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PUBLIC CONVENIENCES
Background

On 23 March 2006, Rother District Council (RDC) wrote to Rye Town Council (RTC) to explore the transfer of Rye’s public conveniences to the Town Council in return for c£41,980pa – plus RPI – after entering into 25-year ‘peppercorn’ lease/under leases on the 4 pcs remaining.

The (rounded-up for simplicity) £42k would cover all running costs – including utilities, ‘relevant insurances’, cleaning, grounds maintenance, repairs and maintenance, vandal damage and rates.

In the letter, RDC states that it would retain responsibility for capital charges – although the subsequent paragraph suggests clearly that RDC would expect RTC to undertake major repairs and refurbishments.  
RDC emphasises that monitoring and central support costs would not be paid – the officer time concerned would be re-allocated. No mention is made of the Tower Street facility (closed April 2005).

Finally, RDC states that it is necessary to reach agreement by the end of August 2006 to prepare for re-tendering (key relevant contracts expire Mar 08).
‘Negotiations’
The Working Group comprised originally Cllrs Osborne, Potter and Kirkham; and the Clerk. Following Mayor Making and Committee Formation, its membership changed to Cllrs Osborne and Russell; and the Clerk. 
One of its earliest actions was to seek additional information – this was not forthcoming readily. Two written requests were submitted on 19 April and 2 May. These were not replied to until they were included as an agenda item for the first RDC-RTC liaison meeting – the reply being received by email on 21 June.
The queries raised – and the responses – are summarised as follows:
a) 19 April
Clarification of ‘third party’ interest – eg Rye Museum in relation to the Gun Garden toilets

Response
Station Approach – Freehold owned by Network Rail


(its consent to a sub lease would be required)


The Strand – The Environment Agency operates an adjacent facility. The two operations are independent.


Gun Garden – Specific facilities are provided by RDC for museum staff but these are not part of the public facility.
b) 2 May
Were Rye’s pcs considered for conversion into unisex facilities?
Response
RDC obtained information from the British Toilets Assoc and local authorities. RDC concluded that unisex/disabled units were not appropriate for high use sites.

The Group raised another query – on 4 July – asking for if there was any information available on the apportionment of employee-related, support services and miscellaneous costs to particular pcs. There has been no response to the letter. The best that can be said for RDC’s negotiating strategy is that it has been ‘half-hearted’.

The District Picture
Somewhat muddled. RDC has decided to continue to run some pcs (including Camber), convert others into unisex facilities and pursue the transfer of others to parish/town councils or ‘another organisation’.
On 2 May, the Group met clerks and members from Battle, Robertsbridge and Sedlescombe. Robertsbridge and Sedlescombe were told that if they declined the transfer proposed, RDC would install and run unisex facilities. This RDC fallback position seemed an attractive proposition so both have subsequently declined transfer!
There is no fallback position in respect of Battle (Rye’s fallback position is to seek transfer to a ‘non public organisation’ – followed by closure in the event of failure to find a provider). Battle has subsequently, declined the transfer invitation – principally on the grounds following:

· It expressed an interest in running the town’s pcs only because RDC threatened to withdraw the service in late 2004.

· The fact that RDC is offering 25-year leases suggests RDC isn’t going to ‘walk away’ from pcs.

· The Town Council would prefer to discuss the transfer of functions as part of a wider package.

At the meeting, the parish councils made the point that many of their residents use the towns’ conveniences.
Forms of provision

The Group has been in informal discussions with Healthmatic, a company which specialises in installing unisex/disabled units, having varying levels of 
‘automation’ – including ‘self cleaning’. It  has supplied units to a number of parishes and principal authorities – including converting existing facilities.
It has viewed Rye’s pcs. 

Each unit costs usually c£42,000 to supply and install – although the company has suggested this could be done at cost (£30k). However, these figures do not include any conversion or consumables costs. Discussions with the company – and a number of their clients – suggest that 20p entry charges make only a modest contribution to running costs.
Automated, self-cleaning unisex units have many advantages (including less criminal damage) but are costly to install and are not suited to a high use areas.

Although RDC has no records of the usage of Rye’s pcs, it is suggested that Lucknow Place and The Strand may be considered ‘med-high use’ – with Crownfields being ‘very high’.
Another option would be to seek to engage the existing cleaning contractor (SHS), a competitor, or local people. However, RTC would still be responsible for minor repairs and damage. The economies of scale arising from the current District-wide contract would be lost. Engaging someone locally appears an attractive proposition but problems could arise if a key operative was sick – a larger company would have greater flexibility.
Finance
It has been mentioned already that RDC would not pay RTC its monitoring and support costs savings. In 2005-06 these totaled £95,800 District-wide. If we divide this figure by the number of toilets across Rother – 31. This gives a figure of £3,090 per toilet - £12,360pa for ‘Rye’s Four’.
Monitoring and support costs do not disappear when a service is transferred. If RTC’s existing staff took on these functions, other work would be displaced.

To avoid increasing the precept, RTC would need to engage individuals/ companies to: clean the pcs, repair the pcs, and monitor these contracts within the £42k offered by RDC.

Recommended Response

That RTC declines Rother’s offer on the grounds following:

1
Rother has failed to demonstrate that its offer to transfer its Rye public conveniences to Rye Town Council is a serious one: evidenced by its repeated failure to respond to reasonable requests for additional information.

2
Rye Town Council’s preference is for exploratory talks on the transfer of a package of functions and services – even if transfers are phased – rather than considering specific services as and when it suits Rother.
3
Rye Town Council considers that the future of the closed Tower Street Public Convenience should form part of any discussions on the transfer of public conveniences in the town.
4
The Rye tax payer is likely to be disadvantaged financially.

5
Inconsistency: in his letter to Parish & Town Clerks of 14 June 2006, Cllr Gubby suggests that Rother will not engage in debates on devolving services to parishes (and communities) unless the parish has a local action plan and Quality Status.


6
Liability for major repairs/refurbishment is open-ended.

- and emphasises that it vital for the local economy for Rye to have sufficient – and adequate – public conveniences. 
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