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Executive Summary

Thurrock Council, along with every local authority in the country is facing significant financial
pressure with savings targets of circa. £18.5m required for the period 2016/17 through to
2019/20. In light of these pressures, the Council has taken positive action to become an
enabler of improved outcomes for communities rather than a direct provider of services
working closely with the Voluntary, Community and Faith Sector (VCFS) as key partners in
the delivery of services and links with local people.

The sustainability of the VCFS is essential to build pride, respect, cohesion and resilience in
local communities. The Community Asset Transfer (CAT) Policy builds on earlier dialogue
with the VCFS arising from budget saving options and the later Community Ownership and
Management of Assets (COMA) programme in Thurrock which highlighted opportunities that
should be transferred to the VCFS.

The CAT Policy sets out the Council’s approach to support the VCFS to achieve sustainable
community managed assets that meet local needs, maximise social value, support growth
and resilience in the sector. Through its application, the policy seeks to deliver the most
efficient use of publicly owned buildings and spaces in Thurrock, where they are deemed
eligible for CAT, and the anticipated community benefit and financial viability outweigh the
potential risks for all parties.

1. Recommendation(s)
That Corporate Overview and Scrutiny Committee:
11  Acknowledge the work of the Thurrock Community Assets and Management of

Assets (COMA) Partnership supported by Locality.
1.2 Provide comments on the Community Asset Transfer Policy.
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Introduction and Background

Community asset transfer (CAT) involves leasing or selling a property to a voluntary,
community or faith sector (VCFS) organisation, sometimes on a subsidised basis, to
enable local people to play a stronger role in meeting the needs of their communities.
CAT is a relatively recent term for activity the Council has been undertaking for a
long time.

In recent years, the Council has adopted several approaches to support the leasing,
licensing and management of the buildings and other assets that it owns.

In December 2010 the Community Sport Facilities, Leases and Licences policy was
approved by Cabinet establishing a process and criteria for organisations wishing to
be a tenant of the Council. The Council’s Asset Management Plan (herein AMP), was
later approved by Cabinet in February 2011 establishing high level objectives for the
future management of property, based on Government guidance, good practice, and
the Council’s operating environment.

The Asset Management Plan took into account the direction of travel established by
the Localism Act of 2011 and its intention to shift power from government to
individuals and communities, making it easier for them to get things done and
achieve their ambitions for the place where they live. This shift in the ownership of
land and buildings from public bodies to communities demonstrates localism in
action.

A general consent for local authorities to dispose of property under community asset
transfer rules was introduced by the Government in 2003. Local authorities are now
empowered to transfer the ownership of land and buildings to communities for less
than their market value through a process known as ‘discounted asset transfer’ or
‘asset transfer’.

As part of the Localism Act, the Community Right to Bid has also been enacted giving
power to communities to nominate land and buildings to be part of a register of ‘assets
of community value’. If such land or buildings are then offered for sale, eligible
community organisations then have six weeks to indicate an ‘intention to bid’.

The Council led a successful bid to Locality in May 2015 securing technical resources
and grant funding from the national Community Ownership and Management of Assets
(COMA) programme. The initial driver for the programme in Thurrock was to build on
dialogue already taking place between the Council and VCFS particularly concerning
the management of parks and open spaces. Additional priorities included the
development of a formal CAT Policy. Further information was outlined in a report to
Cabinet from the Portfolio Holder for Environment on 9t September 2015 (‘Community
Delivery of Environmental Services in Parks and Open Spaces’).

A small Thurrock COMA partnership with the voluntary sector was formed in June
2015 with clear objectives for the duration of the programme (June 2015-March 2016)
that included establishing the appetite for CAT in Thurrock through a series of
engagement events, building capacity within the VCFS and informing the emerging
CAT Policy.



2.9 Recent feedback from Locality following the conclusion of the COMA programme
acknowledged:
e the growing appetite for CAT within the VCFS (particularly relevant to members of
the partnership itself that had actively developed CAT proposals);
e the work of the Council to develop ad-hoc opportunities for CAT in recent years;
e progress made by the Council and COMA partnership to produce a robust CAT
Policy (now presented).

2.10 A copy of the final report prepared by Locality, the national network for community led
organisations working together, can be found at Appendix 1 to this report.

