SETTING UP AND RUNNING POOL CAR SCHEMES – ADVICE

This note is not intended to be a definitive guide to running a pool car scheme.  However, it outlines the issues that need to be considered and some recommendations on how to run schemes following two years of experience at Portsmouth City Council.

Purpose of Scheme

The main purpose of a pool car scheme should be to enable staff members that need access to a car for their job to choose to commute by modes other than the car.  They should not be provided to allow people to drive to work but avoid taking out business insurance on their car, or as a resource for ‘daily’ drivers when their own cars are ‘off the road’.

For some journeys, employers should continue to promote modes such as the train.  For example, journeys from Portsmouth City Centre to destinations such as Southampton, Guildford, Winchester, Havant or London can be easily completed by train.  Travelling by train also offers the chance to work during the journey should an individual choose to do so.  Just because a pool car is available, this does not mean that it is the most appropriate mode of transport.

Although there are costs associated with running a pool car scheme, providing a pool car can reduce a company’s costs in terms of mileage claims, parking, etc.

Type of Vehicle

Prior to purchasing or leasing a car it is essential to consider what the car will be used for.  If the car will be used for mainly ‘driver only’ journeys and will never carry any large items or more than one passenger then it may be appropriate to consider a SMART car.

I would always recommend a 4/5 seat hatchback type car, as it offers the flexibility of carrying several passengers or folding down the rear seats to enable you to carry bulky items.

Engine size should be carefully considered.  The typical use of a pool car means that it is unlikely that a car with an engine size of more than 1200cc will be required, however desirable it may appear.  The purpose of the pool car is to enable people to make their journey, not to act as a status symbol (and most people that you visit take little notice of the type of car that you drive).  Smaller engine vehicles have a number of benefits, such as lower Vehicle Excise Duty, smaller fuel bills, cheaper insurance and lower emissions.

I have no recommendation as to whether a car should be manual or automatic.  It is important to remember that many people have never driven an automatic and may therefore require some training.  It is suggested that any new driver is familiarised with the pool car (controls etc) by an existing user before first going out in it.

Fuel Type

The Peugeot 106 Electric has met our needs well and continues to do so.  However, since its purchase, technology and fuelling arrangements have progressed and options that were not viable at the time of purchase can now be considered.

i)
Electric – Ideal for use within a small geographical area.  Has a limited range (up to 50 miles), a relatively long charging time if the batteries are run right down and a top speed of 56 miles per hour.  Produces virtually no emissions during use.  Limited choice of commercially available vehicles.  Grant available to assist with purchase or leasing costs.

ii)
Liquid Petroleum Gas (LPG) – This is now a viable option due to the opening of a ‘contract’ refuelling station operated by Havant Borough Council at Broadmarsh in Havant (just outside of the Portsmouth City Council boundary) and the Petrol station in Green Road, Southsea that now sells LPG.  More and more petrol companies are attempting to introduce LPG to their forecourt sales.  The cost per litre is approximately half that of petrol or diesel.  Some additional conversion costs, but a grant is available to assist with these.

iii)
Petrol or Diesel – Conventional fuels that are readily available.  However, these fuels do very little to demonstrate the council’s commitment to addressing climate change (Nottingham Declaration).  The Council should also consider leading by example for this type of scheme.

iv)
Petrol-Electric Hybrid – Produced by Honda or Toyota.  Better option than entirely electric cars at this time.  Automatically switches between petrol and electric according to the driving conditions.  Cannot run out of charge and there is no limit on range.  No need to plug the car in to recharge as this is done whilst the car is running on petrol.

Running the Scheme

Experience has shown that with approximately 20 regular users the Peugeot 106 Electric is used on 92% of the days that it is available.  The number of cars to be provided will clearly depend on the level of use, but one per 20 regular users is suggested.

There should be a list of approved users of the car.  People cannot take the car out if the ‘administrator’ of the scheme has not approved them.  There are various checks that must be made for insurance purposes, and for this reason it is recommended that potential users register and provide all necessary information at least two working days before they need to take the car for the first time.

The administrator will need to carry out regular checks to ensure that any changes in a person’s information are notified to the insurance company.  Out of date information may result in a driver not being covered by the company insurance in the event of an accident.

People not on the list of registered users may not use the car.  The keys should be held by the person that controls the list – there should ideally be only one point of contact for the scheme, although there needs to be someone to ‘deputise’ for that person in case they are on leave, sick, etc.

