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REVIEW INTO POSSIBLE ASSISTANCE TO RESIDENTS DURING THE 
RECESSION 

 
 

Report by the Finance Overview and Scrutiny Panel  
 
 
Introduction and Background 
 
1.1 At Council on 15 July 2009 a motion was proposed and agreed that Overview and 

Scrutiny would explore the types of difficulties and ways in which the Council could 
assist Wokingham Borough residents who were encountering acute difficulties as a 
result of the current economic climate.  
 

1.2 The Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee at its meeting on 23 July 2009 
referred the review and the development of Terms of Reference to the Finance 
Overview and Scrutiny Panel. 

 
1.3 The Finance Overview and Scrutiny Panel agreed the Terms of Reference for the 

review (attached at Appendix A) at their meeting on 7 October 2009. The key 
objectives of the review were agreed as: 

 
1. To explore what the Council is currently doing to help its residents who are 

experiencing major difficulties as a result of the current economic downturn 
and to assess whether the Council could do more to assist residents within 
the capacity and opportunity available to it; 

 
2. To look at what other local authorities are doing to assist their residents who 

are encountering difficulties as a result of the negative economic climate and 
examples of best practice. 

 
Information Gathering 
 
Meeting held on 7 October 2009  
 
2.1 On 7 October 2009, the Finance Service Development Overview and Scrutiny 

heard evidence from three witnesses: 
 
2.2 Jude Whyte, Housing Needs Manager informed the Panel of what the Council was 

doing to prevent homelessness and those facing housing related difficulties. It was 
noted that prevention measures taken by the Homelessness team had been tailored 
to particularly help those experiencing difficulties as a result of the credit crunch. 
 

2.3 Although, at the time of the meeting, the number of accepted cases of 
homelessness and preventions was similar to the previous year, the Homelessness 
team were beginning to see an increase in the number of those seeking assistance.  

 
2.4 The Council received two different Government grants. The first, a grant of £47,500, 

could be used to assist those facing repossession. A loan of up to £5,000 per 
household could be offered to those that met specific criteria. Such one-off loans 
were covered by the Government funded grants. A grant of £30,000 was available 



 

to fund anything relating to homelessness that was not a statutory duty which 
underpins the homelessness strategy.  

 
2.5 The Council provided various schemes to help prevent homelessness. One-off 

loans or payments, funded by Government Grant Funding, could be made to the 
lender or landlord of those who had been affected by an unexpected reduction in 
income and where such a payment would stop the progression of repossession 
action. It was noted that officers made a judgement on whether the individual 
offered assistance would realistically be able to pay back a one-off loan or not. 
There had been very few cases where a one-off payment had been made as 
opposed to a one-off loan provided. Under the Rent in Advance and Deposit 
Scheme, residents who were facing homelessness and who could not afford to 
secure a private let could apply to the Council for assistance. The Panel were 
informed of a national Mortgage Rescue Scheme. Under this scheme those 
experiencing mortgage difficulties and who met the relevant criteria could apply for 
assistance. A Housing Association could purchase part of all of a house from 
qualifying individuals and then rent it back to them at a reasonable rent. However, 
the scheme had strict criteria and was not available or appropriate for all.  

 
2.6 A number of years ago the Council had a mortgage rescue scheme of its own in 

place. A Member questioned whether more work could be done on the viability of 
the Council developing its own mortgage rescue scheme given the strict criteria of 
the national scheme. It was noted that no comparable authorities appeared to be 
running a similar scheme and that budget implications were a potential constraint.  

 
2.7 The Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) referred residents to the Council for advice and 

assistance relating to homelessness. The Council also referred residents to the 
CAB for advice on matters such as debt. It was noted that the Council had provided 
the CAB with additional funding (from the Government Homelessness Grant) to 
help ensure extra Court Desk advice hours.  

 
2.8 In response to whether there was anything more the Council could do to help 

Wokingham residents facing homelessness or housing difficulties, the Housing 
Needs Manager stated that people could be made more aware of the schemes and 
assistance offered by the Council. The Panel were informed that Reading Borough 
Council had advertised on the back of buses whilst West Berkshire Council had 
held surgeries across the borough on dealing with the economic downturn. It was 
also noted that West Berkshire Council had set an equity deposit loan scheme 
which provided assistance to first time buyers who met the relevant criteria. 