3. Issues, Options and Analysis of Options

3.1 Organisations within the voluntary, community and faith sector (VCFS) are often best
placed to manage facilities, making extensive use of volunteers and their local
knowledge and hands-on management of the asset achieving lower overheads and
better value for money as well as a more intensive use of the asset that helps to foster
a sense of belonging in communities whilst bringing together people from different
backgrounds.

3.2 The CAT policy set out in Appendix 2 to this report builds on feedback gathered during
the COMA Programme and seeks to enable the VCFS to achieve successful, vibrant,
inclusive and sustainable community managed assets that meet local needs,
maximise social value, support growth and resilience and deliver the most efficient use
of publicly owned buildings and spaces in Thurrock.

3.3 For the purpose of the Policy the Localism Act 2011 (Section 88 (1) and (2)) has been
used to define an asset of community value in Thurrock as:

A building or other land in the local authority’s area (and in the case of the policy —
owned by the Council) and that:

(a) has an actual current use of the building or other land that is not an ancillary use,
furthers the social wellbeing or social interests of the local community, and;

(b) itis realistic to think that there can continue to be non-ancillary use of the building
or other land which will further (whether or not in the same way) the social
wellbeing or social interests of the local community.

(c) has furthered the social wellbeing or social interests of the local community in the
recent past, and which it is realistic to consider will do so again during the next
five years.

3.4 The policy establishes a fair, consistent and transparent process for Council and
community initiated CAT, the circumstances where it will be considered, as well as the
means for eligible VCFS to express an interest and apply for CAT, and, indicative
lease terms. It clarifies the supporting process and governance arrangements for CAT
including the role of the Corporate Assets Team, Community Development and
Equalities Team, a nominated CAT Assessment Panel, Corporate Property Board and
the involvement of members.

3.5 The policy further establishes the Council’s commitments to:



Community Asset Transfer (CAT) where it will achieve benéefits to local residents and
contribute towards the Council’s vision and objectives

acknowledging the social, economic and environmental value of CAT and the
opportunities this may present to offset this value against economic rent

using Council assets to form long-term partnerships with the VCFS in order to create
stronger, more cohesive and more sustainable communities

proactively investigating potential opportunities for CAT to local communities and
social enterprises, and seeking to minimise processes associated with administering
this policy

creating a fair, transparent and consistent process for CAT, and reviewing the
application of the CAT policy with the VCFS at annual intervals.

3.6 Feedback through the development of the policy recognised the importance of
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verifying that CAT is not an automatic right referred in the Localism Act 2011 but a
central government policy directed at public bodies use of their assets. Not all assets
are therefore expected to be available for CAT. In this regard, it was concluded that
the Council will not invite or accept expressions of interest for assets:

that are, or it is anticipated may be required in future, for the Council’s operational
purposes;

where the Council considers that the property will achieve full market rent;

where the Council has identified the property for disposal for a capital receipt (in this
case VCS organisations may still choose to submit a bid when the asset is
marketed), and/or,

where there are known or anticipated plans or strategies that may affect the potential
for CAT.

Reasons for Recommendation

The implementation of this policy will help the Council to support the sustainability and
self-financing of the VCFS, build long term partnerships, harness skills and experience
in the sector as well as local knowledge and resources to provide community benefit
and social value. It will also help to provide access to external funding opportunities
otherwise unavailable to the Council, achieve community empowerment, provide
control to local organisations, encourage pride, and increase active citizenship
(including volunteering) whilst developing organisational, financial, training and
entrepreneurial skills within the VCFS.

It is important to note that, if the Council were to choose to forego the opportunity to
review the possibility of allowing VCFS organisations to operate eligible assets, then it
is likely that, as a result of financial pressures, some facilities will simply be closed or
the quality of delivery will reduce even further.

Consultation (including Overview and Scrutiny, if applicable)

The CAT policy has been prepared by the Community Development and Equalities
Team in consultation with the Corporate Assets Team.

