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DARTFORD BOROUGH COUNCIL

SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

MINUTES of the meeting of the Scrutiny Committee held on Tuesday 7 February 
2017 at 7.00 pm.

PRESENT: Councillor J S Hawkes (Chairman)
Councillor M J Davis (Vice-Chairman)
Councillor A Bardoe
Councillor J Burrell
Councillor R M Currans
Councillor P Cutler
Councillor S R Jarnell
Councillor M B Kelly
Councillor M A Maddison
Councillor T A Maddison
Councillor C S McLean
Councillor Mrs J A Ozog
Councillor J M Ozog
Councillor D J Reynolds
Councillor A S Sandhu, MBE
Councillor Mrs R F Storey

ABSENT: Councillor J A Hayes

Dartford Borough Council Officers:-

Stephen Jefferson – Leisure & Communities Officer
David Hook – Committee-Coordinator (Member 

Services)

PRESENT TO RESPOND TO ISSUES RAISED BY THE SCRUTINY COMMITTEE:

Mr Chris Glover – Orchard Theatre Director
Mr Andy Creba – Arriva Area General Manager
Mr Michael Jennings – Arriva Commercial Manager, Kent
Phil Lightowler – Head of Service KCC Transport
Dan Bruce – Snr. Development & Infrastructure 

Officer, KCC Transport

CABINET MEMBERS: Councillor Mrs P A Thurlow, Portfolio Holder for 
Events, Leisure & Heritage

22. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 

Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf of Councillor J A Hayes and 
the Cabinet Portfolio Holder for Transport and Infrastructure.
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The Chairman welcomed Mr Chris Glover, Orchard Theatre Director HQ 
Theatres Ltd. together with the Leisure & Communities Officer, to aid 
Members in their consideration of the 2015-16 Orchard Theatre Accounts 
[Item 10].

The Chairman also welcomed Michael Jennings and Andy Creba from the 
Arriva Bus Company and Dan Bruce and Phil Lightowler from KCC Transport 
for the discussion of Fastrack [Item 11]. 

23. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

There were no declarations of interest.

24. CONFIRMATION OF THE MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD ON 15 
NOVEMBER 2016 

RESOLVED:

That the minutes of the meeting held on 15 November 2016 be confirmed.

25. URGENT ITEMS 

The Chairman announced that there were no urgent items for consideration.

26. TO CONSIDER REFERENCES FROM OTHER COMMITTEES (IF ANY) 

The Chairman confirmed that, as appeared to be the custom, there were no 
references from other Committees for Scrutiny to consider. He encouraged 
Members to refer topics for scrutiny from their duties on other Committees, 
whenever this was appropriate.

27. SPECIAL URGENCY PROVISIONS RELATING TO KEY DECISIONS 

The Chairman advised Members that he had counter-signed the Special 
Urgency Regulation 11 Agreement for the ‘Sale of Land at Stone Lodge to 
The Secretary of State for the Department of Communities and Local 
Government’; in his role as Chairman of the Scrutiny Committee and that his 
action was being reported to the Committee in accordance with Standing 
Order 54(7)(c).  

RESOLVED:

1. That Members noted the details of the report.

28. REGULATION 9 NOTICE 

The Chairman encouraged Members of all political Groups represented on the 
Committee to Draw-Down for scrutiny any items on the attached Regulation 9 
Notice, either prior to or following consideration by Cabinet. 

The Vice-Chairman enquired whether Cabinet would be considering the 
outcome of the Public Consultation exercise by Highways England, on their 
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proposals to make improvements to the A2 Bean and Ebbsfleet Junction. He 
noted that the topic was not listed on the current Regulation 9 Notice.

The Committee Co-ordinator undertook to confirm this point for Members.

 
RESOLVED: 

1. That the contents of the Regulation 9 Notice for the period 17 January 
2017 to 31 May 2017 be noted as submitted in the agenda papers.

29. GENERAL EXCEPTION PROVISIONS RELATING TO KEY DECISIONS 

The Chairman advised Members that he had counter-signed the General 
Exception Regulation 10 Notice in respect of ‘Dartford Town Centre Transport 
and Public Realm Improvements’; in his role as Chairman of the Scrutiny 
Committee and that this action was being reported to the Committee under 
Standing Order 54(6)(e). He stressed that the policy decision itself, had been 
taken solely by Cabinet.

