QUESTIONS FOR EXECUTIVE MEETING, 25 APRIL 2006

OLDER PEOPLE’S SERVICES AND SPELRIDE REVIEW
MR. ERIC OLLINGTON OF 130 ASHRIDGE WAY, SUBURY TW16 7RR

ON BEHALF OF THE SUNBURY COMMON RESIDENTS’ ASSOCIATION

1. According to item 1.5 and 1.6 in the latest report 450 people are using 540 available places.  This is a very good take up despite the neglect of the centres, which have not been marketed to those in greatest need.  If the numbers in 1.6 are correct by interpolation in 2016 there will be 807 people per day needing the day centres if you dispose of the existing facilities where will these people go?  Is it possible that you will find suitable sites at a reasonable cost, which you can afford?  If the need is in different places valuable assists will have been retained to fund the service needed in the future.  What provision have you made for the future needs of the community?

The report states that 450 use the centre between 9-4pm, Monday to Friday, at any one time there is the opportunity for 540 people to attend.  Many people attend morning and lunchtime only, or afternoon only.

The proposal will include places for around 500 people, but it is likely that there will be 5-6 extra care units across Spelthorne, providing for those in need with community facilities for the wider community.  As the report states, Beechwood Court will be opening later this year, providing services to the wider community through referral.  The future will be about working in partnership with other organisations

2.
The total budget of the Council is £13,707,256 and a total saving proposed of 1.4 million, why is £500,000 to be taken from services to the elderly?

Over 2006-07 and 2007-08 we are looking for savings of approximately £3m. Some of the savings have already been assumed in the 06/07 budget- the rest it is hoped will be achieved in 2007-08. £500k is about 16% of the saving.

3.
If there is a 5% increase in the rate.  The housing benefits are a straight in and out figure.  1.4 million is a 13% reduction , why has this become necessary?

The £1.4m reduction has not suddenly become necessary, deficits for future years had been projected, although the size of the projected deficits increased when it became clear with the 2006-07 revenue support grant settlement for local authorities that the government would strictly be applying a 5% capping limit on council tax increase. We have had to make significant savings in each of the previous 3 financial years. 

The deficit arises because the rate at which income streams to support the council budget are rising is not as fast as expenditure pressures the council is facing. 

Income- The 5% increase in council tax only delivers an additional £292k in 2007-08. The Council knows it will only receive an additional £72,000 in general government grant support in 2007-08 (1.3% increase). The Council's treasury management advisers are forecasting over the next year a reduction in interest rates, the council is projecting approximately a £200k reduction in investment income 

The council's ability to earn additional income from raising fees and charges is constrained, with some fees such as planning set by government, with several fee income streams such as planning development control, building control, search fees, car parking fees dependant on the health of the economy. Some income sources such as search fees and building control are under increasing competitive pressure and are not as buoyant as they used to be. 

At present the Council receives approximately £300k per annum as grant from the Government as part of a national programme of supporting improvement of planning service delivery. The government has indicated that 2007-08 will be the last year local authorities will receive such grant. This is a further pressure for future years

As part of the council's medium term financial strategy it is seeking to reduce its reliance on drawing upon its reserves to support the revenue budget - a few years ago it was drawing upon more than £2m per annum which was not a sustainable level of use. The Council's current strategy is working towards not needing to draw upon its general reserves by 2008-09. The draw upon general reserves to support the revenue budget is planned to reduce by a further £500k in 2007-08.

Expenditure

The above factors mean that there is little capacity for additional levels of funding for the revenue budget. Against this, the Council faces significant funding pressures. These include


Pension fund deficits - an additional £300k in 06-07 and further additional £300k in 2007-08;


Rising energy prices - the Council's current energy contract expires October 2006 and it is expected that this result in a significant increase in the price we pay for energy as a result of the general upward movement of price rises;

Contractual price inflation, in particular for the grounds maintenance contract where the annual indexation factor is considerably more than inflation (I think approx 7% at present)

Annual pay award and increments for staff - approximately £300k per annum

Additional statutory responsibilities not fully funded by government. In 2005-06 the Council assumed responsibility for licensing premises selling alcohol in 05-06 this resulted in a net additional cost of £48k and this will rise in 06-07 to approx £70k as the level of fee income declines once premises have been initially licensed (annual renewal fees at a lower fee rate). 

The extension of the concessionary fares scheme for pensioners from 50% to 100% concession cost the council a net additional £70k per annum.

The Council is required by Government to improve its recycling rates - if it does not it could face government intervention and financial penalties. The investment necessary to improve recycling performance to the level required by government targets is likely to cost approximately £200k per annum from 2007-08. This increase in on top of the investment the council has already made in recent years to improve its recycling performance (£222k in 04-05; £364k in 06-07)

In very simple terms the net additional pressures for 06-07 to 07-08 could be summarised as:


Pay increase 


£300k


Pension deficit


£300k


Contract inflation 


£100k


Reduced investment income
£200k


Reduced use of reserves

£500k


Total




£1.4m

4.
What action has been taken to recoup the underpayment of the bus pass costs because of the method used by the Surrey County Council?  Will you be actively and forcefully demanding the method be changed and the underpayment made good?  What legal solutions have been researched?

