ATHLONE TOWN COUNCIL

Civic Centre


Church Street



Athlone




Co. Westmeath 


December 5th 2008

To: Mayor and Each Member 
Re: Budget 2009 

Dear Mayor & Members,

The period November 24th 2008 to January 15th 2009 has been prescribed by the Minister, for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government for the holding of Budget Meetings by Town Councils for the year ending December 31st 2009 and the Statutory Budget Meeting will take place in respect of this Council in the Civic Centre, Church Street, Athlone at 4.00p.m. on Friday December 19th 2008.

Budget Format:

The Budget is presented in the new prescribed format where income and expenditure are defined within a focused financial costing system where emphasis is placed on the precise identification of each cost element of services, with budgets being established in response to these costings.  The system seeks to eliminate central management and administration charges which were a feature of the previous format.

Budgetary Approach:

The current economic climate and the limitations on the States finances impact upon the Councils capacity to raise funds and this Budget has been prepared on the basis of the following:

1) A reduction of 6.86% or €146,026·00 in the Local Government Fund which will provide €1,981,130·00 in 2009.

2) The rateable valuation multiplier being increased by 2% from €60·12 to €61·32.

3) The payroll providing for the annualised cost of the 2008 increases together with a 3·5% increase from September 1st 2009.

4) Payroll costs being reduced by 3% to reflect Government policy and this has been achieved by the termination of temporary contracts and the non filling of vacant posts.  Government policy also requires a reduction in advertising and consultancy fees.
The income increases of significance in 2009 are as follows:

1) Rates 
€873,026·00
2) Housing Rents
€58,305·00
However reductions in income due to the economic downturn are expected in the following areas:

1) Planning Application fees
€70,960·00
2) Fire Safety Certificate fees
€60,000·00
3) Car parking charges
€70,000·00
4) Local Government Fund 
€146,026·00
The total expenditure in 2009 will be €12,066,181·00 which includes €1,085,000·00 for the County Charge an increase of €135,000.00 on last year.
Comparable Expenditure and Income analysis are shown hereunder:

	                        2008
	2009

	PROGRAMME GROUP
	EXPENDITURE
	INCOME
	EXPENDITURE
	INCOME

	
	
	
	
	

	Housing & Building
	€1,457,361
	€1,105,437
	€1,636,649
	€1,232,463


	Road Transport & Safety
	€2,601,099
	€1,383,900
	€2,667,284
	€1,325,927


	Development Management

	€725,900
	€243,338
	€1,141,007
	€179,845

	Environmental Services

	€2,837,664
	€1,365,964
	€2,602,596
	€1,185,427

	Recreation and Amenity


	€981,665
	€189,085
	€1,308,241
	€418,837

	Miscellaneous Services
	€1,990,350
	€749,021
	€1,625,405
	€1,180,654


	
	
	
	
	

	SUB-TOTAL
	€10,594,038
	€5,036,745
	€10,981,181
	€5,523,155


	County Charge
	€950,000
	
	€1,085,000
	

	Local Government Fund


	
	€2,818,424
	
	€1,981,130

	Rates 
	
	€3,688,870
	
	€4,561,897


	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	€11,544,038
	€11,544,038
	€12,066,181
	€12,066,181



	
	2008
	2009

	Expenditure
	€
	%
	€
	%

	Salaries Wages & Pensions
	€4,025,282
	35
	€4,194,794
	35

	Payments to Westmeath County Council
	€1,068,372
	9
	€1,067,281
	9

	Loan Charges
	€696,312
	6
	€528,956
	4

	County Charge
	€950,000
	8
	€1,085,000
	9

	Materials, Machinery & Miscellaneous
	€2,349,320
	20
	€2,568,340
	21

	Insurances
	€677,568
	6
	€730,909
	6

	Improvement Works
	€1,212,003
	10
	€1,279,695
	11

	Write Offs
	€429,724
	4
	€471,000
	4

	Job Initiative Scheme
	€135,457
	1
	€140,206
	1

	TOTAL
	€11,544,038
	100
	€12,066,181
	100


	Income
	€
	%
	€
	%

	Government Grants & Subsidies & Local Government Fund
	€3,580,424
	33
	€3,456,247
	29

	Commercial Rates
	€3,688,870
	30
	€4,561,896
	38

	Refuse Tags
	€700,000
	6
	€565,000
	5

	Carparking
	€661,000
	5
	€591,000
	5

	Miscellaneous
	€2,913,745
	26
	€2,892,036
	24

	TOTAL
	€11,544,038
	100
	€12,066,181
	100


Housing and Building:

In the current year 42no. houses were allocated to tenants as a consequence of 31no. casual vacancies and 11no. acquisitions.  The housing waiting list currently has 895no. applicants.