RESOLVED:

1. That Members noted the report.

30. ORCHARD THEATRE ACCOUNTS 2015-16 FINANCIAL YEAR 

The Chairman renewed his welcome to Chris Glover and invited the Theatre 
Director to present the annual accounts for The Orchard for the financial year 
ended 31 March 2016.

The Theatre Director advised Members that profits for The Orchard had 
increased by some £80K in the period under review in comparison to the 
previous cycle and that the Council’s share of that profit [10% nett] had 
increased on a pro-rata basis. In response to specific questions from 
Members he confirmed that:

 The Orchard was operating at 62% audience capacity (national 
average) and it was hoped that, on current evidence, profits for the 
2016-17 financial cycle could improve on those presented for 2015-16;

 A further growth in profits for The Orchard in 2017-18 was the 
management objective, but difficult to predict. Profit margins were 
product-led and the shows currently touring were not deemed as 
strong as e.g. ‘Dirty Dancing’ and ‘Chicago’; profit growth in 2017-18 
would inevitably reflect the strength of product that management could 
secure for Orchard audiences;

 HQ Theatres did ‘bench-mark’ profits for theatres within the Group by 
region, but direct comparisons were often difficult given the wide 
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variance in theatre audience capacity e.g. Southend 1600 but only 600 
in Swindon.

The Chairman thanked the Theatre Director for responding to Members 
questions and noted the very positive picture of increasing revenue and profit 
margins (including by extension for the Council) from the management of The 
Orchard by HQ Theatres’ Ltd.

A Member suggested that future consideration of The Orchard’s Accounts be 
transferred from the Scrutiny Committee to the Audit Board, as a more 
appropriate fiscal body, following Annual Council [10 May 2017].

The Committee Co-ordinator [with the permission of the Chairman] advised 
Members that the annual accounts for The Orchard Theatre represented an 
integral part of the annual performance report for the Theatre,  albeit that the 
accounts were presented separately and in arrears. On that basis, 
consideration of both documents should therefore remain with the Scrutiny 
Committee. He reminded Members of the background to the separate 
presentation of performance and accounts reports for The Orchard, which 
dated back to 2009. It was the policy of HQ Theatres Ltd. that the annual 
accounts for all theatres managed by the Group be completed, before details 
of accounts for individual theatres were released for examination.

The Orchard Theatre Director confirmed his company’s policy for Members   
in this regard.  

The Vice-Chairman of the Audit Board [attending as a Member of Scrutiny] 
advised the Committee that it would not be appropriate for the Board to 
become the responsible body to consider the annual accounts for The 
Orchard. The role of the Board was to ensure that the Council had adequate 
checks and balances in place to safeguard its internal accounting systems. 
The annual accounts for The Orchard were an external document prepared by 
a commercial company [HQ Theatres Ltd] and as such, did not fall within the 
purview of the Audit Board. He added that the principal role of the Committee 
in scrutinising the annual accounts for The Orchard was to determine whether 
the Council continued to obtain value for money (VfM) through its commercial 
contract with HQ Theatres Ltd. This was a valid scrutiny role and should 
continue with the Committee.

The Chairman noted the advice that had been given to Members in response 
to the Lead Member’s proposal, but asked that the Committee Co-ordinator 
confirm that guidance with senior management, and that the outcome be 
reported to Members in due course. 

RESOLVED:

1. That the Directors’ Report and Financial Statements for the Year ended 
31 March 2016 for the Orchard Theatre Dartford Limited, as presented 
in the Agenda papers, be noted.
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31. FASTRACK RELIABILITY ISSUES: UPDATE FROM ARRIVA AND KCC 
TRANSPORT REPRESENTATIVES 

The Chairman renewed his welcome to his Arriva and KCC guests and 
confirmed that all Members had received copies of the Arriva data recording 
Fastrack passenger numbers, punctuality and ‘Lost Mileage’ figures for both A 
and B services, for the years 2015 and 2016. 

In the absence of a formal report, the Chairman reminded Members that the 
Committee had previously scrutinised the Fastrack services to the Borough in 
November 2015 [Min. No. 20 refers] when representatives from Arriva, KCC 
Transport and Highways England had attended Scrutiny proceedings to 
respond to Members concerns over Fastrack reliability issues. Arriva 
representatives and KCC Officers had responded to an invitation to update 
Members.

