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2006 Budget Speech

Madam Mayor,

This has once again been a tight financial year with significant in-year pressures particularly within Social Services and Cultural Services and a far from generous grant settlement, and it is highly likely that next year will prove equally tight. Certainly the indicative settlement leaves very little hope.

We have tried to work with all members of the Cabinet to identify and support in-year savings and reallocation of finance to get proposals in place early and if necessary with sufficient time for proposals to be scrutinised.

Our political arrangements are slowly but surely maturing; some - like the CPA inspectorate, say they should mature faster, but I am content to allow the arrangements to develop at their own speed.

Certainly scrutiny is developing and the role of those committees in looking at the budgets in the year has been useful particularly in the two areas of particular stress.

Cabinet too has developed with closer working as I hope the Leader will acknowledge.

It is a pity that, at this final part of the budget making process, the co-operation and scrutiny of ideas seems to go out of the window for short term political reasons. I hope that in the very near future the Council budget, political priorities, and tax levels are discussed in the same way throughout the year and in the run up to this Budget Council as those savings already agreed were.

It is in that spirit of co-operation that I am moving an amendment to the recommendation from Cabinet this evening.  We seek to make additions to those priorities identified within the recommendation, and we do so in a way that accepts and supports those priorities and the level of council tax necessary to pay for them.

I have already said that we support all of the policy options and unlike the Tories we did not vote against them at Cabinet.

We support the investment in Social Services, the investment in recycling, the investment in energy efficiency.

We particularly welcome the extra investment in schools, and the proposal to reverse the charge for the ERIC service: both these things we have argued for in the past

So it is in addition to these that we move our amendment tonight.

In it we have identified 8 key priorities that we feel should form part of the budget and in each case we clearly identify our reasons for wanting the additional investment and - importantly - the overall Council context to justify the investment. 

Let me touch on each in turn:

We are looking to reverse the decision to close libraries on Saturday afternoons: this was a step backward when it was made and seriously impacts on our ability as a council to develop our libraries as a community resource. We can be doing so much more with the libraries to deliver our different aspirations not just in terms of access to books, but also to information and advice, access to IT, which in turn means to a range of council services, and with partners to develop community based services around health and community safety. The potential is exciting, but the library opening hours are a barrier to this sort of development. We propose funding to address this issue

In February we debated a motion around the Government’s Respect agenda.  We all voted for a form of words which talked about community empowerment. The devolution of funds to the area forums last year to tackle, at the level of communities, issues of community safety is well worth continuing. The recommendation introduces a central fund, which we support, but fails to reinstate the area forum sums, possibly this was an oversight. We propose restoring this sum to the budget to enable that to happen.

And on the subject of area forums we recognise the pressures within the Community Planning team, who work extremely hard to meet the aspirations of the 11 forums.  We propose a policy option to enable them to be more flexible and imaginative in the way that they engage with local people. 

We have sought to recognise the excellent work of our Youth Service and in particular want to allocate funding to outreach youth workers. The part they play in diverting people to more worthwhile activities is often unsung, but without their input and work we would undoubtedly have severe problems. An increase in resources will give the workers on the ground more flexibility.

We have included a policy option to further promote healthy eating and menus in schools. In doing so we do recognise the work that is currently underway in schools, but understand that getting the message across to secondary school students is challenging, which possibly shouldn’t surprise us too much. In any event it would be a shame for the hard work and successful work being done in the early years to be lost, as the cohorts become teenagers.

Later this year we will be embarking upon probably the largest change in refuse collection ever, a change I believe will be for the better given the benefits of a massive boost in our recycling rates. We all I think support this change, but for many people it will be confusing and difficult in the initial stages, and it is vital that we bring everyone along with what is happening and why. That is why we are allocating one-off expenditure within the budget to support the additional staff hours, advertising and promotion that will be required. We can’t ignore the fact that this is necessary for as smooth as possible a transition to the recycling service.

Another area of genuine public concern is highway safety: the demand at times seems insatiable, and we must do our best. The Local Transport Plan contains many schemes aimed at reducing accidents and is successful in many locations and I know that sometimes it seems that we are running just to stand still. Within the LTP the Environmental Traffic Management budget is designed to address localised, quality of life issues on the highway, and is traditionally spent on pedestrian refuges, 20 mile an hour zones, and the like. We propose expanding the capital money available for such schemes and we propose asking the forums to take responsibility for choosing how and where it should be spent, in close consultation and following the professional advice of council traffic officers.

