Sam Crabb’s Budget Speech – seconding Jill Shortland

Chair - I wish to second Jill’s Referrence Back and to make a number of points to round up this very important debate from the Liberal Democrat perspective. 
Cuts are inevitable in the present economic climate, but we believe that the Cabinet are hitting the wrong targets today.
Somerset County Council should not be cutting services to the vulnerable, young or old.  Neither should services affecting public safety be cut back.
The third category of services that should, logically, not be cut is where a short-term, quick-fix advantage in balancing the books leads inevitably to a medium term greater loss of revenue.
Unfortunately the Budget put forward by Ken and the Cabinet today is in complete contrast with what the public expect and need, and it reflects out of date party political dogma.
As we have already heard – this budget is also, in almost complete contrast with the Conservative Somerset Group manifesto from last year.
This budget is high risk. 

It is cutting deep into the vital services that the people of Somerset rely upon.

The Cabinet has made a laughable and belated attempt to consult the public.  

Therefore this budget entirely ignores the wishes of the people of Somerset. 

The consultation for the budget contrasts hugely with the consultation with staff over the staffing proposals put forward by the Cabinet last year. 
The Public consultation consisted entirely of putting a series of daft questions on the County Council’s website and then not bothering to advertise that fact. With millions of pounds in the advertising budget – not a single penny spent on alerting the public to the spectre of the savage Tory axe. 

Yes the Cabinet can issue a press release that they are setting an emergency budget, a double page spread in Your Somerset and they can follow that up with a press release saying that Council Tax increase will be 0% (before being presented to Cabinet or Full Council) - but they do not tell people where they can express their views!

You will all be aware of the very thorough public consultation from Avon & Somerset Police Authority and the fact that they listened to the public, where their consultation clearly showed that 80% of the public said they wanted no cuts to front line services and would pay more. 

So the Police Authority members set a precept at 4.2%.

The Public Consultation there compares exactly to an Ipsos-Mori Poll presented to the County Council Network conference last November. And this is exactly the same result as the Poll conducted by the County Gazette as soon as the cuts became public knowledge at the end of January.

The small Public consultation carried out by Somerset County Council – which was only 200 replies - was again in line exactly – only 20% of the responses wanted 0%. 

However these facts were so unimportant to the Cabinet that Ken did not even bother to discuss the results given at the Cabinet meeting on 3rd February. - Ken it is important that you listen to the public all the time, not at one point in 4 years.

The Cabinet did a massive job of consulting with staff over Paper C -  and you can well ask what the outcomes were? - Disgruntled staff, morale damaged and 11 senior staff having increments suspended. Massive consultation – very poor value for money – indeed lots of wasted money. It would have been better not to start this consultation.
The business community of Somerset has still not been consulted at all about the cuts. 

This Budget destroys the concept of “investing in Somerset” that Administrations have followed in the four previous quadrenniums. The massive cuts to capital spending that we see in Paper A – Appendices E & F especially in School budgets will not only damage our ability to build schools when the recession finally ends, but it will put out of work many local tradespeople. 

Joint investment in Schools is vital. As the leader will have heard on February 11th at an Local Government Partnerships presentation not only is it right to invest, it is essential to invest with partners – in this case our schools. Good asset management is vital. Just like the BSF in Bridgwater being vitally important to our young people. It is really important that our children in Somerset have the best we can give them and a fair start in life.

All over Somerset we are seeing our businesses invest, they are taking advantage of the recession and the reduced costs of building to invest in expansions to their businesses. Somerset County Council is not a corner shop – it is a very large multi million pound business. Again just as the local partnerships presentation at the Local Government Association presentation said last Thursday “take advantage and buy buildings whilst they are cheap”.

We have heard that it is wrong to stop investing in transport, to pull millions from the Highways Maintenance budget when our roads are cracking up. It is wrong to pull more money out of the repairs and maintenance budget, it is wrong to create more bureaucracy costing more money and wasting even more.

Where is there in this budget is there any attempt to improve the economy of Somerset? 

Even the Rural Regeneration money has been cut, taking thousands out of the budget when it is most required. 

This budget proposal from Ken and the Cabinet ignores the recession, piles on the pain needlessly and creates not a single job – in fact it costs jobs. And there is even uncertaintanty about that! The leader believed there will be no complulsory redunancies as he stated in Cabinet on 3rd February to a question from a member of the public and was then contradicted by his Human Resources Cabinet Member – does anyone really know what is going on here? Why is there £1.8 m in Paper B – page B-13 for the risk of redunancies.

How many young people in Somerset will benefit from this budget? 

How many will get a job as a result? 

Indeed how many will lose jobs as a result?

And how many affordable homes will be built for them? 

One other key investment that seems to have been cut completely is investment into Carbon Management to mitigate climate change – Ah but then that does conform to the Tory Manifesto – as Climate Change was not mentioned once.

We can read in their Manifesto that and I quote - 
“The Conservatives have new ideas to improve services and save money. Some of them are here in this manifesto. The Conservative team is ready to take on the new challenges which face us.”

Where in this budget are the new ideas to improve services?

Where in this budget is the innovation and change that the people of Somerset were promised?