The Arriva Commercial Manager, Michael Jennings, expanded on the data he 
had provided to the Committee in advance of the meeting. He gave the 
following responses to Members specific questions regarding data, routes, 
Dartford Tunnel closures, roadworks and traffic lights/signals:

 Since November 2015 performance and passenger numbers had 
improved on Arriva’s 480 and 490 routes from Dartford to Gravesend 
and between Bluewater and Gravesend respectively, with a 
corresponding drop in passenger numbers using Fastrack B;

 The Ebbsfleet-Bluewater service was not the fastest available, but it 
carried the most passengers from a greater number of locations;

 Existing Arriva data did not enable the company to identify a ‘worst 
month’ for performance, nor correlate the impact that closures to the 
Dartford tunnel had on Fastrack in specific terms. Highways England 
data on Tunnel closures would be sought and relayed to the 
Committee [via Member Services];

 ‘Lost Mileage’ figures for Fastrack B had increased since November 
2015 but LM figures for Fastrack A had dropped slightly; the data 
reflected common problems being experienced by bus operators 
across SE England [not just Arriva] in terms of traffic congestion and 
increased road usage - passengers reverting to commuting by car;

 ‘Start Point’ data indicated that 9 out of 10 Fastrack services started on 
time, but punctuality figures fell by the ‘Mid-Point’ for both routes with B 
the least punctual;

 Reliable ‘End Point’ data for both routes was not available at present, 
due to a culture amongst Arriva drivers of disregarding the ‘7 minute 
recovery’ period between outward and return journeys, especially when 
a service was running ‘late’. Arriva hoped to provide reliable ‘End Point’ 
data in the future by enforcing the ‘7 Minute Recovery’ procedure with 
their drivers;

 Arriva did not terminate late running services unless the projected 
completion time for the outward journey indicated that the next 
scheduled service would not start on time;
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 Arriva and KCC now held ‘Punctuality & Improvement Partnership’ 
meetings to address roadwork issues, with Arriva providing input and 
feedback to both KCC and directly to individual contractors, as and 
when ongoing roadworks impacted on Arriva’s routes.

Dan Bruce, Senior Development & Infrastructure Officer, KCC Transport 
confirmed the expanded role Arriva now played in the planning and execution 
of roadworks. Fastrack services were now given priority by KCC and the 
impact of proposed roadworks mitigated wherever possible. Arriva now had 
an input into the Permit Scheme for granting individual works and also 
contributed to problem solving, including directly with contractors, when 
ongoing roadworks impacted on Arriva services and routes.

He advised that in addition to the expanded role afforded to Arriva, KCC had 
appointed a new Fastrack Development Manager in 2016, to take forward the 
future growth of Fastrack in line with housing developments in the Kent 
Thameside area. Work had also progressed with regard to Fastrack signalling 
and traffic light issues; with some £44K recently commissioned for further 
improvements by 31 March 2017; including the introduction of new magnetic 
signalling measures. At present the ITS system embedded in the ticket 
machines on Fastrack buses sent a signal to traffic lights as the buses 
approached. The new magnetic measures would send a second signal to 
traffic lights (when the buses were closer) to ensure that the Fastrack vehicles 
retained the green light initially allocated in response to the ITS signal. 

The Chairman thanked Arriva and KCC representatives for their contributions 
to the wide-ranging discussion with Members. However, he saw no evidence 
that the various measures implemented by Arriva and KCC in 2016 had 
worked, in terms of improving the Fastrack service. Indeed, the Arriva data 
supplied for Fastrack A and B performance for 2016 in comparison to 2015 
appeared to suggest that the correct solutions to improve Fastrack reliability 
had not yet been found. He asked what testing of the Fastrack system had 
been undertaken, against the improvements that had been applied.

The Arriva Commercial Manager advised Members that general traffic 
congestion and closures to the Dartford Tunnel in particular, were the major 
factors impacting on the efficiency of the Fastrack service. Roadworks were 
the third principal factor impacting on Fastrack reliability, but decreasingly so, 
given improved working practices with KCC. Tunnel closures in particular 
impacted hugely on Fastrack services, particularly where they entered the 
Borough. Given this backdrop of Tunnel closures and general increases in 
traffic congestion, it was difficult for Arriva and KCC to gauge what their new 
measures and working practices had achieved in terms of increased reliability 
for Fastrack. 