Under the Surrey wide concessionary fares scheme for 2006-07 the increase in our contribution is £72k more than the additional funding we received from the government within Revenue Support Grant. In part this is due to the government grant being crudely distributed on the basis of elderly population on income support (on the assumption that pensioners on income support are more likely to be bus users). Secondly the amount the Surrey authorities pay to the bus operators is based on an amount per route mileage and not on actual income forgone by the bus operators as a result of carrying non-paying concessionary passengers. Thirdly the basis to apportion the total Surrey scheme cost to individual borough council is based on numbers of passes issued, rather than actual trip distance undertaken by borough residents. We believe this basis counts against Spelthorne. Pensioner may take up the passes without then ever using them. Spelthorne has a relatively high take up of passes.

So there are two issues Spelthorne Borough Council can take action on :

a) 
ensure that the total cost of the Surrey scheme fairly reflects the actual cost of concessionary fares for bus operators. This is being addressed by the Surrey boroughs commissioning a study to look at alternative means of reimbursing the bus operators based on income forgone. This may result in the use of smart technology in order to capture the necessary data. 

b) 
ensure that share of the Surrey scheme Spelthorne picks up is fair - again the study should provide new bases for apportionment, the consultants will identify trip mileage within boroughs and across borough borders. 

Spelthorne will use the outcome of the consultants report to lobby hard for changes to the Surrey scheme to reduce the financial burden for Spelthorne. However if it does not prove possible to achieve this in partnership with our Surrey colleagues we will examine other options such as going it along and negotiating directly with bus operators or joining other arrangements.

It should be noted that the concessionary fares picture has been complicated by the Government's announcement that from April 2008 pensioners will be able to make concessionary trips across the country (as long as the bus stops are not more than 15miles apart).

5.
The terms of partnerships proposed for Benwell Meadow is usually very onerous and not to the benefit of the community in the long term.  Who will own the site?  Who will manage the properties?  Will the flats be on long lease or service leases?  If the flats are sold freehold, how will control of the centre be possible?  How can control of the centre remain with the local community?


The site could be sold or leased to a housing specialist, but that will be dependent on the negotiations.

The properties will be managed by the extra care housing specialist, eg, A2, Hanover, McArthur Stone.

There is likely to be a mix of properties but as with any joint property e.g. the flats will be leasehold.

Long leases / services leases

The control of the community centre element will be through a specification and Spelthorne Borough Council will be providing the staff and the service costs for this element.

6.
If the joint proposal is pushed through, how will the contribution of the council be calculated every year?  Will it be affected by future cuts or by a fixed increase linked to some external figure like to fuel costs and similar indexes?  Will it be guaranteed by a firm contractual arrangement?

A new budget has been prepared for the community day centre element and this will be included in the Council’s budget, and will be RPI linked as with all Council budgets.  The final contractual arrangement will be through a specification.

7.
How will those unable to pay for membership be protected if membership fees are introduced?

This came from the consultation and was not put forward in the original proposal.  If someone cannot pay, then we would apply the sale criteria for reduced or no cost on membership as we do for SPAN i.e. those on Income Support.

8.
What will the constitution of the charities in the new arrangements?

It is expected that the charities have a formal constitution but we need to confirm and clarify the roles and responsibilities of the Council and the charity/friends group.

We value the work of the charities, and all they do.  But Spelthorne is unique in having a formal charity set up, most other Council run day centres have “Friends Groups”.

At present we have the complex situation where the Centre Manager is employed by the Council, but their first responsibility through the Charity Commission is to the Charity.

9.
The operators of the Benwell site will need space and the flats will require access and escape provisions.  How much space will be available should the joint solution be agreed?  What provision will be made on this restricted site for parking for the flats and the centre users?
This will be included in the specification and the final plans.

10.
What consideration has been given to the health of the residents in an area of very high air pollution?  The site position is not good for a centre but it is what we have; for frail or disabled residents it will be bad.  What provision is being made for the residents to get to the shops?


The Council has a nitrogen dioxide monitoring tube attached to the Benwell Centre and the results have always been within the limit set for nitrogen dioxide.


The housing specialist will be making the arrangements for the residents to get to the shops.  On visits to other sites, shops have not been very accessible and community transport has been made available or mobile shops have visited the site.

11.
The Benwell Estimates show £161,380 in re-charges within the Council, these will not be savings as the staff will remain, the costs will just be re-apportioned to the other services.  I question the validity of nearly all these charges.  Will these charges receive critical analysis.  And the true position not the CIPFA code be published?

A point of clarification, the £161,380 relates to the support recharges for all the day centres, not just the Benwell centre as the question might suggest. The recharges also relate to the general administration associated with running the day centres collectively. Day centres are complex services involving: fixed assets (requiring maintenance etc), staff (requiring human resources support; payroll), procurement of food and supplies (payment of creditors); processing of income; large and complex budgets (accounting support; audit). As Mr Ollington says the Older People Services will not directly result in savings in these support costs - and the proposals have made no assumptions about support service savings. However, support service functions are subject to scrutiny. In the coming year Financial Services will be subject to a Business Process Re-engineering Review (BPR) intended to delivery savings which can then be apportioned across the organisation. In future years other support services will be subject to similar reviews. 

We are required by the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy's Best Value Accounting Code of Practice (which has statutory status) to show the related cost of support services alongside the direct costs of services, in order to give a total cost picture.