 
2.9 Sue Roberts, Partnership Development Manager provided information on what the 

Council’s partners were doing to help Wokingham residents affected by the credit 
crunch. She stated that to some extent the impact of the recession on residents was 
being offset by a shared partnership approach towards refreshing the Sustainable 
Community Strategy for the next 10 years. This would reflect the issues that were 
driving the need for change in the borough. The Community Conference, held in 
March 2009, had focused on the impact of the credit crunch on the borough. Key 
actions arising from this were being taken forward.  

 
2.10 Information on what the Council’s partners were doing to address the economic 

downturn included feedback from the Business Task Group, a monthly Economic 
Commentary for Berkshire which provided an update on the economic climate for 



 

the whole of Berkshire and compared authorities and a quarterly Economic 
Downturn report for Wokingham. 

 
2.11 The Panel was informed of the ‘Norreys Neighbourhood Project.’ The Wokingham 

Borough Strategic Partnership were looking at new ways of partnership working 
between the key public services in the area and the local community, using the 
“Community Signature” as a community development tool. Other examples of 
partnership working included the ’empty shop initiative’ led by the Cultural 
Partnership, which were looking at opportunities for developing the potential of 
empty shops, for instance in Wokingham town centre. 

 
2.12 There has been an increase in the number of volunteers and the number of highly 

skilled volunteers in particular due to a number of redundancies from local 
companies. The Voluntary Action Wokingham Borough was raising awareness of 
the impact of the recession in conjunction with the Wokingham Volunteer Centre 
and Voluntary Sector Forum.  

 
2.13 Andy Nicholls, Economic Development Officer reported on the impact of the credit 

crunch and some of the measures that the Council had introduced to support local 
businesses and residents through the recession. He stated that whilst the economy 
was beginning to recover unemployment figures were likely to rise over the next 
year. The Council, in conjunction with Connexions, Job Centre Plus and other 
organisations was working to provide support to residents who were facing 
unemployment or were long term unemployed.  

 
2.14 The Council had implemented a number of measures to assist businesses during 

the economic downturn. These included making it easier to do business with the 
Council, paying invoices more speedily, helping businesses to manage their cash 
flow and signposting to loans and advice. Advice for residents and businesses 
could be found on the Council’s website.  

 
2.15 It was noted that the strategic development locations and small business units were 

presently being explored. The Council owned a number of small business units in 
locations including Grovelands Avenue, Hogwood Lane Industrial Estate and 
Toutley Industrial Estate. Approximately 80% of Council owned units were currently 
let. The Panel questioned whether more could be done to encourage start up 
businesses such as initially offering a reduced rental rate and agreed that it was 
important to monitor the success of the start up units.  

 
2.16 The Economic Development Officer informed the Panel of an initiative the Council 

would be launching in conjunction with the ‘Real Business Club’ (comprising of 
professionals from the Chamber of Commerce and a local training firm). Under this 
scheme those wishing to start up their own business locally would be offered 
bespoke advice and support.  

 
2.17 In response to what more the Council could do to assist residents if there were no 

constraints in place, the Economic Development Officer stated that he would like to 
see some flexibility if small businesses were finding it difficult to pay their business 
rates. The Partnership Development Manager indicated that although the Council 
and its partners were already doing a lot to help businesses and residents, she 
believed that more work could perhaps be carried out with the large corporations 
based in the area. 



 

 
2.18 The Economic Development Officer informed the Panel of the Rents Grants 

Scheme offered by some local authorities such as Lancaster Council. Under this 
scheme those businesses that were looking to expand, met the eligibility criteria 
and were not likely to fold, could be offered a small grant. Lancaster assisted 
approximately 20-25 businesses a year with a total fund of £50-60,000. The 
feasibility of a similar scheme in Wokingham was being examined as was the 
possible provision of expertise from the University of Reading and SEEDA to assist 
in the allocation of funds. 

 
2.19 Information on council tax collection and how Wokingham’s residents were affected 

by this was provided by Kevin Mercer, Head of Revenue and Benefits. The Panel 
noted that although residents had been affected by the poor economic climate and 
some residents had made alternative payment arrangements, the Council had 
achieved a collection rate over 99% in each of the last three financial years and 
were on target to collect 99.00% in year in line with normal expectations.  