Other internal and external consultees involved with the development of the draft
Community Asset Transfer Policy through a range of meetings, presentations and
feedback sessions include:
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Directors Board

Legal Services

Regeneration and Assets Service

Environment Service

Strategy, Communications and Customer Service

Housing Service

Locality

Thurrock CVS

Thurrock Community Ownership and Management of Assets (COMA) Partnership

Impact on corporate policies, priorities, performance and community impact

There are many benefits for both the Council and VCFS on pursuing a CAT
opportunity. Application of the policy will help to realise the community strategy vision
and each of the strategic priorities to:

Create a great place for learning and opportunity

Encourage and promote job creation and economic prosperity
Build pride, responsibility and respect to create safer communities
Improve health and well-being

Protect and promote our clean and green environment

All CAT nominations will be expected to demonstrate how they will directly benefit
local residents and the wider communities of Thurrock and how their activities and
expected outcomes will contribute to the delivery of the Community Strategy vision
and strategic priorities. The assessment process will also enable due consideration of
how proposals meet other relevant plans and strategies linked to the Community
Strategy.

Implications
Financial

Implications verified by: Mike Jones
Management Accountant

The introduction of a CAT Policy will allow the Council to develop opportunities for the
involvement of the VCFS through the ownership and management of buildings and
land providing additional funding streams for community benefit that the Council
cannot otherwise access. It may also help to ensure that some services continue to be
provided with the Council acting as a facilitator rather than a direct provider.

Implementation of the CAT Policy provides the potential for savings and efficiencies
relating to the management of the Council’s property portfolio. Opportunities for
savings will be considered on a case by case basis as part of the CAT assessment
process.

Legal

Implications verified by:  Vivien Williams
Planning and Regeneration Solicitor



Community asset transfer is a central government policy directed at local authorities’
use of their redundant assets. It is entirely separate from the community right to bid,
operating on a discretionary basis rather than forming a ‘community right’. The
powers under which it takes place predate the Localism Act 2011.

The Local Government Act 1972 section 123 (2) states:

Except with the consent of the Secretary of State, a Council shall not dispose of land
under this section, otherwise than by way of a short tenancy, for a consideration less
than the best that can reasonably be obtained.

A general consent for local authorities to dispose of land to community organisations
at below market value was given under this section in 2003. The specified
circumstances are:

a) the local authority considers that the purpose for which the land is to be disposed
is likely to contribute to the achievement of any one or more of the following
objects in respect of the whole or any part of its area, or of all or any persons
resident or present in its area;

i) the promotion or improvement of economic well-being;
ii) the promotion or improvement of social well-being;
iii) the promotion or improvement of environmental well-being; and

b) the difference between the unrestricted value of the land to be disposed of and
the consideration for the disposal does not exceed £2,000,000 (two million
pounds).

School disposals are covered by a legislative framework. Any disposal would first
need approval under Section 77 of Schools Standards and Framework Act 1998.
Therefore, school buildings and landholding will not be considered under this policy.

It is important to note that Community Asset Transfer is not an automatic right
referred in the Localism Act 2011 but a central government policy directed at public
bodies use of their assets.

7.3 Diversity and Equality

Implications verified by: Natalie Warren
Community Development and Equalities Manager

Equality of opportunity is a key principle for many voluntary, community and faith
sector organisations who often pursue improved cohesion and diversity through their
objectives and practice, involving communities in decisions and governance.

Recent government policy such as the Localism Act encourages the devolution of
services to communities in recognition of the benefits that community involvement can
bring to local areas.

The Community Asset Transfer Policy sets out clear expectations that align with the
Equality Duty 2010 with supporting eligibility criteria to ensure that CAT enhances
cohesion and inclusion and prevents the use of assets for services or activities that will
isolate sections of our communities.



7.4

Other implications (where significant) — i.e. Staff, Health, Sustainability, Crime and
Disorder)

Not applicable at this stage

Background papers used in preparing the report (including their location on the
Council’s website or identification whether any are exempt or protected by copyright):

Community Ownership and Management of Assets Programme: Final report and
findings of Thurrock COMA Partnership, February 2016

Agenda Item 16: Report to Cabinet on 9 September 2016 entitled ‘Community
Delivery of Environmental Services in Parks and Open Spaces’.
https://thurrockintranet.moderngov.co.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?Cld=129&MId=2559
&Ver=4

Appendices to the report

Appendix 1: Community Ownership and Management of Assets Programme: Final
report and findings of Thurrock COMA Partnership, February 2016

Appendix 2: Draft Community Asset Transfer Policy

Report Author Contact Details:

Becky Price
Community Development Officer
Strategy & Communications, Community Development

Michelle Thompson
Corporate Assets Manager
Asset Management Team
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