The capital housing allocation for 2009 at €4·2m will enable the Council to acquire 20no. houses and in addition 2no. houses will be provided at Grace Park Road for 2 sitting tenants of St. Mel’s Terrace.  Detailed drawings for these houses are being prepared and the planning and tendering processes are expected to be completed in early spring.

The site acquired at the Clonown Road is 2·23 acres for which a housing scheme for it will be designed in 2009.  It will be advanced to the Part 8 planning stage next year but it will not be developed until 2010.

The central heating programme was completed in 2008 and all rented stock now has central heating.  In addition improvement works have commenced on 5no. houses at Sarsfield Square, Beechville, St. Annes Terrace and Woodlands Grove and tenders are presently being examined in respect of small works on a further 8no. houses which include, bathroom conversions and deck level showers.  These works will be undertaken in 2009 together with extensions and bathroom conversions on a further 6no. houses giving a programme of 19no. units in progress and for completion next year.

The relocation of tenants and house owners from St. Mel’s Terrace progressed satisfactorily in 2008 and of the 31no. houses there, only 4no. remain occupied, consisting of 1no. property owner and 3no. tenants.  Two of the tenants will be rehoused in the 2 new houses proposed for Grace Park Road which leaves 2no. occupiers to be provided for and efforts are continuing to resolve the needs of these families.  The present occupation arrangements will enable the Council to demolish 2 further blocks early in the new year and we expect that all blocks will be demolished before the end of the year.  The timing for the disposal and development of the site will be dependent on market conditions.
During the year the Minister for Housing visited Battery Heights and met with the Members, Residents and related interests.  There have been subsequent meetings with officials from the Department and proposals must now be developed and submitted that contextualise the regeneration within the National Spatial Strategy.
Homelessness is still an issue which the Council continues to deal with and €105,000·00 has been included for this purpose.  However with finance from the Capital Assistance Scheme the Simon Community has developed 6no. residential units for emergency accommodation in Athlone which will open later this month and will present the Council with an alternative option to deal with certain homeless cases.

The Housing Officer and the Housing Liaison Officer, in conjunction with other statutory and voluntary bodies are working with the Residents Associations and individual tenants to build capacity and to strengthen the Associations in the interest of good estate 
management.  The HLO has been active in dealing with anti-social behaviour and dispute resolution and pre tenancy training is now an element of all new tenancies.  The Rapid Coordinator has also been active too in this area and with local and national funding, playgrounds are being constructed at Ashdale and Battery Heights while the Council has also completed a playground at Parnell Square.  The sum of €45,000 has been provided for Rapid Projects in 2009 which should be supplemented with national funding.

Roads, Transport and Safety:

(a) Westside Roads:

The Westside Regeneration Scheme at Main Street will commence before the end of the year and will establish standards for design and quality that will be extended throughout the area in the coming years.  This phase will cost in excess of €800,000·00 and will be financed by a combination of grant and Development Levy funds.

I also propose to commence a 2nd phase on the Westside in 2009 which will be funded with a significant element of the Block Grant and details of this project together with proposals for the expenditure of the remainder of the grant will be presented to you for approval in due course.

(b) Rear Roads:

The 2004-2008 five year rear roads programme has been completed and a new priority list for works to commence in 2009 will be presented to you and €45,000·00 has been included for that purpose.

(c) Railway Field Road:

The provision of the Railway Field Road is still central to the management of traffic in the town over the coming years.  A sufficiency of car parking and easy traffic movement are necessary for the town to be competitive and the latter can only be achieved with the Railway Field in place.

A meeting some weeks ago between the Minister for Transport and the Managements of both C.I.E. and the Council have advanced the acquisition of the necessary land considerably with a definite commitment to provide the land and the details including compensation are now being progressed by C.I.E. and Council officials.

The first phase of the Railway Field Road at the Crescent required the relocation of the Mixed National School and this was finally completed in September when the new school provided by the Council was opened.

(d) Church Street Enhancement: 

The nature of the old narrow streets in the Town Centre also require the implementation of a one-way traffic system to provide the optimum enhancement 
works programme from Mardyke Street to Custume Place.  The reversal of the one-way system in November was a set back to expectations but the provision of the full Railway Field Road will provide the opportunity to reconsider matters.

Procurement of a Design Team to finalise the design and tender process for the Town Centre has been completed and as an interim measure I have requested that they prepare design and tender documents for the upgrading of the Civic Square and the section of road from Dublingate Street to the Prince of Wales Hotel including the access routes to the Square on either side of the Church of Ireland.  This project will include works to integrate the Church on its northern boundary with the Civic Square.
The Town Centre is tired looking and in need of an upgrade and I believe that property owners in the area will where necessary respond to the work of the Council and complement it with improvements to their own facades and properties to present a new quality image of Athlone in the centre.  Regrettably finance from the gateway innovation fund has not been made available to date but I will proceed to undertake and fund the project from development levies and from our Revenue account and accordingly I have included in this budget the sum of €170,000·00.