 
Meeting held on 7 December 2009  
 
3.1 A key objective of the review was to look at what other local authorities are doing to 

assist their residents who are encountering difficulties as a result of the negative 
economic climate and examples of best practice. 

 
3.2 Stephanie Boodhna, Assistant Policy Officer, Bracknell Forest Council and Victor 

Nicholls, Assistant Chief Executive, Bracknell Forest Council, informed the Panel of 
some of the measures that Bracknell Forest Council was taking to assist its 
residents during the recession. These included: 

 
o The Economic Skills and Development Partnership (ESDP) had been 

formed. Members included the Bracknell Regeneration Partnership, 
Federation of Small Businesses, SEEDA, Business Link, Connexions and 
Grow Our Own and the Government Office for the South East. The ESDP 
had formulated an action plan, centred around 4 key themes; supporting 
local businesses, tackling unemployment and developing skills, providing 
housing advisory services and providing community leadership. The plan had 
been refined to produce 7 priority actions:  

- A Beat the Credit Crunch website had been developed which directed 
residents and businesses to various sources of information and advice and 
other useful organisations. 

- Employment – The Council had successfully bid for a future jobs fund. 33 
positions were due to start in February 2010. Partnership was being 
undertaken with Grow Our Own and with Royal Borough of Windsor and 
Maidenhead Council.  

- Assisting the Citizens Advice Bureau –. The Council had looked at how it 
could assist the CAB and was in the process of agreeing a small funding 
subsidy.  

- Business support and engagement – The Council was helping to develop a 
‘Blue Chip Network’ which would allow the large corporations in the borough 
to talk to each other and find out what others were doing. The Council also 
wanted to establish what was affecting the borough’s small and medium 
enterprises. A key note speaker from the local business community was due 
to address other businesses at an event in February, giving businesses 



 

another chance to talk to each other. Also, the Chief Executive and Assistant 
Chief Executive were holding meet and greets with large corporations based 
in the borough. 

- Refining the Council’s procurement strategy – The Council’s Procurement 
team were working with Business Links on this. 

- Exploring credit unions – The possibility of establishing a Berkshire wide 
Credit Union was being examined.  

- New Business start up support –The Council was working with Business 
Links and looking at how they could help new businesses start up in 
Bracknell. In addition the Council was working with the Crowthorne 
Enterprise Centre to provide assistance to a number of new local 
businesses. The progress of new businesses in starter units was monitored 
on a monthly basis.  

o A monthly update on the current economic picture and provided key 
economic information for Berkshire was considered. 

o The Council had spoken with local banks about whether there had been 
further developments with regards to access to credit for small businesses.  

o A workshop on encouraging young people to stay in education had been 
held and the Council was working with Connexions to reduce the number of 
NEETs within the borough. Mentoring was a potentially useful initiative 
across various different types of business and there was enthusiasm for this 
amongst some of the larger corporations based in the area. 

 
3.3 The Panel also considered written information from West Berkshire Council and 

Slough Borough Council on what they were doing to help their residents through the 
recession. 
 

3.4 Measures undertaken by West Berkshire Council to help residents and businesses 
during the recession included:  

 
o Holding six public Recession Surgeries' across West Berkshire, (including a 

stand at the Berkshire Show). 
o Developing a “Beat the Crunch” webpage for the Council and West Berkshire 

Partnership websites. 
o Holding a Recruitment Fair with partners including the Learning and Skills 

Council, Newbury College and Job Centre Plus in April 2009.  
o An online ‘Quick Quote’ facility has been added to the Council’s procurement 

portal to allow officers to advertise smaller procurement opportunities to all 
companies registered on the portal. 

o A Berkshire Pre Qualification Questionnaire was implemented in Spring 2009 
and a local procurement event was held in November 2009. 

o A West Berkshire e-procurement portal was promoted as a means for local 
businesses to register for business opportunities.  

o Links with Business Link Berkshire have been strengthened and an office 
made available to support the work of Business Link Advisors.  

o The West Berkshire Partnership allocated £25,000 to an initiative to help 
promote local tourism and West Berkshire as a place to do business in the 
recession. 

o The Council agreed to a temporary delay to payment of S106 monies (6 
months after building commences)  

o Investment into the Pathways to Employment increased to help address 
unemployment. 



