-------- Original Message -------- Subject: Proposed budget reductions to Calderdale Countryside Service
Date: Wed, 18 Jan 2012 16:06:44 +0000
From: Anthony Rae <ar@anthonyrae.com>
To: Councillor P. Nash, robin.tuddenham@calderdale.gov.uk
CC: Councillor J. Battye <Councillor.JBattye@calderdale.gov.uk>, Councillor T. Swift <Councillor.TSwift@calderdale.gov.uk>, Councillor B. Collins <Councillor.BCollins@calderdale.gov.uk>

Dear Councillor Nash and Robin Tuddenham
My name is Anthony Rae and I am Chair of Calderdale Sustainability Forum (CSF), the local agenda 21 body for Calderdale; as such I have represented the environmental sector on the Calderdale Forward LSP. I am also Chair of Calder Future, the river partnership body for Calderdale which provides volunteering opportunities alongside the waterways and canalside.  In 2006-8 we secured a national youth volunteering grant of £126,000 to provide 3000 voluntary opportunities particularly in deprived North Halifax (as a result the massively impressive drystone wall at Rake Bank was reconstructed); and have recently submitted a proposal to develop the volunteering input into the improvement of Beechwood Park (I emphasise: not for our financial benefit - in fact CSF, although only a small voluntary body, would be making a direct financial contribution itself - but to try and protect the quality of that environment and lever in more volunteering into the ongoing management task.)

We have developed our volunteering approach particularly in North Halifax over the last few years with Mary Seaton, first via the Ovenden & Mixenden Initiative and now as Countryside Service Manager; and from October 2010 we have had conversations with her about trying to develop an ‘environmental volunteering framework’ for Calderdale (EVF) which would bring together all the parties who wanted or needed to increase the quantity of volunteering undertaken. To that end CSF applied for a landfill tax grant to develop this initiative and whilst we have been successful in securing £8,000 LFT for the particular Beechwood Park project, doing the same to test the feasibility of an EVF is more complicated but there are some prospects which may come to fruition towards the middle of 2012.

Finally CSF recently contacted Sheffield University to establish whether they could undertake a study into the financial, economic and environmental benefits provided to Calderdale by environmental volunteering; unfortunately it turns out that the costs are too much for CSF to bear on its own. 

Against this background I was obviously considerably troubled yesterday to see in the Cabinet Budget proposals published yesterday the item: ‘Countryside Service: reduce to site management and volunteering’, £160,000 reduction in 2013/14, increasing to £200,000 in 2014/15.  I have read and understand what is set out in paragraphs 3 ‘rationale for this option’ and 4 ‘implementation strategy’.  If you take an optimistic interpretation I can see an alignment between what CSF has been trying to develop and what the Council is now proposing; and that is useful. But I'm far more inclined towards a negative interpretation, because if it is not possible to transfer the Countryside Service away from Council control to a voluntary body then the conclusion is already laid down (a 60% reduction in the provision), and my judgment at the moment is that it will not be possible to secure that transfer.

What I am deeply concerned about is what I will term the ‘donought’s downward spiral’.  To explain: environmental volunteering in Calderdale works when the volunteering organisations including Calder Future (the outer ring of the doughnut) are facilitated and organised by the centre (the Countryside Service). If you were hollow out the doughnut and take away the jam in the centre volunteering won’t increase, it will substantially decline. So the doughnut as a whole won't spiral up - which is what I think you may be trying to achieve - it will spiral down.  At last night’s budget consultation meeting I expressed these concerns which were heard by councillors Swift and Collins.  Another member of the public asked why it was that the Countryside Service within the Communities Directorate was taking the biggest hit of all, and if that is the case an explanation needs to be provided.Calderdale's environment and countryside cannot contemplate this downward spiral, for all sorts of reasons.  Our countryside cannot manage itself, this has to first be organised and then actually implemented, and there are lots of dedicated volunteers who devote very large amounts of their time to this end. There are economic/tourism, as well as environmental, reasons why the countryside's proper management and volunteering have to be maintained. Volunteering provides a range of social and health benefits - I wonder whether the Council has considered this range of potential wider impacts.CSF intends to campaign publicly against this proposal but as the first paragraphs of this letter indicate we are also constructive. I would like to ask if it would be possible to have a meeting before the budget consultation ends on 13th February and certainly before Budget Council on 27th February to establish whether there is common ground between the Council and the volunteering community as to what you are proposing, and whether it is at all feasible (if not, it is simply postponing the collapse of the service by a year); and to establish also we can't find a more positive way forward for this essential part of the Council service and of the Calderdale community.

I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Anthony Rae Chair, Calderdale Sustainability Forum and Calder Future
(also coordinator, Calderdale Friends of the Earth) 
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