal with them were quite high as they tended 
to have other issues as well.  The Government had recognised this and 
provided additional funding.  The Housing Team was working with the 
UK Border Agency to offer repatriation to those willing to be returned 
home. 
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What is the status of Mortgage rescue in the District? 
This was a very important part of the Team’s work.  It could cost the 
Council up to £15,000 a month to place a family in temporary 
accommodation, so where possible, every effort was made to keep 
families in their homes. 
 
What is the Housing Team doing to prevent Homelessness? 
The report listed the many ways in which the Team worked to 
reduce/prevent homelessness.  This involved close links with Housing 
Associations and other agencies. 
 
The Principal Officer – Housing Options concluded by advising 
Members that the Housing Review was looking at ways to improve the 
customer experience, ensuring that only one visit to the Council was 
required.  By reducing inefficiencies they were finding savings for the 
Council, in spite of the rising demand.  The Team was working hard to 
provide value for money. 
 
Mrs Irving was interested in the Team’s work with Julian Housing 
regarding mental health.  She asked if additional time was allowed in 
such cases.   
 
This was confirmed.  The team put pressure on Housing Associations to 
allow them time to make referrals for clients, etc, to avoid evictions. 
 
Mr Byrne asked how much homelessness was due to divorce or 
separation and was advised that relationship breakdown was probably 
responsible for 15-20% of the enquiries received. 
 
Mr W Richmond asked if the Team worked with the various Homeless 
Charities in the UK.  The Principal Officer – Housing Options said that 
they did.  Shelter offered legal advice and the Salvation Army had 
previously helped with rough sleepers, but not in the last year.  The 
Citizens’ Advice Bureau also helped as did the SOLO Housing 
Association and Leeway helped with cases of domestic violence.  
However the charity organisations required funding and some clients 
needed a lot of support. 
 
The Chairman thanked the Principal Officer for his report.  

   

23/12 TASK AND FINISH GROUPS (AGENDA ITEM 8)   

  

 (a) Housing Task & Finish Group    

   

 Mrs Matthews, Chairman of the Task & Finish Group, informed 
Members that the Group had received training in December and their 
work would cover the three strands of Tenancy, Allocation and 
Homelessness. 
 
Their first meeting of the Group had taken place on 1 February and 
representatives from three Housing Associations had been in 
attendance.  Discussions had covered: 
 

The changes brought in by the Localism Bill affecting tenancy 
duration.  The Group had been informed that the average 
tenancy lasted only seven years, this had been surprising.  
Following discussions with the Housing Associations it had 
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been decided to set a five year tenancy with a one-year 
introductory period, totalling six years.  Two Housing 
Associations had not signed up to flexible tenure. 

 
Concerns that there were not enough smaller properties 
available to meet need.  This would be compounded if people 
were encouraged to move out of larger properties.  Developers 
were not building smaller properties. 

 
The Commission Chairman noted that the Housing Needs Register 
identified a need for apartments, flats and one and two bedroom units.  
A way had to be found to provide for that need.  He was also 
concerned that Flagship had not signed up to the tenancy strategy as 
they were one of the Council’s biggest providers. 
 
Mr Carter asked what was being done to bring vacant properties into 
use.  There were many around and it was a waste.   
 
It was noted that the Council was running the ‘Restore’ scheme which 
offered up to £5,000 to bring properties that had been vacant for 
longer than six months, up to rentable standard, in return for them 
being let to someone on the Choice Based Letting scheme, for a 
minimum of one year. 
 
The Chairman suggested that the scheme should be advertised to all 
Parish Clerks as they were closest to residents and could provide 
information on empty properties. 
 
Mr Carter asked if the figures included people who had moved back in 
with their parents as they were also technically homeless. 
 
The Principal Officer – Housing Options advised that their figures 
were based on direct approaches.  He mentioned that social housing 
was not the only route to accommodation and there was a need to 
change people’s mindsets.  Other schemes were available, such as 
shared ownership. 
 
Mr Bambridge was shocked that Housing Associations were not 
prepared to build the size/style of houses needed. 
 
With regard to tenancy length the Vice-Chairman was concerned that 
if people knew they would only be in a property for five years they 
would not invest in it.  He thought it would create transient 
communities and said that it was not the way to deal with bad tenants. 
 
Mrs Matthews explained that if the tenancy was still appropriate and 
there were no problems then the tenure could be extended after five 
years, but the Vice-Chairman still thought that psychologically people 
would not feel secure  
 
Mrs Irving pointed out that the Task & Finish Group had suggested a 
ten year tenancy, but after listening to the Housing Association 
representatives and all the facts, had accepted that the five plus one 
year tenancy was the easier option as it avoided Land Registry 
issues. 
 
The Principal Officer – Housing Options explained that tenancies over 
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seven years had to be registered, at considerable cost to the Housing 
Association.  He also pointed out that bad tenants could be evicted 
whatever their tenancy length.  At the end of fixed term tenancies the 
Housing Association would work with the Local Authority to review 
each tenant. 
 
Mr Bambridge agreed with the Vice-Chairman that short tenancy was 
not the right way forward.  He also said that people were currently 
reluctant to move out of properties that were too large because they 
didn’t want to have to leave the area they lived in.  Work should be 
done to make it easier for people to downsize whilst staying in the 
same area. 
 
The Commission Chairman advised that the Council had to work with 
the Housing Associations and the reality was that the average 
tenancy was only seven years.  He suggested that the way forward 
was to find a mechanism to make Planning Policy work to support the 
Council’s aims and to use S106 agreements and commuted sums to 
gather the funds to build smaller properties. 
 
