
· Council Tax is frozen….again.

There will be no increase in council tax this year.  This is the second year in a row that the county council has frozen its share of council tax.  These two years of 0% increases follow on from two years which saw record-low increases.

· Front-line services protected in budget savings

Alongside the freeze in council tax, the council voted through a budget for the next 12 months that will achieve savings of £26million – part of a plan to save over £50million over the next two years.  We are having to do this as a result of reductions to our grant from the government, together with on-going increases in the demands on our services, and the costs of providing them.

The savings will be achieved by reducing management and back-office costs, cutting bureaucracy and working in new, innovative and more efficient ways.  The budget proposals were developed alongside a budget consultation, where the people of Suffolk were asked for their views and their priorities.  We listened, and delivered a budget that reflects those priorities – protecting our valued front-line services.

· Extra savings this year

According to figures for the last three months of 2011, the budget savings for 2011/12 – amounting to £42.5million - are well on track to be achieved. Indeed, at a cabinet meeting on 21st February, it was reported that, on top of those savings, an extra £5million is expected to be saved by the end of the financial year, thanks to strong financial management.  

· Radical changes in Adult and Community Services (ACS)

Much of the additional savings that have been found this year have come from our adult and community services (ACS).

The radical changes being delivered by ACS will play a huge part in meeting our savings targets for the next two years while improving the quality of the service.  This will also see a significant number of staff leaving ACS over the next 12 months.

In total, the number of staff within ACS will be reduced from 3,557 to 895 – a reduction of 2,662.  However, this is not because of cuts to services or a reduction in our front-line provision.  It is almost entirely because staff are moving to newly-created or other existing organisations which will continue to provide services for the council, such as library staff (nearly 500 staff) and learning disability services staff (again, nearly 500).   Crucially, this year will also see the transfer of 1,116 staff working in SCC-run residential care homes to an existing company in the independent sector – again still providing the services.  This leaves an actual total of three staff who will be taking voluntary redundancy.

These changes have mainly been developed from the bottom up - where staff in individual services have been encouraged to innovate and have initiated the change, as a way of providing a valued service for the benefit of Suffolk residents in a more effective and efficient way.  

· Driving up standards in education 

This year has seen the completion of phase one of our School Organisation Review - in Lowestoft and Haverhill.  From September last year, two-tier education was up and running in these areas.  Far from the feared disruption to children's progress, which detractors foretold, 2011's results at Key Stage 2 in these areas were an improvement over 2009 levels - when the process started.  Since September, four of the newly-enlarged primary schools have secured "outstanding" assessments from OFSTED.
 

The biggest single challenge for the county still remains improving outcomes overall at Key Stage levels to above the government’s national benchmark of 75% of pupils gaining level 4 in both English and Maths.  These two indices are closely linked to outcomes at GCSE.  Analysis continues to show that converting schools in the three-tier areas to two-tier could produce a gain of between 6% and 8% in outcomes.  

· Preparing young people for work

The county council is also focusing its attention on readiness for employment.  Too many employers complain that their apprenticeship or employment offers are not taken up, and/or the quality of applications they receive is poor.  Literacy, numeracy and attitude to work remain the focus of their concerns.  Work is continuing to improve the interface between employers and schools, with offers of mentoring, taster days and development of both new and existing web-based initiatives.
· In the fast lane for high-speed broadband

Following the council’s commitment of £10million towards a bid for broadband funding, and a similar amount committed by the government, work towards delivering comprehensive high-speed broadband across Suffolk is developing apace.  A procurement process will be taking place to select the company that will do the work.  The first aim will be to get the areas with the poorest coverage up to the average.  By the middle of 2013, the aim will be for all areas to be up to a minimum standard, with the scope to go much further.

By being in the first wave of counties implementing high-speed broadband, Suffolk can gain a significant competitive edge which will help attract businesses and generate economic growth and new jobs.

· Saving Suffolk’s libraries for the future

Suffolk’s libraries have been set on a secure footing for the future, following the decision of the council to move the management of the library network to a new operating model.  

The Industrial and Provident Society (IPS) is now being established, and will enable us to retain our library network, working in partnership with local communities, while reducing the budget by around 30% over three years, from approximately £9m to £6m.