(e) Taxi Ranks:

The need to review and decide on future taxi ranks in the town has been brought to our attention by the Members and the Taxi owners and I will make recommendations in the New Year in regard to ranks, numbers and locations for your consideration.

Development Management:

(a) Development Plans:

The Town Development Plan 2008-2014 was adopted and made this year and it sets out the framework policies and standards against which applications will be measured.  It also provides for 8no. Local Area Plans of which 4no. have been made and adopted, and the Lissywollen South Plan will be presented for adoption in the new year.
Work is progressing on the LAP’s for Loughandonning and Clonbrusk and these will be presented to you in February and you have already adopted the Heights Policy for the town.
The Urban Design Framework Plan for Irishtown will be advertised in early January now that the necessary Strategic Environment Assessment has been completed and is about to be circulated to the statutory bodies.  The Brief for the Waterfront Plan has been completed and I am now arranging to procure consultants to prepare the Plan and I expect to present a draft by mid-year.

By the end of this year there will be a comprehensive range of LAP’s in place in the town covering virtually all of the zoned lands which provide sound and considered advice as well as certainty in regard to the Councils vision for development in Athlone. 

The Budget contains the sum of €80,000·00 for these plans.

(b) O’Connell Street Development:

The Part 8 planning process for this mixed use development and car park was completed during the year.  However a legal issue not of the Councils making has prevented the Council advancing to the construction stage but following pro-active intervention by the Council a resolution now appears to be in sight but if for any reason this does not materialise I will resolve the issue with a C.P.O.  This capital project will be funded with private investment, the Capital Housing Assistance Scheme and development levies.
(c) Unfinished  Estates: 

Many developers are completing their private housing estates in a satisfactory manner while others require a level of persuasion through enforcement and legal action such as Woodville Grange and Priory Park.

However the process has been exhausted in regard to the Hazelwood/Rindoon Park and Pinewood Close and the Council has committed itself to correcting the defects in these estates which principally relate to roads and sanitary services.  Expenditure is likely to exceed €½m on these works which will have to be financed from our revenue account over a period of years and I have included €172,000·00 for this purpose in 2009 work on both estates will be undertaken as soon as it is convenient for the Town Engineer having regard to his works programme.

(d) Riverfront:

The Waterfront Plan has been mentioned elsewhere in this report but other improvements have been undertaken along the riverfront in 2008.  These include the dwarf wall provided at Wolfe Tone Terrace at a cost of €35,000·00 to reduce the impact of flooding, the upgrading and maintenance of the water plume which is again a working piece of infrastructure on the water, the provision of fishing stands and road upgrade works at the Big Meadow and the completion of the Town Park extension. 

Environmental Services:

(a) Tidy Town:

The work of the Tidy Town Committee and the Councils own environmental staff was very evident in the current year with levels of cleanliness that have not been achieved before.  The funds provided for the Committee enabled it to expand its 
activities which complemented the Councils works but regrettably the Tidy Towns results while an improvement over 2007 did not reflect the inputs and efforts made.

It is clear that improvement and consistency over all the criteria by which towns are judged will bring better results and to enable the Tidy Town Committee to make that effort I have included the sum of €35,000·00 for their activities in 2009.  In addition I have also included a further €55,000.00 which will be targeted by the Council at Tidy Towns initiatives.
The Council will expend €412,294·00 on street cleaning and litter alone next year.

(b) Derelict Sites/Connaught Street:

C.P.O.’s were made in respect of 7no. derelict sites in the Connaught Street area and as a consequence 3no. properties have been acquired and are being disposed of or developed.  A further 2no. were withdrawn as they had been rendered non derelict and of the remaining 2no., one was refused consent by An Bord Pleanala while the final case is the subject of a Judicial Review in regard to the consent given by An Bord Pleanala.
The Council actions in regard to these sites has been worthwhile and when the process is complete a significant improvement will be evident in the streetscape and new life will be returned to the buildings concerned.

Recreation and Amenity:

(a) Art Gallery: 

The detailed drawings required for the Part 8 planning process have now been virtually completed by the Architect and will be advertised at the beginning of January.  The estimated cost of this project is €3·2m and grant aid of €1·3m is anticipated from the Department of Art, Sport and Tourism with the remainder coming from internal capital resources, and the revenue account.  This budget contains €100,000·00 for this purpose.  It is hoped to commence the development in 2009.
In addition to the Gallery workshops for artists will be developed at the old Fire Station on Abbey Road and should be completed in 2009.