 

o £50,000 of Local Authority Business Grant Initiative was distributed through 
the West Berkshire Skills and Enterprise Partnership (LSP sub-group) to 
projects supporting West Berkshire through the downturn 

o The Council and the West Berkshire Partnership made strategic 
commitments to ‘tackling the recession’ in the Council Plan and its 
Sustainable Community Strategy.  

o A joint West Berkshire Council / Business Link Berkshire event was held for 
small business in March 2009. 

o An e-flyer was developed outlining the support/courses available to assist in 
re-skilling.  

o A feasibility study on the establishment of a Credit Union in Berkshire was 
carried out and funds had been allocated over the next three years to aid its 
development. 

o The West Berkshire Landlord Forum and Empty Homes Strategy were 
promoted as a means of securing additional private rented accommodation. 

o Annual Non-Domestic Rate (business rate) bills were issued with details of 
the rate relief scheme. 

o  “Beat the Crunch” articles were put into the West Berkshire Partnership 
magazine “A Great Place to Live” which is sent to all homes in West 
Berkshire.  

o Front-line staff have been briefed on the support already signposted on the 
West Berkshire Council website and other sources of information and 
support in existence. 

 
3.5 Slough Borough Council had undertaken a variety of measures to assist their 

residents during the economic downturn, including: 
 

o Launching the Slough Economic Taskforce (SET) to support residents and 
local businesses. 

o Providing information and advice for residents and businesses on the 
Council’s website. 

o Production of Credit Crunch advice leaflets which were distributed to building 
societies, banks and other locations in across the borough. These were also 
advertised in Council buildings. 

o Production of a Credit Crunch booklet which contained information such as 
the contact details for housing, debt and welfare advice, benefits, free school 
meals, employment and training. These booklets had been sent to Council 
buildings, libraries, doctor’s surgeries etc. 

o Advice for businesses including Billing Collections & Recovery Debt; 
Business Grants; European Funding; Credit Crunch help, advice and 
information.  

o Articles in the Council’s newspaper on housing and debt and welfare advice 
and also on employment and training opportunities. 

o Working with neighbouring authorities on the possible establishment of a 
Berkshire wide Credit Union. 

o Holding Small/Medium Enterprise Seminars and Workshops 
o Invoices for small and medium businesses paid within 10 days. 
o A Job Fair was held on support available to people who are unemployed or 

facing redundancy was held in January 2009. This would be held on an 
annual basis.  

o Working with specialist teams and other agencies to target and investigate 
illegal trade including fraud, illegal money lending, and high pressure selling. 



 

o Equity deposit loan scheme. 
o Steps 2 Employment workshops and job clubs, CV writing support, 

application form filling and interview techniques.  
o Enhanced Advice & Guidance through the Adult Careers Prototype. 
o Data Analysis on front line services. 
o Customer Service – Debt & welfare advice – more staff being transferred into 

this area. 
o Increased support for volunteering options. 
o New Entrepreneurs Network 
o Increased resources in the Housing Needs team and reviewed the 

Homelessness strategy to reflect the growing pressures on the housing 
market and for individuals during the current economic downturn. 

o Housing currently exploring pre-eviction panel to reduce number. of 
homeless 

o The Housing Team have their own multi agency “recession watch” group 
including Housing Officers, People 1st, Citizens Advice Bureau and Shelter. 

o Secured additional money for “Targeted Employment Support” project for 16-
25 year olds. 

o Tracking NEET figures, looking at training and job opportunities available, 
and bringing together partners from Connexions, secondary schools, the 
local college, Jobcentre Plus to take practical action about the rising 
unemployment rates for 16-25 year olds. 

o Working through the Children’s Centres to track any rising unemployment 
among parents who use them, and adding to the services already available 
to parents about job hunting, benefits and available childcare. 

o Tracking any other changes in schools or education and children’s services 
to look at any impact on families and communities. (eg: increase in 
applications to become foster carers and a rising interest in childminding). 