The Assistant Director for Commissioning advised that the Council 
would be refreshing key policy documents and that would be an 
opportunity to reflect the needs in the district.  

   

24/12 HEALTH & SCRUTINY (STANDING ITEM) (AGENDA ITEM 9)   

  

 Lady Fisher had provided the Chairman with a report.  Members would 
receive an update at the next meeting.  

 

   

25/12 SCRUTINY CALL-INS (STANDING ITEM) (AGENDA ITEM 10)   

  

 None.   

   

26/12 COUNCILLOR CALL FOR ACTION (STANDING ITEM) (AGENDA 
ITEM 11)  

 

  

 None.   

   

27/12 WORK PROGRAMME (AGENDA ITEM 12)   

  

 The Chairman noted that the Executive Member for Planning & 
Environmental Services had asked the Commission to scrutinise the 
Environmental Services Contract which was under review and make 
appropriate recommendations.  This would be added to the work 
programme. 
 
The Scrutiny Officer briefed Members on the items due on the March 
agenda.  She suggested that an item on the car parking review should 
be added to the work programme and the Executive Member for Assets 
& Strategic Development advised that information would not be 
available for a couple of months. 
 
The Chairman agreed with that and thought that Shared Services 
should be brought forward on the programme.  Committee Chairmen 
had requested more information with regard to the proposals to widen 
the shared service agenda.  An update was requested from the Training 
Manager. 
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Mrs Irving asked what had happened about the Utilities Review and the 
Scrutiny Officer advised that she was still trying to arrange that. 
 
Finally it was noted that the Planning Contract Monitoring should be 
added to the programme for the April meeting.  

   

28/12 NEXT MEETING (AGENDA ITEM 13)   

  

 The arrangements for the next meeting on 15 March 2012 were noted.   

   

29/12 EXECUTIVE MEMBER PORTFOLIO UPDATE (AGENDA ITEM 14)   

  

 The Executive Member for Assets & Strategic Development presented a 
brief overview of his portfolio. 
 
He noted that the Economic Development presentation to the 
Commission had been very good and it would be a great shame if the 
Council did not have that team.  However, they were a discretionary 
service and were therefore at risk.  He had asked the Economic 
Development Manager to concentrate on making the service cost-
neutral and to that end they were working on rolling out the REV Active 
project to other authorities.  Both Luton and Great Yarmouth had 
expressed an interest. 
 
With regard to Strategic Planning, the policies would be reviewed once 
the National Planning Framework details were known.   
 
The Thetford Area Action Plan would be examined in public on 6 and 7 
March.  Six public speakers were expected.  If approved the Council 
would achieve its five year land supply, in fact it would provide a twelve 
year supply. 
 
The Attleborough & Snetterton Heath Area Action Plan had been held 
up for more work on highways and the travelling infrastructure.  A link 
road proposal was still under review and it was hoped that this would be 
ready for consultation in April.  Attleborough Town Council was doing 
work in parallel to the Council and an Officer group had been set up to 
talk to all stakeholders. 
 
Work had been done on the Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) and 
four separate charging areas had been identified.  There was concern 
that land and house prices in Thetford had been skewed and extra work 
was being done on that area and would be presented to Cabinet. 
 
The Brecks Special Protection Area (SPA) Forum had been looking at 
the issue of Stone Curlews and the consensus of opinion was that some 
agricultural buildings could be built within the buffer zone. 
 
The Asset Management team had granted access to Council owned 
land in Swaffham for Tesco’s, and it was hoped this would address the 
current problem of people travelling out of Swaffham to shop. 
 
The Thetford Skate Park was going ahead. 
 
With regard to investments, the Council had divested itself of £1.3million 
of property which had been in poor condition/unlettable, etc.  £680,000 
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had been reinvested to provide a better return and the team were 
looking for further opportunities to invest. 
 
On a note of caution, changes to the treasury financing rules meant that 
there was a risk that negative leases might lose revenue.   
 
Although the property market was poor, retail property transactions 
were doing well.  The commercial property portfolio was 92% let.  The 
two Business Centres in Dereham and Thetford had just above 80% 
occupancy. 
 
The Council had about 6,000 pieces of land to dispose of and had 
raised half a million pounds through land disposal in the last year.   
 
With regard to affordable housing, the Council had some large pieces of 
land which if granted planning permission, could provide the money for 
the Council to build two bedroom properties itself.  
 
Finally the Executive Member referred to car parking charges and said 
that they were not the only thing under review.  All discretionary and 
mandatory services would be looked at.  The Council wanted to take all 
views into consideration.  He noted that over the past six years it had 
cost the Council £308,000 per year to run its car parks and if they were 
to continue providing free parking that money would have to be found 
elsewhere. 
 
The Vice-Chairman queried the figures which he said included a figure 
for depreciation which was not a real cost.  Another large part of those 
costs was Business Rates.  He asked if the Council would consider 
other ideas.  He had done some research and one way to reduce costs 
would be to allow a charity to run the car parks, thus avoiding Business 
Rates.  
 
With regard to the 92% occupancy he noted that although the premises 
were occupied the actual income had reduced because they were being 
let for less. 
 
The Executive Member said that to be a prudent landlord the Council 
had to look at the external situation.  The District Valuer provided a 
report on the market rent for each town.  Although there were some 
tenants paying less, this was considered better than having empty 
premises which would attract empty business rates. 
 
He acknowledged that the figures did include depreciation and rates.  
Business Rates on the Council’s car parks would cost about £110,000 
over the next year. 
 
The Chairman thanked the Executive Member for his update and 
encouraged all Members to share any information or ideas that they 
had.  

   

 
The meeting closed at 4.15 pm 
 
 

CHAIRMAN 


	Minutes