These changes will mean that, while the council faces continuing pressure on its resources, the county’s much-valued library service will have the scope to survive and potentially grow in the years ahead.

· Achievements in Children’s Social Care

The last year has seen the introduction of a new way of delivering children's social care across Suffolk.  

Amongst the benefits of the new operating model are:


· uniform provision across the county with the ending of three separately-managed (north/west/south) areas
· every new case including over 10,000 police referrals per year, handled by a central multi-discipline access team

· a reduction in management and non-front-line staff 

· the integration of Suffolk PCT's Children's Community Health Services (ie health visitors, school nurses etc) into SCC care 


An independent review in the last few weeks found the new services generally working well.  

Meanwhile, OFSTED inspections of Suffolk's adoption service have been very favourable, as indeed have assessments of our five children's homes.  Two of these have been assessed as ‘Excellent’, with the remainder ‘Good’ - an almost unprecedented outcome for council-run homes.
· Review of council-owned property

The new office building that will be shared by the county council and the police - Landmark House – is due to have staff moving in this July.  The project is part of our move to cut down on office accommodation across Suffolk and work more closely with other public sector organisations – saving money and improving the way we work.  The Landmark House project is set to save the county council and police a total of £500,000 a year.  

This is only one piece in the project, known as the Single Public Sector Estate.  In all, there are around 2,500 public sector buildings in Suffolk, and, over the next few years, we will be working with our colleagues across the public sector to reduce this number, to work more closely together and make savings for the Suffolk tax payers.

· Household Waste Recycling Centres 

Following the decision, last year, to close seven of our council-run household waste and recycling centres (HWRCs), we have now successfully helped local communities set up replacement recycling centres in most of these locations, including Chelmodiston, Brome, Southwold, Newmarket and Beccles.  

The sites in Newmarket and Beccles in particular, run by a charity and a commercial business respectively, are now both well-established, sustainable community-based solutions working exceptionally well.

· Committed to our Fire and Rescue Service

Despite the current economic pressures, SCC is working tirelessly to maintain high standards of front line delivery in the county’s Fire and Rescue Service.

First and foremost, in October the new joint fire control centre with Cambridgeshire was set up– an operation which has been hugely successful while delivering significant savings.  

The last 12 months has also seen a new fire training centre at Wattisham, upgrades to personal uniforms, helmets and breathing apparatus. On top of this, we’ve had the completion of new or refurbished fire stations across Suffolk, as well as developing joint fire and police stations to maintain services in a partnership approach. 

· Suffolk wins local government ‘Oscar’

SCC has won one of local government’s most prestigious awards, for our project to build an energy-from-waste facility to turn the county’s rubbish into electricity.

 

Judges at the Local Government Chronicle awards ceremony decided the partnership between Suffolk County Council and SITA UK was the best example in the country of a council and a business working together for the benefit of residents.

Planning permission was granted in July for the plant to be built at Great Blakenham.  Building work is due to start later this year, and it should be ready to open in December 2014.

This facility will turn all the non-recyclable waste from Suffolk households that can’t be recycled into electricity.  By diverting this waste away from polluting landfill sites, the county council will have a much greener solution for Suffolk’s waste, and will avoid paying ever-increasing amounts of landfill tax.

By taking this step, we will be saving Suffolk around £350million over the 25 years of the contract, as well as helping create jobs, both on and off site, representing a considerable boost to the local economy.

· Helping people to celebrate the Queen’s diamond jubilee

SCC has decided to waive fees for road closures over the weekend of the Diamond Jubilee celebrations, for anyone wishing to arrange a celebratory street party.

It’s just been confirmed that there will be no costs for permission to close roads or being supplied with road closure and diversions signs.

It is part of the council’s efforts to help Suffolk join in the national celebrations.  Last month, the county council announced that it was to be the only council responsible for all street party applications, making the process smoother for organisers of events taking place on Suffolk highways. 
Now, those considering organising a street party in Suffolk only have to follow a few simple steps to obtain a Special Events Order through the county council’s website or over the phone via Customer Service Direct.

To ensure minimal impact on traffic flow, the county council is urging party organisers to consider celebrating in community areas such as recreation grounds, cul-de-sacs and ‘no through roads’.
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