 
3.6 The Panel learned that the Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) had seen a 39% increase 

in new clients and increases of 62% in Welfare Benefit issue enquiries, a 52% 
increase in debt related enquiries and a 51% increase in employment related 
enquiries, in the first six months of 2009-2010. As well as providing help and advice, 
the Citizens Advice Bureau signposted clients to other organisations such as the 
Council, Job Support Centre and Pay Plan and Consumer Credit Counselling 
Service, for assistance. In response to what more they thought the Council could do 
to help residents during the recession if there were no constraints in place the CAB 
responded that more funding could be provided to front line organisations, such as 
themselves, that were providing assistance to residents, to enable them to improve 
the service offered. Additional funding could be used for training operatives, 
developing and running an email and telephone service and for the employment of 
a welfare and benefit specialist.  
 

3.7 An update on the impact of the economic downturn was also provided. The Council 
had a strong working relationship with the Federation for Small Businesses and the 
Chamber of Commerce. The Council was endeavouring to support local businesses 
through the recession and feedback had been positive.  

 
3.8 A successful Boost your Business event which was aimed at helping local 

businesses to do business with the Council and preparing for the upturn, was held 
in October 2009. Sixty businesses including the University of Reading had 
attended. Further such events were planned.  



 

 
3.9 Peter Devereux, School Development Advisor and Lorraine Barker, Connexions 

Partnership Manager reported on NEETs (those 16-24 not in education, 
employment or training) within Wokingham. The Panel learnt that the percentage of 
16-18 year olds in the Wokingham who were not in education, employment or 
training had spiked to 13.8% in summer 2009, higher than ever previously recorded. 
Jobs that required little or no training such as retail posts and unskilled manual 
work, which traditionally many ‘new’ NEETs (often those leaving education in the 
summer) had gone into had become less prevalent as a result of the economic 
downturn. 

 
3.10 Whilst the percentage of NEETs had reduced to 6.8% the Panel agreed that it was 

important that young people were encouraged to go into or to stay in education, 
employment or training and not become NEET in the first instance. Connexions 
Berkshire had a contract with all the local schools on offering guidance to young 
people. Connexions worked with young people up to the age of 19 (or 25 if they had 
learning difficulties or disabilities or were still in care). Good information and advice 
was vital to enable young people to choose the right course or other avenue for 
them. The Connexions Partnership Manager indicated that flexible FE course start 
dates so that individuals did not have to wait a year to begin another if they wished 
change to courses, might help to reduce the number of NEETs to some extent. 

 
3.11 Vocational and pre-vocational training for 13-15 year olds had been increased. 

More young people were choosing to stay in further education, possibly as a result 
of the reduced availability of jobs. However, there had been insufficient further 
education places to meet demand in some sectors.  

 
3.12 It was also important to monitor those who had become NEET to ensure that they 

did not become NEET long term. School and college leavers currently made up 
63% of the NEET cohort. 19% (23) of these had been NEET for over six months. 

 
3.13 ‘Entry-to-Employment’ (e-2-e) provisions were in place for those with low attainment 

or skill levels. The Council would become the future joint commissioning agency 
(across Berkshire) from April 2010. The School Development Advisor indicated that 
that the effectiveness of local e-2-e provision indicated a need to improve to further 
reduce the number of NEETs in the borough. 

 
3.14 The Council was working with Connexions and other organisations to reduce the 

level of NEETs within the area. The Council was working with Reading Borough 
Council on a mentoring scheme. Although the number of apprenticeships in 
Wokingham was above average, the expansion of apprenticeships was being 
examined. In response to what more he thought the Council could do to help reduce 
the number of NEETs, the Schools Development Advisor stated that the Council 
could perhaps offer more apprenticeships within the Council and encourage 
partners to do likewise and that those local companies who provided a training 
function be offered an incentive. He also suggested incorporating into the Council’s 
tendering process an apprenticeships offer or young person’s training criteria. 
(NOTE: follwing the meeting the Council has received £11.5k from the government 
to pay for additional work to be carried out by Connexions Berkshire to reduce 
NEET as part of their January Guarantee scheme (which is to provide an offer of a 
work place with training or education and training to all those who were NEET in 
January). 



