The Process for deciding how to disburse any monies from Queen Elizabeth Caravan Park, Stonehaven

An Option Appraisal
1. Background

Over the next few years, it is expected that Stonehaven Town Partnership will be the recipient of various funds, which are destined for the “benefit of the people of Stonehaven”.  Some of these may be lump sums, and some may be continuing revenue income.  The first of these identified is the regular stream which is planned to come from the arrangements for the Queen Elizabeth Caravan Park, Stonehaven (QECPS), due to start during 2013.

Following various suggestions, an option appraisal has been undertaken to establish the most suitable process to manage the disbursement of these funds.

2. Options Considered

The following options have been considered.

· Option A.
Treating the income as income to the Stonehaven Town Partnership (STP), earmarked and ring-fenced for project work, to be disbursed to suitable projects in Stonehaven based on an application process adjudicated by the Directors of STP.

· Option B.
Very similar to option A, but having the Board of Directors of STP for this particular purpose augmented in some way.

· Option C:
The establishment of a separate adjudication panel, within the company structure of STP, nominated or elected separately, whose sole function is to decide on the destination of the funds

· Option D: The establishment of a completely separate organisation outwith STP, whose prime purpose is to receive in the funds and adjudicate on their destination

· Option E.
Placing the funds into the Common Good Fund (CGF) of Stonehaven, and using that process.

3. Criteria for deciding
Following consultation, the following criteria have been established as important to the process.

· To Stonehaven only

It is Aberdeenshire Council policy, and the general perception that any funds generated by relevant activities (such as the QECPS) in and around the Stonehaven should be ploughed back into that community.  Precisely how “Stonehaven” is defined is not exactly clear at present, and would need to be set down.  Eventually, the likelihood is that the boundary will be set on a map.
Neither the STP nor the CGF documentation defines accurately any boundary to “Stonehaven”.

· Democratic Control

The common aim is that disbursement in the round should have the approval of the people as a whole.  The question arises as to how such approval is gained.  
The possibilities are:

· Conventional public voting on one or more projects at a time
· By a group of people (whose selection could be by a number of methods, from focus group-style attempts to get a balanced group through to using a group already set up for another purpose, for example, the Rotary Club’s charitable donations.
· Modern (electronic) survey techniques

Whatever method of sounding out public opinion is chosen, it is clear that a group of people will have to make a collective decision.  The question that then inevitably follows is how these people might be chosen.

Option A

The Board of STP are chosen annually by the organisations that are active in Stonehaven and have applied for membership.  The Board members have to have the support not just of their nominating organisation.  They require the support of a significant number of organisations in Stonehaven.

There are currently some 50 organisations in membership and a further recruitment campaign is underway.  This represents at least 50% of those active in the community.  Option A is that the Board of STP undertakes the decisions about disbursement, a part of their regular monthly meetings, the minutes of which are in the public domain.

Option B

In considering Option B, in which the STP Board is augmented, a mechanism for selection of these extra people is needed.  The options suggested are:

1. Extra nominations to be elected at the AGM of STP, and who would not have the extra commitment of being a Director.

2. As 1, but with no requirement that the nomination is made by a member organisation

3. A separate election from the whole Stonehaven electorate (i.e. as per the Community Councillors or the Aberdeenshire Councillors).

4. changing the Bye Laws of STP to allow for individual membership., and creating a separate individual membership register and electorate.

Option D
The only two models at present are the Community Council and STP election methods.  In recent times, the main need has been to get sufficient candidates, and ones that will last for the full term of office.  Having yet another body is likely to exacerbate the problem rather than ease it.

One consideration is the costs associated with obtaining the views of the population as whole on individual disbursements, which are very likely to outweigh the value of the disbursement.

Even though general consent might be the case, it has to be recognised that 100% approval of all disbursements is an unrealistic aim.  This will imply that individual, and possibly groups, might have strong views opposed to a particular disbursement, but that cannot invalidate such a particular disbursement.  Equally, having particular groups excluded on specific grounds (e.g. not allowing religious groups to apply) might easily lead to accusations of discrimination.  It would therefore appear that any judgement “by the people” has to be across the whole activity, and not be on specific disbursements.

Whichever group people make the final judgment, they need to report in the round (e.g. on an annual basis) to the population.

· Transparency
Whatever decision making process, it is to be expected that record of the details of applications for disbursement and of the decisions taken should a matter of public record.  If there was any voting, the individual voting record should be made public.
· Minimal Overheads

The amounts of money at present are not huge, and most of the work associated with the process will be done by volunteers.  It is therefore essential that the overall effort in disbursing the funds is kept to an absolute minimum.
This probably excludes any public referendum either for individual projects or even on an annual basis, although their might be an exception for a particularly large or controversial project.

