Liberal Democrat Group Briefing on the County Council Budget

Conservative Budget

This was, of course, passed and is now the Council budget. It sets a Council Tax rise of 4.375%. 

The Tories are claiming this is a “no cuts” budget. This is obviously a different definition of “cuts” than the ones we are used to! There are plenty of items that are being “reprioritised” which, by their own notes, are “service reductions”. Other so-called “efficiency savings” are unachievable unless by cutting services.  A full list of the “service reductions” is in Annex 1 to this briefing.
The Conservative budget for older people will mean real terms cuts of £1.6m because there are no increases to allow for the fact that here are more elderly people next year requiring services. The budget papers make it clear that this means:

· Decreasing contributions to the pooled budget with the NHS – which will decrease the number of nursing home placements that can be purchased.

· Reduced inflation in contracts with private care homes – could mean that some homes cease doing business with the County and that clients have to move

· Reduced number of respite care beds (already inadequate) – means more demands on carers

· Reduced care management – will increase the waiting lists for assessments and care packages

· Halting the day services programme – will increase loneliness, decrease well-being and add to the demands on carers

· Increases in charges for home support – will have a direct financial impact on some clients and their carers (charges are introduced on a sliding scale so will not affect the very poorest)
(The Liberal Democrats have proposed putting an additional £1m into care for the elderly. This would not remove all the cuts in health and social care – but would give some added flexibility to ease the worst of the problems likely to be caused. And it would be permanent – the Tories are proposing a one-off Emergency Fund of £1m, mainly to deal with extra pressures because of NHS cuts. The Lib Dem £1m is additional – so as well as the Emergency Fund.)
Quote: Janet Godden, Lib Dem spokesperson on health and community services – “The Conservative budget is all fur coat and no underclothes.”

There are also real cuts to support for vulnerable children, both in and out of school – to children with special needs – with hearing and language problems, with autism, with physical and mental disabilities. There are cuts in the behaviour support service, in the pupil referral unit and in the hours of home tuition provided for those excluded from school. (The Lib Dem amendments remove these cuts.)
Even their much-vaunted “saving” of the Youth Service actually does not have much substance to it. The Tories talk about putting £250,000 extra into the youth service - £100,000 of this must be matched with funding from parish councils or other organisations. And there are cuts (“efficiency savings” from an admin review) of £85,000 which they have just passed over – we believe that £50,000 of these are unachievable – and they ignore the fact that youth centres have just been told that they must pay for their own internet connections, at a cost of £10,000. This makes a real increase of only £55,000, compared to the Lib Dems’ £115,000 in their budget amendment. 

There are other service reductions in the Tory budget. The Tories propose a cut of £1 million in “highway management” with the comment that “revised priorities for highway maintenance incl street lighting will result in reduced levels of highway maintenance”.  A mobile library is to be taken out of service, the Oxfordshire Record Office is to close on Tuesdays, footpath maintenance is being cut by £10,000 and work is to slow down on the definitive map of footpaths in the county, the bus subsidy budget is to remain the same (despite us all knowing that the bus companies are subject to very high inflation; higher tender prices can only be met by reducing the level or number of services which will hit rural areas disproportionately hard), the youth offending team is being cut by 0.5fte from front line service as an “efficiency saving”.  All these will have effects on real people using those services. Indeed, the Tory comment on the cuts in bus subsidies is that they are against an administration pledge to stand up for rural bus services. 
The Tories said more than once that they do not believe the MORI polls about what Oxfordshire residents have said their priorities are. In January, just before the budget, there was a workshop held by MORI – all groups were invited to send a representative, but only Liberal Democrat Janet Godden turned up. She reported that people wanted to see more money spent on better roads and parking, and also on social care. But above all they wanted the council to listen. The Tories appear to think that winning a majority in the County elections on just 35% of the votes cast mean that they no longer need to listen to what people tell them. 