 

 
Meeting held on 12 January 2010:  
 
4.1 The Panel received and considered the following information at a meeting held on 

12 January 2010:  
 

o A summary of information received at previous meetings and how this 
related to the scope of the Panel’s work. 

o A written update from Councillor Siggery, the Executive Member for 
Corporate Services on proposed and forthcoming initiatives in her remit that 
may assist residents during the recession. 

 
4.2 The Council had successfully applied for funding through the Future Jobs Fund to 

fund a number of temporary placements (approximately 8 – 10 people) within the 
Council. This would be targeted at young people who had been long term 
unemployed. It was hoped recruitment would begin in February. The Business Skills 
and Enterprise Partnership had held a Jobs and Skills Fair at the Council in 
November 2009 to assist those who were unemployed in finding advice and work. 
Organisations from both the public and private sector had attended as had potential 
employers including National Grid, Balfour Beatty and Holiday Inn. Advice on CV 
writing, interview techniques and setting up your own business was also provided. 
The event had been successful with over 600 people had attended. Discussions 
were taking place with Microsoft on improving IT awareness amongst those who 
were less well off and whose computer skills needed improvement. Currently the 
Business Skills and Enterprise Partnership was working on two bids for funding via 
Strategic Partnership ‘Reward Funding’. These include a programme aimed at 
strengthening business links with schools and colleges and a small grants scheme 
aimed at a programme aimed at supporting firms to expand and take on more 
employees (would be targeted at agreed sectors). Partners such as Connexions, 
the Chamber of Commerce, the University of Reading and the Federation of Small 
Businesses had expressed support for these schemes. The Panel also noted that 
discussions were taking place between the Council, Job Centre Plus and other 
support organisations such as Bracknell and Wokingham College with regards to 
further improving the co-ordination of support and services offered to those looking 
for work. 
 

The Panels Findings and Recommendations 
 
5. The Panel’s main findings from the written and verbal evidence received are as 

follows: 
 

What the Council is currently doing to help its residents who are experiencing 
difficulties as a result of the current economic downturn  

 
The Panel acknowledged that the Council and its partners were undertaking a 
number of measures to assist Wokingham residents and businesses. These 
measures included endeavouring to pay invoices for small and medium businesses 
promptly, hosting a Boost Your Business event and a Jobs and Skills Fair, 
examining expanding apprenticeships and launching an initiative with the ‘Real 
Business Club’ to offer ‘bespoke’ guidance to those looking to start up their own 
business.  
 



 

The Panel was pleased to note that the Council had successfully bid for Future Job 
Funding and that good relations with the Chamber of Commerce and the Federation 
of Small Businesses were in place.  
 
80% of Council owned small business units were currently rented. The Panel 
believed that it was important that the renting of the remaining 20% be encouraged. 
Introductory offers such as offering an initially lower rent were suggested. 

 
Publicising schemes and assistance offered by the Council 

 
The Panel felt that it was important that the advice and schemes already offered by 
the Council such as the Rent in Advance and Deposit Scheme were well publicised 
so that residents and businesses were fully aware of what was available to them. It 
was suggested that local banks and building societies could be made more aware 
of what the Council so that they could potentially pass on this information to 
customers who were experiencing difficulties. Whilst the Panel acknowledged that 
the Council’s website contained information and advice on dealing with the 
economic downturn, they agreed that a link on the front page to information on 
dealing with the credit crunch would be useful. Members also felt that it would be 
useful for the website to have a link to the monthly update on the current economic 
outlook for Berkshire.  

 
RECOMMENDATION 1: - 
That advice and schemes already offered by the Council to assist residents 
and local businesses through the economic downturn be better publicised.  

 
Jobs and Skills Fair 
 
It was noted that the Business Skills and Enterprise Partnership, a key sub-group of 
the Wokingham Borough Strategic Partnership, had held a successful Job and 
Skills Fair at the Council. It was agreed that a Job and Skills Fair should be held on 
an annual basis to help those who were unemployed. 

 
RECOMMENDATION 2: - 
That a Job and Skills Fair be held on an annual basis to help those who were 
unemployed or facing unemployment to find advice and employment.  