In response to further expressions of concern from the Chairman; the 
Commercial Manager said that Arriva was committed to providing an effective 
Fastrack service for Dartford and was contributing data to Highways England 
in an effort to solve ongoing reliability issues. Arriva was also actively 
contributing to KCC and Highways England measures for improved traffic light 
provision and junction layouts in Dartford, in addition to feeding into EDC’s 
Master Transport Plan for the extension of the current Fastrack provision to 
service the Garden City project. However, daily fluctuations in traffic 
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conditions, especially Tunnel closures, severely distorted Arriva’s monthly 
data gathering and made the identification of valid solutions and measures 
difficult to identify and confirm.

Arriva’s Area General Manager assured Members that the company were fully 
committed to improving the Fastrack service provision for Dartford and taking 
every measure they could identify to do so, in conjunction with KCC and 
Highways England. However, only a dedicated Fastrack bus route throughout 
the Borough could guarantee a 90% effective service delivery. A dedicated 
route for Fastrack lay outside the remit of both Arriva and KCC, only 
Highways England could sanction such a significant measure. 

The Chairman expressed his concern that the continued poor performance of 
Fastrack [especially Fastrack B] represented a real risk to and failure of a key 
Council policy - to connect the Borough and get residents out of cars. He 
expressed further specific concern over developers using the existing 
Fastrack provision as an excuse for under-provision of residential parking in 
their development schemes. He cited The Bridge and Ingress Park as prime 
examples of developments with insufficient parking [for modern multi-car 
families].

The Head of Service, KCC Transport sought to re-assure the Chairman and 
Members. He advised that:

 KCC retained its policy aspirations for Fastrack;
 Fastrack remained only 50% developed for a variety of reasons but 

was a project that would be completed;
 The Garden City project represented a major challenge for the 

increased development of Fastrack,  with the Boroughs of Dartford and 
Gravesham effectively ‘growing-together’ around the planned Garden 
City;

 KCC was ‘ramping-up’ it’s Fastrack operation with a new development 
officer for the service now embedded in EDC to assist with the 
development of Fastrack for the Garden City project;

 An agreed concept for Fastrack for the next 5 years for Dartford,  
Gravesham and the Garden City project would be crucial;

 Discussions with all stakeholders over delivery mechanisms were 
advancing and it was hoped that the key principals for an enhanced 
Fastrack service would be agreed in the next 6 months.

In addition to concerns over policy issues, Members also expressed specific 
concerns over several operational aspects of the present Fastrack service 
including: timetabling, poor passenger communication, ticket cost, punctuality, 
the Ingress Park service and the poor Bluewater service, including the ‘lost 
bus’s’ syndrome. 

In response, the Arriva Commercial and Area General Managers confirmed 
that Arriva had:
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 Reviewed the Fastrack timetables in September 2016 and would 
undertake a further review in September 2017;

 Supplied Highways England with Fastrack data on a journey by journey 
basis to help identify the correlation between individual closures to the 
Dartford tunnel and the impact on Fastrack punctuality;

 Increased feedback to passengers via social media and the Fastrack 
App (for passenger feed-back to Arriva), piggy-backed local radio 
stations and Bluewater Management announcements with Fastrack 
service updates;

 Fed into the discussions between KCC / EDC and Gravesham Council 
over the difficulties that the Fastrack service continued to experience;

 Held discussions with KCC and the contractor [Crest/Nicolson] over the 
need to ‘adopt’ the road in the Ingress Park development that will carry 
the Fastrack service out onto the London Road, rather than the current 
‘turn-around’ arrangement for Fastrack with-in Ingress Park.

With specific regard to Arriva’s Bluewater service, the Commercial Manager 
advised that Arriva buses were tracked via satellite every 20 seconds, in real 
time, using a GPS system embedded in the ticket machine of each bus. 
Information was relayed on a predictive basis via Arriva Control to info 
screens at bus stops. The info did not allow for traffic jams and congestion, 
GPS blind-spots or if a bus broke down and subsequently ‘disappeared’ from 
info screens as a consequence. If customers fed-back their concerns and 
specific experiences to Arriva, the company would ask KCC Transport to 
investigate. Finally, he noted that despite Members’ concerns, Fastrack 
continued to carry some 2.5 million passengers annually. 

Dan Bruce (KCC Transport) advised that new info screens had been provided 
by the County authority at Fastrack bus tops in the preceding 12 months and 
he offered to have KCC’s expert on GPS inform Members in greater detail on 
how the system worked in practice and the difficulties that could be 
encountered. 
 
