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	From:
	Kevin Nacey, Director of Finance and Performance (Sec 151 officer)



	Date: 
	18 November 2015



	To: 
	All County Councillors



Continuing financial challenges
As you will be aware, the Leader of the Council continues to lobby the Government to recognise the dire finances of local authorities in this month’s Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR).
Cllr Osman is writing to the Chancellor and the Prime Minister spelling out the stark impact of continual funding cuts on the Council’s ability to look after its most vulnerable residents.

He is also writing to Somerset’s MPs calling on them to speak up on the County’s behalf ahead of the CSR on 25 November. The review will set out the expenditure limits of Government departments, including the Department for Communities and Local Government which is expected to be asked to make savings in the region of 30 per cent.

The Leader’s lobbying comes as the Council introduces a freeze on all non-essential spending to protect services for the most vulnerable.

The County Council, like many across the country, is facing a massive challenge to balance its budget for 2016/17 and beyond. Its direct funding from Government – the Revenue Support Grant – is expected to have fallen from around £63m in 2014/15 to zero by 2019/20 at the latest. At the same time, for 2016/17 alone, inflation will add around £3.5m to costs and demographic pressures – a growing and ageing population – a further £5m.

On top of this, the introduction of the National Living Wage in 2016 will be an additional pressure, being an extra burden for the care providers contracted by the Council to look after vulnerable adults.

We’ve been talking for some time about how difficult this year’s budget setting is going to be, and emphasised the need to control spending. Over the recent months and weeks the detail of just how difficult it is going to be has got clearer. Sadly, the clearer the picture gets, the worse it looks. We all know the root causes of this – continued austerity and ever growing demand on our services, especially those for vulnerable children and adults. 

As a local authority we have to balance our books. We aren’t allowed to operate with massive overspends and unless we turn a corner on spending we risk ending the year £8 million overspent.  This would be unacceptable as it would deplete our already minimal reserves.  We therefore need to take urgent action on the spend that we do have control over.

The Chief Executive issued instructions to all staff last week to put a freeze on all non-essential spending for the remainder of this financial year. If it hasn’t already been committed and isn’t directly delivering either a statutory duty or priority improvement initiative, he has asked all Directors and Strategic managers to ensure that the money is not spent unless it is essential.  We are not alone in doing this. At least one other County Council has recently taken the same step and we expect others to follow.

This will not be a popular step and I accept that. I know that many of our staff and members do valuable work that doesn’t readily fit under the heading of a statutory service. What I am saying does not devalue that work, it simply accepts the painful reality that this council has to reduce its spending immediately if we are to be able to fulfil our statutory requirements to support the most vulnerable people in our communities.  Examples of action that will need to be taken include the following.  We will not recruit to staff vacancies unless absolutely necessary.  Providing maintenance of our infrastructure will only be done to a safe and statutory minimum level.  We will also review the level of service we are able to provide in all aspects of our work and spend accordingly.  

In terms of expenditure for Members:

· we will now only provide water for Committee meetings
· no tea or coffee will be provided for the Members Room
· hardcopies of agendas and reports will only be sent to Committee Members and relevant members e.g. Cabinet Members and Opposition Spokespersons, etc.
· note the Members Scheme of Allowances only supports subsistence meal claims for approved duties out of the county
· we will continue to prioritise our member development activity and limit expenditure as much as possible
· the new Office365 email solution for elected members will help reduce costs to the Council than the current solutions so your support in embracing this would be appreciated
· we are looking at ways of reducing costs where members print off documents 

Your help and ideas for supporting other ways to reduce expenditure for elected Members would be welcomed.  

We will continue to make our case to Government ahead of the Comprehensive Spending Review about the impact continued austerity is having and the need for adequate funding for local Government.

	For more information please contact: 


	Name: Julian Gale, Strategic Manager-Governance & Risk
Email: jjgale@somerset.gov.uk
Tel No.: 01823 7628
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