 
Berkshire wide Credit Union 

 
The Panel noted that other Berkshire authorities were considering the 
establishment of a Berkshire Credit Union to help residents facing financial 
difficulties. They agreed that the possible benefits of such a scheme and the cost 
implications should be further investigated.  

 
RECOMMENDATION 3: - 
That the potential benefits and cost implications to Wokingham, of a 
Berkshire wide Credit Union be further examined.  

 
 
 
 



 

Rents Grants Scheme 
 

The Panel acknowledged that local authorities such as Lancaster Council offered a 
Rents Grants Scheme to qualifying small businesses looking to expand. They 
believed that the feasibility of offering such a scheme should be further investigated. 

 
RECOMMENDATION 4: - 
That the potential benefits and cost implications to Wokingham, of a Rents 
Grants Scheme be further examined.  

 
Voluntary Sector and other organisations 

 
The Panel took the submission of the Citizens Advice Bureau into account and 
noted that the number of people seeking advice had risen significantly. The 
voluntary sector had also seen an increase in the number of volunteers and very 
skilled volunteers as a result of the recession.  

 
RECOMMENDATION 5:- 

 
That consideration be given to what other support the Council could give the 
Citizens Advice Bureau in light of the increase in the number of people 
seeking advice.  

 
NEETs 

 
The Panel acknowledged that whilst the percentage of NEETs had been reduced 
from the unusually high level of 13.8% (summer 2009), the number of NEETs within 
the borough remained high. It was vital that the Council continued to work with 
organisations such as Connexions and other local authorities to reduce the number 
of NEETs. The Panel felt that it was vital that a smooth transition took place when 
the Council (and other Berkshire authorities) assumed the position of 
commissioning agent for ‘Entry to Employment’ provision across Berkshire from the 
Learning and Skills Council, in April 2010, to ensure that young people did not ‘slip 
through the net.’ 

 
 RECOMMENDATION 6:- 
 

That the Council continue to work with other organisations such as 
Connexions with the aim of reducing the level of NEETs in the Wokingham 
borough.  

 
What other local authorities are doing to assist their residents who are encountering 
difficulties as a result of the negative economic climate and examples of best 
practice. 

 
The Panel received information from Slough Borough Council, Bracknell Forest 
Council and West Berkshire Council on what measures they were taking to help 
their residents during the recession. Measures included holding workshops and 
seminars on dealing with the recession, signposting advice and other organisations 
which could offer assistance, on the Council’s website and in leaflets, holding job 
fairs and working to reduce the number of NEETs. 

 



 

The Panel were of the opinion that the Council was doing a lot to assist businesses 
in the borough and had good working relations with the Federation of Small 
Businesses and the Chamber of Commerce. However, more could be done with 
regards to the major corporates such as Microsoft which were based in the 
borough. It was noted that Bracknell Forest Council was facilitating the development 
of a ‘Blue Chip Network’ which would give large corporations based in the Bracknell 
the opportunity to network with each other and allow the Council to learn why the 
businesses were based in the area and their key issues so as to better understand 
how to keep them in the area. The Panel agreed that the development of a similar 
network in the Wokingham borough or working with Bracknell Forest would be 
beneficial.  

 
RECOMMENDATION 7:- 
 
That consideration be given to establishing a ‘Blue Chip Network’ in the 
Wokingham borough or seeking involvement in the ‘Blue Chip Network’ 
established by Bracknell Forest Council. 

 
It was noted that the Chief Executive and the Assistant Chief Executive of Bracknell 
Forest Council had held meet and greet sessions with large corporations based in 
the area. The Panel felt that this was a good means of improving and developing 
relations between the Council and businesses in the borough.  

 
RECOMMENDATION 8:- 
 
That the Chief Executive hold meet and greet sessions with large 
corporations based in and around the Wokingham area to encourage them to 
offer work experience.  

 
 
 



APPENDIX A 

 
 

OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY REVIEW 
 

TERMS OF REFERENCE 
 
POSSIBLE ASSISTANCE TO RESIDENTS DURING THE RECESSION SCRUTINY 
REVIEW 
 
Purpose of Review: 
 
1. To respond to a request by Council to review the types of difficulties and ways 

in which the Council could assist Wokingham Borough residents who are 
encountering acute difficulties as a result of the current economic climate. 