· Quick Turnaround

The people of Stonehaven would expect the approval process to go through quickly since there should be little need to undertake much investigation.  A proper assessment has to be made, and that might take some time, but the judging people should know the town and its current thoughts and aspirations.  It would also be worthwhile if the timetable, however long, was clear and available.  

· Clear Evaluation Criteria
Need to be set out and agreed
4. Discussion about the Criteria

Different processes for different applications

There is clearly a tension between getting detailed democratic control and arriving at a quick decision.  This may be resolved in part by having a dividing line below which small donations can be made quickly, and larger one require more community input.
In this day and age, transparency is not only demanded, it is relatively easy to achieve.  There is no reason, given these are effectively public funds, why the detailed transactions, the record of the decision-making, and the overall accounts should not be published on the web.  Good transparency is of course an essential precursor to good democratic control.

Common Good Fund

The Stonehaven Common Good Fund was created in 1974 to take the assets that had been donated or sold to, and were held by, Stonehaven Town Council.  As with all Common Good Funds in Aberdeenshire, there have been very little, if any, additions to the fund since that date.

The fund is held by Aberdeenshire Council.  Its current balance is approximately £100,000.  It is invested, but because of restrictions on the type of investment, it is currently receiving only 0.5% interest.  Across Aberdeenshire, the whole interest is insufficient even to pay the administration costs, and therefore there are no monies available for distribution at all.
The law and the rules governing Common Good Fund appear to be very vague, having mainly grown up by custom and practice.  There is no precedent for any significant money being paid into the fund.  Therefore, there are no rules agreed about whether those monies could be released at all.  Whilst there is nothing in writing, there is nothing to say that Aberdeenshire Council can’t disburse the money, but that would require significant policy overhaul.

Rules are available which stipulate what the monies can be sent, but these have been built up by custom and practice.

In earlier times, when there was a surplus of interest, applications could be made, and they were submitted to the Kincardine & Mearns Area Committee (which is composed of 12 Aberdeenshire Councillors, 4 of whom represent Stonehaven & Lower Deeside).  The whole committee will decide.
5. Appraisal

	
	Option  A (STP) as is
	Option  B (STP) augmented
	Option  C Separate panel within STP
	Option D

New organisation
	Option E

Common Good Fund

	To Stonehaven only
	Required by Articles;
Boundary needs definition
	Required by Articles;
Boundary needs definition
	Could be given wider remit and/or boundary
	Would need to be specified;
Boundary needs definition
	Clear guidelines about the “Burgh of Stonehaven”; Boundary needs definition (?and updating)

	Democratic Control


	Anyone in the town wanting to take part in the decision making has to join one club/organisation, and be prepared to influence others.
All Directors elected annually
	As A, but a number could vote themselves on and outvote the Directors.  Note: Bye Laws would need to be written if people were to be elected and not co-opted
	Very unclear how they would be elected, and at what cost.  
	Far from clear that this adds anything to the democracy.  The general perception is that there are almost too many organisations already.
	Any voting for individual grants is within the Aberdeenshire Councillors.  Voting is on much wider issues, and a decision about these funds is a very small part of their 5-yearly election.

	Anti-subornation
	At least 6 clubs/ organisations needed to create block vote
	Limit number of extras in the Bye Laws.
	What is the likelihood of a contest?
	Could be a target; candidates would have no other duties, so little restraint
	Historical evidence (from elsewhere) should be brought to mind

	Transparency


	If it was part of the Business Plan, there could be a requirement to ring-fence the funds, and show them separately in the account (as is done now for Aberdeenshire Council funding)
	If it was part of the Business Plan, there could be a requirement to ring-fence the funds, and show them separately in the account (as is done now for Aberdeenshire Council funding)
	It is likely that the Board would decide to show them separately in the account
	Would by definition be seen as separate
	Would disappear into overall Stonehaven CGF, which is reported annually only in total in Aberdeenshire Council accounts; and each disbursement discussed, based on officer’s recommendation, and agreed at Kincardine & Mearns Area Committee  

	Minimal Overheads


	Would fit into existing Business Plan effort, and decisions taken at monthly Board meetings
	Very slight extra overhead in having Board meetings with extra attendees
	Would require separate meetings, with minutes etc., i.e. some overhead 
	All the overheads of a separate company or other type of organisation;

	Aberdeenshire Council charge 1% of capital as admin charge, and currently absorb committee work in main budget.

	Quick Turnaround
	No reason not to expect it within the normal meeting cycle, i.e. about 6 – 8 weeks
	No reason not to expect it within the normal meeting cycle, i.e. about 6 – 8 weeks
	No reason not to expect it within the normal meeting cycle, i.e. about 6 – 8 weeks
	No reason not to expect it within the normal meeting cycle, i.e. about 6 – 8 weeks
	Based on previous applications to CGF and Top-Up Fund, would take about 6 – 8 weeks

	Clear Evaluation Criteria
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