Liberal Democrat Budget

Both Tories and Labour are attacking the Lib Dems for not producing a “real” budget. What was produced was a full Medium Term financial plan for five years, and a sheet showing the differences in detail between our budget and the Conservative one. We did not publish the full line-by-line budget – which runs to 52 pages – both because the list of amendments is easier to understand and to save officer time and printing costs (we proposed reducing the printing budget as part of our amendments). Where no amendment is proposed, the rest of the detail is as in the Conservative budget. The County s151 officer (the officer responsible for ensuring that budgets are legal) publishes a commentary on each group’s budget. On the Lib Dem one, she says, “The Liberal Democrat proposals set out a series of amendments, which if taken together, would produce a balanced budget.” This recognises that our amendments were backed up by line-by-line detail and added up to a whole balanced budget.
The Liberal Democrats were proposing a Council Tax rise of 4.94% - an increase over the Tory proposal of £6 per year for Band D households or 50p a month, 12p a week. Keith Mitchell, the Tory Leader of the Council, was fond of quoting prices in tins of beans – it depends on the beans, of course, but perhaps this is one less tin of beans a month. 

The basis of the Lib Dem amendments were to prevent service reductions if possible and particularly to concentrate on those services mentioned by Oxfordshire residents to MORI as being important to them, but where they felt the council should be spending more. 58% of people wanted the council to spend more on care for older people, and 50% wished to see more spent on support and care for vulnerable groups. 51% wanted more spent on road and pavement maintenance. We do not pretend that there are no cuts in our budget – see Annex 1. Liberal Democrats are honest about areas where we have made cuts to keep the Council Tax rise down.
The Lib Dem amendments provided for:

· £1m extra for elderly people’s care

· £211,000 to remove the cuts to support for vulnerable children

· £50,000 for “foster plus” – to support those foster carers who care for the most difficult children, and eventually reduce costs by having to place fewer children in expensive out of county specialist care

· £60,000 additional to the Tories £250,000 for the youth service, to reduce the unachievable “efficiency saving” in the admin costs and to pay for broadband connectivity

· Removing the cuts in the library service, the records office and the countryside (footpath) service

· An additional £50,000 to boost the youth offending team after its reduction due to government cuts

· Removing the reduction in training for Trading Standards

· Additional money for road and particularly pavement maintenance

We found some additional savings, from:

· Two senior “change management” posts which the Tories are proposing to establish – we think these cannot be afforded at present

· Reviewing charges for skips and scaffolding – the main purpose of this is to discourage these being left on the highway for long periods by a sliding scale of charges rising as weeks go by; this is for traffic management reasons but will bring in some income

· Reducing the councillors’ training budget, printing costs and the use of consultants

Labour Budget

The Labour budget set a Council Tax rise of 4.77%, but lower rises in future years. The main problem with this is that the only reason the County Council is not in immediate trouble is because this year the Government have given it “damping grants” of £15m after reassessing the formula on which grants to local authorities are based. These damping grants are to be removed in future years, although the Government has not said when. As these grants are removed, the County will have great difficulty in avoiding cuts unless it has a higher income from Council Tax. By setting low Council Tax rises in future years, both Labour and Conservatives risk having to make cuts in services. 

The Labour budget puts almost all the extra money raised from Council Tax into health and social care – which is to be applauded. However, by doing that they endorse all the other Tory cuts – the cut to spending on support for the education of children with special needs and behavioural difficulties, the mobile library, footpath and highway maintenance and the definitive map work and in highway maintenance.
Quote: Cllr Dermot Roaf, Leader of the Opposition – “The Labour Government claims that its priorities are 'Education, Education and Education'. But this Labour budget cuts spending on the support for the education of children with the greatest needs by cutting spending in behaviour support and Special Educational Needs, which will reduce posts and increase the thresholds for access to home tuition.” (Note: this point – with changes to the first sentence - can equally be used against the Tories who have the same cuts – or indeed the Greens.)
Green Budget

The Greens produced budget amendments that would mean a Council Tax rise of 4.375% like the Tories. 