There needs to be clear, easy to use booking system.  There are various ways of doing this, for example, an online calendar, a paper diary, etc.  It is recommended that a clear set of guidelines is made clear to users as they join the scheme.  The most important one is that booking are made on a ‘first come, first served’ basis.  The administrator will not negotiate changes if the car is required but already booked – it is up to the people who wish to use the car to sort out any changes and then inform the administrator.  It should also be made clear that people must allow adequate time for bookings and to ensure that they are back by the stated time.  Any late returns can cause difficulties for other users – for example, if the morning user is not back by their stated time it may mean that the person who has the car booked for the afternoon may be late for a meeting.  It is suggested that a rule is set up whereby anyone who ‘over-runs’ their booked time on more than one occasion is removed from the list of approved users.

Tax Liability

Provided that the car is used primarily as a pool car and is not used, for example, for commuting journeys, there should be no tax liability for staff using the car.  The Inland Revenue can provide more specific advice on particular situations (Booklet 490 “Employee Travel” – check with Inland Revenue for most up to date guidance).

Car Storage

Common sense dictates that the car should be stored in a secure location, central to its users.  For example, in the case of the Civic Offices this would ideally be the basement car park.

Signs on the car

In the case of the City Council, there are often times when it is not desirable for a vehicle to be identified as belonging to Portsmouth City Council.  For this reason, it is recommended that any logos or sign writing be placed onto magnetic panels rather than directly onto the vehicle.

Maintenance and Cleaning

It is sensible to buy from a dealership that is relatively close to the location where the car is stored.  This is to avoid difficulties if the car needs to go in for servicing or maintenance – clearly this may influence the type of car that is purchased.  It is recommended that an account be set up with the dealership on behalf of the company in order to may paying for any work simpler.  If taking a courtesy car from the dealership whilst the pool car is in, then you need to ensure that it has appropriate insurance cover before using it as a substitute pool car.

Cleaning the car is another issue that must be considered.  It should be fully cleaned inside and out on a regular basis.  Authorised users should agree to take all rubbish out of the car with them when they finish their journey.

Breakdown

In the case of the electric car, because it is never likely to be more than 20 miles away from the city centre, we have an arrangement with a local recover service.  For cars that will travel further afield it is recommended that membership to a national breakdown service is set up.  Rather than automatically going to the AA or RAC, companies should at least contact the Environmental Transport Association to see what they can offer.  Like the AA and RAC they run a national breakdown service, but unlike the other companies, the ETA promotes campaigns such as Green Transport Week, rather than supporting the roads lobby.  Further information can be found at www.eta.co.uk.
Rules

Clear cut rules are required for certain aspects of motoring.

These include:

· Parking and Speeding Fines – the driver at the time of any offence will be liable to pay the fine.  The employer will identify drivers to the police – this will be possible due to the booking system.

· Alcohol – from a road safety point of view, there is no safe limit for drinking before you drive.  Anyone who is suspected of consuming any alcohol prior to their booking (eg at lunchtime before an afternoon booking) will not be given the car keys.

· Accidents – the employer’s insurance should cover any accident providing that all information provided to the company is correct.  If the employee has provided false information to the employer then they may be liable for any costs arising from an accident.

· Mobile Phones – there is no need to answer a mobile telephone whilst driving.  Most phones store the telephone numbers of any missed calls and many people have a voicemail service set up.  The driver of the pool car should pull in at a safe and convenient point to either answer the phone or return the call.  NOTE: the motorway hard shoulder is not considered appropriate.  Any driver reported to be using a mobile telephone whilst driving will be removed from the list of drivers.

Monitoring

It is a good idea to keep mileage sheets in the car to record dates, users, basis trip details and start and end mileage.  Monitoring the use of the car serves a number of purposes, although the most important is keeping an eye on when the car is due for servicing (most car manufacturers recommend a car is serviced at x’000 miles or a certain age, whichever falls first).

Other reasons for monitoring include making sure that the pool car scheme is not being abused (eg being used for a high number of private journeys) and providing information on which groups or individuals gain most use from the car.  It also helps to monitor the costs of providing the car.

Equipment stored in car

Certain items of kit should be kept in the car – clearly other items will be useful according to the nature of the work.

· Warning triangle

· Fire extinguisher

· First aid kit

· Local A-Z or national road atlas (according to type of journeys to be made)

· Reflective jacket (for safety reasons if car breaks down at roadside).

Useful Information

Grants and other info on alternative fuelled vehicles – www.est-powershift.org.uk

Tax implications – www.inlandrevenue.gov.uk

National Breakdown Cover – www.eta.co.uk