(b) Athlone Castle: 

The regeneration of the Castle Visitor Centre is necessary to revitalise this important National Monument.  A Design Team has been procured to undertake a Feasibility Study which will make recommendations in regard to the most appropriate presentations, the technology to be used, the additional space required and the expansion and secure display of the museum artefacts and determine costs.  This Study will be available in March 2009 after which arrangements will be made to implement the approved findings.  The Castle Development Committee will have 
a central advisory role in regard to the development proposed and will be consulted by the Design Team in the process of the preparation of the Study.
This project will be highly dependent on the Revenue account for funding and the sum of €120,000·00 has been included. 

(c) Community Interests:

The sum of €29,650·00 has been provided to support a wide range of community interests to include the St. Patrick’s Day Parade, the Schoolboy League, the Dean Crowe Theatre and the Dean Kelly School.  The budget also includes €20,000·00 for improvement measures at Willow Park which should be complemented with a local contribution.
(d) Festivities:

Athlone for many years lacked any major festive activity to encourage additional visitors to the town in summer and to entertain the local population.  However that is all changing now with the Rehab People of the Year Awards, Triathlone, and the Athlone Agricultural Show.  These events are growing and going from strength to strength and our continued financial support is important for their success.  The total funding provided is €34,500·00 and it represents a good investment for the community.
In 2010 the Festival of Europe will be held in the town and up to 1500 people from 16no. towns across the European Union will entertain our people for a week.  The activities will include sport, culture, cookery, art, street theatre and promotion and the diversity of our European colleagues will be evident on our streets.  The same Festival in 1996 was an outstanding and memorable success still fondly remembered and thousands of people from the Midlands Region are expected to visit the Town for the Festival which will bring economic benefits to the business sector.  However it will bear a substantial cost and €75,000·00 has been included in this budget.  The Festival in 2009 will be held in Portugal and the town will have over 60no. representatives there.
(e) Public/Christmas Lights:

The public lighting at John Broderick Street along by Dunnes Stores was purchased in 2008 and will be erected in 2009 and funding for this together with individual lights elsewhere, in the sum of €50,000·00 has been included.  Proposals for the expenditure of these funds bearing in mind the needs you have brought to attention during the year will be presented in the New Year.

The realistic funding now being provided for the Christmas lighting infrastructure is now beginning to show benefit and this year the scheme has been extended to include John Broderick Street, Main Street, O’Connell Street and Connaught Street.  Progress in this area will continue in 2009 with the inclusion of €65,000·00.
(f) College Park & Sarsfield Square:

The redevelopment of the central open space at College Park has been raised by you over the year and it is proposed to prepare a plan for that purpose and I have included funding in the sum of €25,000·00.

In Sarsfield Square the Residents Association are active in refurbishing the Community Centre and to support their efforts I have provided for a grant of €5,000·00 in 2009.

Miscellaneous:

(a) Elections:

The Constitution now requires that Local Elections be held every 5 years and they will take place next year on a date to be determined by the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government.  I have included the sum of €75,000·00 to defray the cost.

To those Members seeking re-election I wish you well and to those if any who will call it a day and terminate their Membership I thank you for the support you have given to the Executive and Staff over the life of this Council and to all I thank you for placing the common good ahead of personal interest in regard to Council business.

(b) Sport:

The Regional Sports Centre continues to operate successfully and was in 2009 the recipient of a Blue Flag.

The Skateboard Park which received financial assistance from the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government has just been completed and the Department of Art, Sport and Tourism has allocated a grant of €500,000.00 to expand the gym facilities at the Centre.  A Design Team will be procured in the New Year to develop the proposal.

Conclusion: 

The Budget presented maintains all of our day to day services at current levels but with a greater degree of efficiency arising from the non replacement of staff.  While income is down in a number of areas it is counterbalanced by buoyancy in our rates income arising from new development and the 2% increase in the multiplier. 

There are a number of major projects in planning and close to construction such as the Castle, Art Gallery, Church Street Enhancement Scheme, Civic Square, Westside 
Regeneration Scheme, O’Connell Street car park, the Railway Field Road and unfinished Estates that require significant funding from the revenue account.

These will raise the profile of the town, make it a more attractive and appealing place to visit and live with corresponding economic benefits for our business interests.  This funding also provides leverage to secure state grants where they are available.

The expenditure in the Budget presented is allocated across a broad range of sectors and interests and will make a real difference at grass roots level.  It supports current developments builds on past achievements but also plans for the future and prepares Athlone for any opportunities that may arise.

I wish to thank you all for your support and the assistance you have given to me and the staff during the year and I acknowledge the work of the Town Clerk Mr. John Walsh and the Town Engineer Mr. Alan Kelly but particularly Mr. Aidan Bass, Finance Administrative Officer and the staff in the preparation of this Budget.

I recommend the Budget for your approval and adoption.
Yours faithfully,

____________________________

BARRY KEHOE

DIRECTOR OF SERVICES
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