They put £615,000 in total into social and community services, to remove the increase in home care charges, reinstate the home support cuts for people with physical disabilities, reinstate the grant to the Carers Forum and fund Oxfordshire Community Care Rights. They also have some money for emergency support for carers and users – a total of £150,000. This is welcome, but not as much as the Lib Dems £1m which could also be used more flexibly as managers face difficulties. Considerably more investment is needed here for older people than the Greens are proposing.

The Greens also propose doing a study, costing £20,000, into in-vessel composting, and £35,000 for a new cycling officer.

Their final spending proposal is to put £300,000 into “Jamie Oliver” meals. We are surprised that this takes priority over reversing the cuts to support for behaviourally challenged children and those with special needs. Lib Dems believe that all children should have a nutritious school meal available, cooked on the premises using local produce. However, this will require a capital investment in kitchens for those schools which do not have them/where they are inadequate. The Greens’ “quick fix” of less than £1,000 per school will not be adequate. 
To pay for this spending, the Greens proposed deferring the Thornhill Park and Ride expansion, which will mean the traffic problems in Headington remaining for longer and congestion and pollution continuing unabated. They reinstate evening and weekend on-street parking charges – which we would agree with – and parking charges at Park and Ride – which we do not think are sensible. We did not put the reinstatement of on-street parking charges in the Lib Dem budget amendments on officer advice – the Council cannot budget to make a surplus on the on-street parking account and if there should be a surplus it can only be spent on certain parking and highway measures. 

The Greens also cut highway maintenance by a further £300,000 a year – which is the last thing the public want. And they propose reducing verge cutting; this is already reduced to allow wild flowers to seed, but we believe that doing even less work could lead to obstruction of visibility and consequent dangers.
The S151 officer commented that the Green budget would delay ICT projects which would delay modernisation work, that putting one-off funding into older people instead of increasing the base budget is not a good way to improve services – which also applies to the one-off contribution to school meals. 
Quote: Cllr Jean Fooks, Lib Dem spokesperson on children’s services – “The savings being suggested by the Greens are unconvincing. And their spending proposals are also not well thought-out. While we agree that the appalling cuts in services to older people must be reversed, we think that considerably more investment is needed here than the Greens are proposing.”

More information?

Copies of Lib Dem press releases and some speeches are on the Group’s website at http://www.oxfordshirelibdems.org.uk
Contact: members of the group via Stephanie Ouzman, 01865 815323 stephanie.ouzman@oxfordshire.gov.uk 
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Annex 1 – Service Reductions in the Conservative budget (labelled as such in the budget papers)

	
	Council papers ref
	£000


	School development – adviser vacancies
	Annex 2, page 1
	-52

	Community learning – reduce central costs
	Annex 2, page 1
	-3

	Heritage services – Centre for Oxfordshire Studies opening hours
	Annex 2, page 2
	-6

	Heritage services – close Records Office on Tuesdays

	Annex 2, page 2
	-17

	Heritage services – delay recruitment to Natural History curator post
	Annex 2, page 2
	-20

	Library service – take one mobile out of service
	Annex 2, page 2
	-50

	Countryside service – definitive map – not supporting additional staff to process increasing waiting list of applications to modify map
	Annex 2, page 2
	-29

	Planning Implementation Group – reorganisation of staff/reduced use of consultants
	Annex 2, page 2
	-27

	Youth Offending Team – reduce front line staff by 0.5 FTE
	Annex 2, page 3
	-17

	Property – recharge one post to prudential schemes
	Annex 2, page 3
	-30

	Governor services – review balance of core/traded work; rationalise leadership work
	Annex 4, page 1
	-30

	Student support – reduce staffing
	Annex 4, page 1
	-6

	School development – manage pressures within existing budget
	Annex 4, page 1
	-85

	Children’s services – central staff, not filling vacancies
	Annex 4, page 1
	-104

	Special Educational Needs – not filling vacancies
	Annex 4, page 1
	-33

	Social Inclusion in schools – increasing threshold for access to home tuition and not filling vacancies
	Annex 4, page 1
	-121