 
Key Objectives: 
 
1. To explore what the Council is currently doing to help its residents who are 

experiencing major difficulties as a result of the current economic downturn 
and to assess whether the Council could do more to assist residents within the 
capacity and opportunity available to it.  

2. To look at what other local authorities are doing to assist their residents who 
are encountering difficulties as a result of the negative economic climate and 
examples of best practice. 

 
Scope of the work: 
 
1. To review how residents have been negatively affected by the economic 

downturn. 
 
To ascertain what assistance the Council presently offers residents facing 
extreme difficulties as a result of the poor economic conditions.  
 

2. To ascertain what other local authorities are doing and look at examples of 
best practice. 
 

3. To consider ways in which the Authority could further assist Wokingham 
Borough residents who have been negatively affected by the present financial 
circumstances. 

 
BACKGROUND: 
 
At Council on 15 July 2009 a motion was proposed and agreed that the Overview and 
Scrutiny to explore the types of difficulties and ways in which the Council could assist 
Wokingham Borough residents who are encountering acute difficulties as a result of 
the current economic climate.  
 
The Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee at its meeting on 23 July 2009 
referred the review and the development of Terms of Reference to the Finance 
Overview and Scrutiny Panel 
 
 



 

INFORMATION GATHERING: 
 
Witnesses to be invited 
 
Name Organisation/Position Reason for Inviting 
Jude Whyte WBC To provide information on what 

the Council is doing to prevent 
homelessness 

Officer (tbc) WBC To provide information on 
those aged 16-24 who are not 
in employment, education or 
training (NEET) in Wokingham 

Sue Roberts WBC To provide information on what 
WBC’s partners are doing to 
help residents affected by the 
credit crunch 

Andy Nicholls WBC To obtain information on how 
residents have been affected 
by unemployment and how the 
Council is addressing this 
issue  

Kevin Mercer WBC To obtain information on tax 
collection and how residents 
have been affected by this 

Representative Citizens Advice Bureau  To obtain information/views 
from Citizens Advice Bureau 
as support and advice 
providing service in 
Wokingham 

Representative Wokingham Job Support  To obtain views from 
Wokingham Job Support on 
behalf of users within 
Wokingham  

Representative  Wokingham Volunteers To obtain information and 
views on how the economic 
downturn has affected 
volunteering within Wokingham

Representative  West Berkshire Council To provide more information 
on West Berkshire Council’s 
‘Dealing with the downturn’ 
initiative 

Cllr Liz Siggery Executive Member for 
Corporate Services 

To ascertain the Executive 
Members views regarding how 
residents have been negatively 
affected by the economic 
downturn and what the Council 
can do to assist these 
residents. (Economic 
Development) 

Cllr Simon Weeks Executive Member for 
Environment & Strategic 
Planning  

To ascertain the Executive 
Members views regarding how 
residents have been negatively 



 

affected by the economic 
downturn and what the Council 
can do to assist these 
residents. (Local Strategic 
Partnership) 

Cllr Matthew 
Deegan  

Executive Member for 
Community Regeneration  

To ascertain the Executive 
Members views regarding how 
residents have been negatively 
affected by the economic 
downturn and what the Council 
can do to assist these 
residents. (Community 
Regeneration)  

 
Information to be obtained from 
 
 
Organisation Information to be Requested 
Other local Authorities 
comparable to Wokingham 
Borough Council 

What measures they have put in place to assist their 
residents who are experiencing difficulties as a result 
of the poor economic climate.  

 
TIMESCALE 
 
Starting: September 2009 Ending: November 2009 (amended to 
                                                                                             January 2010) 
 
Referred by the Management  
Committee to:   Finance Overview and Scrutiny Panel 
 
Terms of Reference agreed by: Finance Overview and Scrutiny Panel 
     
Panel Members involved in 
the review: Finance Overview and Scrutiny Panel: 

Councillor Norman Jorgensen (Chairman) 
Councillor Chris Bowring 
Councillor UllaKarin Clark 
Councillor Stephen Conway 
Councillor Stuart Munro 
 

 
Panel Lead Members:     Councillor Norman Jorgensen  
 
Executive Member: Councillor Liz Siggery/Councillor Simon Weeks/ 

Councillor Matt Deegan 
 


