
Council Tax to be frozen for second consecutive year

Mark Bee has announced that freezing council tax for a second consecutive year will be the cornerstone of the budget proposals for next year.

The two years with no increase follow two consecutive years of record-low increases at the county council.

In the three SCC budgets since the Conservatives were re-elected in 2009, council tax will have gone up by a total of 2.4%, while inflation (as measured by CPI) has gone up by 9% over the same period.

By comparison, the last three years of the Labour / Lib Dem administration (2003 – 05) saw council tax go up by over 26%, while prices rose by just 4.9% over the same period.     

Initial budget proposals published

Proposals to meet the estimated £50million budget gap over the next two years have been published.

The aim of the proposals is to meet the budget challenge while protecting, as far as possible, our valued front-line services, looking after vulnerable people and freezing council tax.

The proposals detail how, over the next two years, the council will develop more efficient and effective ways of working, simplifying and streamlining processes, cutting bureaucracy, reducing the number of senior managers and working more closely with other organisations such as the NHS.

At the same time, there are plans to invest more in services to give earlier help and support to vulnerable people  – helping them remain independent for longer and so not become dependant on more costly support in later life.

These proposals are still at an early stage.  They will now be studied by the Scrutiny Committee on 24th November, and will be subject to the second stage of our public consultation over the next few weeks.

Final proposals will then be submitted to the Cabinet for their meeting on 24th January 2012, with their final budget recommendations then being debated by the Full Council on 9th February.

Budget 2 – efficiency savings

As part of these proposals, £15million will be saved as a result of departments across the council each finding efficiency savings totalling 1.5% of their budgets.

The county council has had an excellent record in achieving efficiencies over the life of the Conservative administration – over £80million in five years.  This compares extremely favourably with most other authorities.  

However, these were achieved during the time of the last Labour government, which strongly prescribed what the council should provide and how it should do it.  It developed a complex inspection regime to check that we were delivering services according to their guidelines.  We, in turn, spent a great deal of time and money ensuring we complied with these regulations and met the demands of the inspectors.  

Our excellent efficiency record was achieved in the teeth of this over-inspection, while we were held within a regulatory straightjacket.

The new, Conservative-led government has torn up a lot of the draconian regulations, so-called guidance and the millstone of performance indicators, setting councils free to re-design services to meet the needs of local people rather than Whitehall bureaucrats.  This then gives us the scope to find much greater efficiencies, and is a spirit that underpins, not just the new efficiency savings, but much of the restructuring work contained within the budget proposals.

Budget  Extra – where has this budget gap come from?

The Conservative-led government is rightly focusing its attention on getting public spending back into balance, after ten years during which the previous Labour government overspent each year by ever-increasing amounts – despite very strong economic growth.

Sustainable economic growth, low interest rates and job creation all depend on the government’s ability to get spending back under control so as to restore confidence in the British economy, both at home and abroad, and to enable the country to be able to start, in the second half of this decade, to pay off some of our record levels of public, as well as personal, debt. 

You only need to look across the Channel to southern Europe to see what would happen if the government did not urgently tackle the current problems of over-spending.

As a result of this, over a four-year period, the money that the government gives local councils to spend on services is being reduced substantially.

This presents a big challenge as, at the same time, demand is growing rapidly for many of our services, particularly for supporting vulnerable children and adults.  Also, inflation is currently relatively high – two and a half times the target level of 2% - which adds cost pressures to the budget.

We talked, last year, about a budget gap of around £125million over four years – a combination of reduced grant, increased demand for services and higher costs.  Over this current year, we’re saving enough to fill a gap of £42.5million.  Over the next two years – taking us up to the 2013 elections - we’ve put forward provisional proposals to deal with a gap of £50million.  The year after that, we’re anticipating a further gap of around £32million – making up the £125million over four years.

Cheaper heating possible

Suffolk’s energy-from-waste facility could produce cheaper heat and hot water for local use.

The facility, due to open in December 2014, will put Suffolk waste, left after recycling, to good use by turning it into electricity for the National Grid.   But, if it proved commercially viable, it could also provide hot water through a local heating system.

This is challenging to set up, but if successful would be good for the customers, who would get cheaper heat (an important factor as fuel prices continue to rise), it would be good for the council, which would get income from the sale of heat, and it would be a better environmental choice than using oil or gas.

We are now working with partners to see what we can do to make it happen.

Anti-Bullying Week

To mark National Anti-Bullying Week, Suffolk County Council has hosted a conference, in Ipswich, to look  at how bullying is being tackled in Suffolk Schools.

Suffolk schools recently participated in a Europe wide study as part of the Anglia Ruskin Street Life Safety for Young People research project which examined the nature and extent of bullying, crime and anti-social behaviour against school aged children before and after school. 

Results from the study show 31% of pupils in England were worried about being a victim of bullying or crime, compared to only 19% across Europe
Councillor Graham Newman, Suffolk County Council’s Portfolio Holder for Children, Schools and Young People’s Services said: “The anti-bullying conference was a fantastic opportunity for professionals to get together and discuss how we can reduce levels of bullying experienced by our children young people in Suffolk.

“The council takes bullying extremely seriously and works hard with schools to make sure every action possible is taken to prevent bullying and to respond accordingly to any instances that may arise.”

Libraries Update

Suffolk’s libraries have been set on a secure footing for the future, following the cabinet’s decision, earlier this month, to recommend moving the management of the library network to a new operating model.  

The recommendation will now be subject to debate at Full Council in December.

If approved by councillors, the Industrial and Provident Society (IPS) would be established by spring 2012, and would 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.

Meanwhile, if the recommendations are approved, the mobile library service will also change, with the frequency of visits reduced from fortnightly to four-weekly – in line with other, neighbouring county councils.  Stops in towns/parishes serviced by a built library would no longer take place.  There will be engagement with the small number of people who say they wouldn’t be able to access the service and immediately make available to them the ‘at-home library service’ (volunteers delivering books).  We will also work with community groups to develop the outreach service.

If agreed, these mobile library changes will save £225,000 a year from the current annual running cost of £600,000.

New chief executive, Deborah Cadman, to start next month

Deborah Cadman will be starting work as Suffolk County Council’s new chief executive on Monday 19th December.

She brings with her 28 years’ public sector experience, six years of which was as chief executive at St Edmundsbury Borough Council.

Deborah will be paid £155,000 per year and there will be no bonuses or annual pay increments.  

Any questions relating to any subject above please feel free to contact me on the email address below or my home phone:
lisa.chambers@suffolk.gov.uk
01638 552716

Lisa Chambers

21st November 2011




County Councillor Lisa Chambers


Newmarket & Red Lodge Division


Town and Parish Council report


November 2011