	SEN & Social Inclusion
	Annex 4, page 1
	-90

	Learning and culture resources – not filling vacancies
	Annex 4, page 1
	-17

	Learning and culture – reduce training
	Annex 4, page 2
	-5

	Learning and culture – reduce provision for works on Joint Use Sports
	Annex 4, page 2
	-7

	Older People – reduce contribution to pooled budget – complete withdrawal of 5 intermediate care beds

	Annex 4, page 3
	-155

	Older People – reduce long term spot placements by 24 in a year
	Annex 4, page 3
	-331

	Older People – reduce respite bed numbers by 1
	Annex 4, page 3
	-24

	Older People – reduce spot purchasing from Order of St John; from 19 beds to 5 by 31st March 2006
	Annex 4, page 3
	-189

	Older People – care management – replace 4 qualified social worker/occupational therapist posts with unqualified staff
	Annex 4, page 3
	-20

	Older People – day services – go forward with Bicester, Witney and Shotover schemes only
	Annex 4, page 3
	-190

	Older People – home support – provide more effective gatekeeping
	Annex 4, page 3
	-104

	Mental Health – holding vacancies open longer
	Annex 4, page 4
	-130

	Learning Disabilities – more effective gatekeeping
	Annex 4, page 4
	-100

	Physical Disabilities – reduce pooled budget – to reduce placements by 2
	Annex 4, page 5
	-50

	Physical Disabilities – reduce number of new home support placements by 2 per month
	Annex 4, page 5
	-150

	Health & Community Services centrally – reduce use of legal services
	Annex 4, page 5
	-122

	Health & Community Services – reduce staff in HR
	Annex 4, page 5
	-100

	Health & Community Services – reduce finance staff
	Annex 4, page 5
	-100

	Supporting People – contract reductions (reduce unit costs and reduce activity)
	Annex 4, page 6
	-2680

	Library Service – reduce contribution to mobile replacement fund
	Annex 4, page 6
	-36

	Library Service – harmonisation of hours in Central Library
	Annex 4, page 6
	-18

	Heritage Services – close coffee shop on Monday
	Annex 4, page 6
	-8

	Music Service & Arts – 50% reduction in arts development grants
	Annex 4, page 6
	-5

	Cultural Services – reduce central management costs
	Annex 4, page 6
	-7

	Transport Planning – not supporting increased costs for subsidised bus services, which is against an administration pledge to stand up for rural bus services

	Annex 4, page 7
	-276

	Transport Planning – inability to support the Rural Bus Challenge taxibus without Government grant
	Annex 4, page 7
	-94

	Transport Planning – not supporting withdrawn commercial services
	Annex 4, page 7
	-347

	Highways management – revised priorities for highway maintenance will result in reduced levels of highway maintenance

	Annex 4, page 7
	-1,005

	Sustainable Development – education for sustainable development, cease Company Information Database, reduce grants to outside bodies
	Annex 4, page 8
	-225

	Waste reduction initiatives – savings delivered by stopping successful initiatives (from 2008/9)
	Annex 4, page 8
	-105

	Trading Standards – reduce staffing
	Annex 4, page 8
	-73

	Democratic Initiatives budget
	Annex 4, page 10
	-38

	Total
	
	-7,431


� In the budget papers, a “3” in the “Type of Repriorisation” column = “service reduction” (see note on Annex 2, page 4


� Those items highlighted are those removed by the Lib Dem budget. You will therefore see that our budget also contains cuts – but we have never pretended, unlike the Tories, that it did not


� The Liberal Democrat budget removes all of these cuts and adds in a modest amount extra to deal with other pressures/cuts in the Social and Health care budget


� The Liberal Democrat budget removes only part of this cut - £100K


� The Liberal Democrat budget removes only part of this cut - £250K for roads and £50 for pavement maintenance. The Conservative budget would put £500K back into highway improvement to Oxford High Street if it is available after a decision on the pension fund