He added, with regard to the Fastrack provision for Ingress Park; that both 
KCC and Arriva had been in discussions with the developer Crest / Nicolson 
to have the designated exit road for the Fastrack service ‘adopted’. 
Agreement had been reached between all parties in recent weeks regarding 
the traffic requirements to be met for the left hand turn (LHT) from Manor Way 
into London Road. However, agreement over specific bus stop locations on 
the ‘unadopted’ road was still outstanding. KCC and Arriva would continue to 
push the developer heavily to complete the outstanding planning issues and 
have the road ‘adopted’ as soon as possible and allow the Fastrack service to 
Ingress Park to function as proposed in the original planning application. Any 
additional pressure Dartford Members and Planning Officers could apply to 
the developers to complete the process would be appreciated.

The Chairman noted the further responses from KCC and Arriva 
representatives, but retained his concerns regarding Fastrack and the way 
forward for the Service. He noted that despite the relative longevity of 
Fastrack, only some 50% of its policy objectives had been achieved to date 
and that the Service could not push on to its full potential without serious and 
increased input from the major stakeholders KCC, Arriva and both Dartford 
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and Gravesham Councils. His perception was that EDC were playing on the 
tension between Fastrack provision and resident parking provision from 
developers in new housing developments e.g. The Bridge and Ingress Park. 
There was no evidence [from those developments] that bus use was 
increasing and car use decreasing in Dartford. Yet EDC were basing their 
resident parking provision for the Garden City project on an improved and 
expanded Fastrack service. Evidence of an improved Fastrack provision was 
therefore urgently required; both to properly inform the planning of the Garden 
City project and to improve the present Fastrack provision to both Boroughs. 
In particular, funding needed to be identified to expand Fastrack in the next 3-
4 years to make it fit for an expanded purpose and ensure the future of the 
Garden City project, as presently envisaged by EDC.

The Head of Service, KCC Transport advised Members that Fastrack was a 
KCC supported Service on a NIL revenue basis. KCC would continue to 
support the Service (and Arriva as the operator until mid- 2019). The 
Ebbsfleet development project was fluid in nature and KCC would continue to 
take forward discussions with EDC on that basis over the specifics of the 
Garden City project. He agreed that the Project would not work without an 
improved Fastrack provision and that work with all stakeholders 
KCC/DBC/GBC needed to be ramped-up to achieve a positive outcome. 
Expansion of Fastrack would be adequately funded and placed at the 
forefront of the development of the Garden City project with EDC. 

He added, in specific response to the Chairman over the role to be played by 
Dartford Council in the Garden City project; that KCC would first agree their 
own proposals internally, before taking those proposals forward with EDC. 
Impute from Dartford and Gravesham Councils would then be added to the bi-
lateral process between KCC and EDC going forward. The Leader of KCC 
and all relevant levels within the County authority were aware of the strategic 
importance of Fastrack to both Boroughs and the success of the Garden City 
project. He conceded that opportunities to develop Fastrack in the past 2 
years had been missed, but KCC were committed to pushing forward now.

The Chairman thanked his KCC and Arriva guests for updating Members on 
the Fastrack provision to Dartford and the mooted expansion to the present 
Services to include the needs of the Garden City project.

With regard to the latter point, he confirmed his intention to invite the interim 
CEO of EDC, Paul Spooner, to attend the Committee’s proceedings in April to 
update Members on the contents of EDC’s Master Transport Plan.

32. REVIEW COMMITTEE WORK PLAN FOR THE REMAINDER OF 2016-17 

The Chairman noted the contents of the Work Plan proposed for the next 
meeting of the Committee on 25 April. The EDC presentation on their Master 
Transport Plan for the Garden City project would be particularly relevant and 
timely given the Committee’s discussion on Fastrack earlier that evening [Min. 
No. 31 refers]. 
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He encouraged Members of all Groups represented on the Committee to re-
visit Cabinet decisions and draw-down topics for update and discussion as 
appropriate. Topics that he and his Group had identified for further discussion 
by the Committee in the forthcoming 2017-18 municipal cycle included:

 A Review of the Council’s Housing Stock and HRA [July 2014];
 A Review of the Council’s litter contract arrangements[Nov. 2015];
 Waste & Re-cycling Update [Sept. 2016]

RESOLVED:

1. That the Committee Work Plan for the remainder of the 2016-17 
municipal cycle as published in the Agenda papers be noted;

2. That Members consider further topics for inclusion in the Committee’s 
Work Programme for the forthcoming 2017-18 municipal cycle 
including those listed above.

The meeting closed at 8.50 pm

Councillor J S Hawkes
CHAIRMAN