I welcome the report on energy savings which was considered at Budget Cabinet, I think this represents a step in the right direction and forms part of what I see as a three pronged attack on the ever spiralling costs of energy: firstly energy conservation; second energy management; and thirdly energy generation. Earlier this year Council backed a notice of motion supporting microgeneration as a way forward. I have had meetings with officers looking into these issues and I believe there is much more we can do to promote microgeneration for Council buildings. I am proposing we make resources available to take this forward. Energy costs are going to keep rising and we must plan now to ensure that we can manage.

These spending commitments tie in with the key priorities which the Council as a whole has adopted, and goes some way to address the claims of the CPA that we don’t align budget with priorities 

These spending proposals are affordable and we have put forward reasonable amendments to the submitted estimates to pay for them in full.

Firstly we have considered the money allocated for the expansion of Landican

I have never understood why a capital scheme is being funded from revenue within the Cultural Services Budget: in the Technical Services estimates whole swathes of expenditure are charged to the Capital Programme. The same is true here. The expansion is necessary, and should be accommodated within the Capital Programme. We have made provision for this additional capital within the amendment. This proposal makes available £160,000 revenue.

Secondly we have considered again the issues around the council tax discount available for second homes and feel that if the discount were to be set in line with the single occupancy discount it would address the issues raised by the Director of Finance at a recent Cabinet, that any more would be an administrative nightmare for his department. This proposal raises £40,000 revenue.

We have proposed two one-off areas for expenditure in 2006/07 only and propose meeting this modest amount from the ballooning Housing Benefit Reserve.

These amendments to the estimates are sufficient to fully fund the proposals that we are making tonight: there is no reason why Council can’t vote to make these necessary investments.

Even at this late hour I would hope that the Leader of the Council would feel able to accept all or part of my amendment’s proposals.  It is far more desirable that we have a budget upon which a majority of this Council are agreed.  Certainly we can’t continue with a budget process which ensures that a minority view prevails: we must develop systems which allow an inclusive budget process, whilst taking care not to repeat the problems of the past. 

An inclusive process would enable anyone, community groups, area forums, political parties, business, anyone to make submissions to the Cabinet before the budget is finalised. It is absurd that the only people able to make growth bids are Council officers: why do we exclude everybody else?  The Budget Timetable should be altered to enable this consultation to take place in time for final proposals to be drawn up.

I accept that not everything that is desirable or asked for can be included.  I’m sure that in formulating the recommendation before us the Leader has had to exercise judgement and leave out proposals which may have been put to him from within his group and from officers. People understand this.

Finally let me say a few things about the Conservative approach. At Budget Cabinet Jeff took us through a line-by-line examination of the budget proposal; he said he supported the policy options.  After telling us how much he supported everything he and his colleagues then performed a flip and voted against everything. Now we have in front of us their amendment, which includes all of Labour’s suggestions.  Is this an example of a Tory flop?

We shouldn’t be surprised that they flip and flop so dramatically these days given that their Leader has almost simultaneously described himself as ‘Tory to the core’, a ‘liberal Conservative’, which is a contradiction in terms in my view, and recently, the ‘heir to New Labour’ which is even more bizarre. The only member of their group that can lay claim to all of that is Oliver Adam.

I see he has an amendment down, but I’m not sure if this is a second Conservative budget accepting the council tax rise required, or whether he has joined yet another party we are not aware of.

In any event further upheavals and cuts within Cultural and Leisure Services at this stage would not be welcomed.

But back to the main Tory amendment.  It should make our blood run cold that they choose to attack the budget lines associated with the old and vulnerable. Such a cut represents a time bomb which no right-minded person would accept.  And we have the views of the Director of Finance on their short-termist proposals around the pay review and balances.

Theirs is an unsustainable budget, storing up problems for the future.  In contrast, Madam Mayor, our amendment addresses additional important priorities we feel are absent from the recommendation, it proposes sustainable and achievable methods of paying for those priorities, it has a revenue neutral effect on the recommendation, and we ask Council to support it tonight.
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