Where is there any increase for staff pay in this budget? The answer is … there in not an increase at all for three years. 0%.

Where is the contingency to opt out of National Pay bargaining – to go Local? Which is what Paper C is angling at. At a cost in my opinion of £750,000 per year?

Where is there a proper contingency in case the Care Home “savings” are not achieved? There is only £700,000 in Paper B and unachievable the Cabinet will have to call upon Reserves and that could lead to a cost next year of £5 million. However – if the Care Home providers look at North Somerset and the rates paid there the cost could be £20 million.

Where in this budget are the other – unmentioned – ideas from their Manifesto? – Nowhere to be seen, because they do not have any.
Is the Cabinet ready to take on new challenges? – I think not. They cannot deal with today’s challenges let alone tomorrows!
Do they need to phone a friend? – Yes indeed. But this is not a game show – this is real life and we should not be voting in favour to makes people’s lives worse.
What we have here in this budget is the same old Tory cuts, chopping bits off rather than being inventive.

Council Budgets are like Household Budgets – they involve choices – and making the right ones to ensure that the budget balances, with minimum damage done. In this budget it really shows that the Cabinet have been making wrong choices since June, decisions that are hasty and incorrect.

The Liberal Democrats would have done things very differently.

Where is the money being saved by Pioneer Somerset? 
Not here – because the Cabinet decided that Pioneer Somerset was a waste of money. Unfortunately - if you do not invest to save – you do not save any money. And the goal was £25 million across Somerset. 
Where is the money not spent because of procurement savings from Southwest One?

- We can see line 125 – but we now know that £2.5 million of this could be legally challenged. 

- Where is the £150 million guaranteed savings from IBM? 
- Why is the Cabinet not ensuring that these savings are made now? 

- Why are the Southwest One savings not clearly visible in these Budget papers? There should be at least £7 million of savings in this Budget – not here because they are not being made.

Why set up a review of Southwest One? Why not use Scrutiny instead of an outside panel? Why waste more time and money. Why not get on with making Southwest One work for us now? 

Why waste £300,000 on a new Cabinet Office?
Where is the joint working with Conservative colleagues in neighbouring Counties? – Nowhere to be seen. Yet they seem to have a few cracking ideas. 
Where is the improvement in our front line services? – We do not have any improvements - just cuts and services going downhill.
Where is the £1 million saved by the 83 frozen posts? – Not shown in this Budget at all. 
Where is the money being saved by reducing the advertising budget?

And what has happened to all the other manifesto commitments in made before June last year?
Is this the change that people want – No it is not. A further change for the worst is not a welcome thought.

What we have here is the same old Tory thinking. A three year budget that has no innovation, just Cut, cut, cut. 0%, 0%, 0%.

We have seen how that this way of thinking has fatally damaged West Somerset District Council – a local government trouble-shooter is going in; and we have seen how Mendip is on its knees - financially and performance-wise. 
We have seen how leaders in other Local Authorities have agreed with David Cameron and decided that 0% is not the right thing to do – even though they promised it to their electorate, they have indeed listened and taken note that services must come first. 

We all know that times are hard and Council Tax is an unfair tax but there is no point damaging services that literally mean life or death to the vulnerable, the elderly and those that really need them.

0% is a “nice to do” – which can be done when stability returns Nationally. 

If this Budget is agreed today we will see the fatal demise of Somerset County Council. It appears that the Conservatives were given a mandate by only 20% of the people of Somerset last June to ruin Somerset’s excellent services.

Ken you need to listen to the other 80% of the population. You cannot ignore them, just because they did not vote for you.

It is also important that all the Cabinet listen to the full debate – on this side we have done our very best to highlight the risks throughout the process. It is a shame that we have heard little/nothing from the other side as this is the last chance saloon.

It is really hard to imagine what the headlines will be tomorrow or even this evening on the Regional News – there are so many possibilities - they may be:-

“Tories cuts £5 million from Lib Dem Highways and Transport Budget.

County Bus services threatened by Conservative’s cuts.

Winter Maintenance options ignored by the Cabinet.”

Ken’s Conservatives vote to cut Police Community Support Officers and Public Safety spending.

The Tory Cabinet cuts stop Bobby Vans.

Conservatives in County Hall stops spending on new schools – and cuts disabled access!

Tory Administration cuts Youth workers across Somerset

Or “Carbon Reduction ignored by the Conservatives – the penalties will cost Somerset dear.” 
I think the most likely will be “Ken’s Tory cuts put our elderly in Care Homes at risk.” – Which is truly awful.

What a catalogue of shame.

Or we could refer this back.
Ken could phone a friend and we could discuss this budget after this meeting and reduce the many risks that we have highlighted and the officers have highlighted in Paper B.

The other major issue around this Budget is the fact that the scrutiny process this time was rubbish. Have a look at Paper A – Appendix A page A-11 – the two meetings in bold were in public. All the rest held in secret. 
Many new County Councillors will not know how the budget worked through the democratic process in the last quadrennium – in brief - it was a hell of a lot better than this.

There is no hiding the fact that the Cabinet do not really want to listen to any other opinion other than their own.

I will admit that one or two items were taken on board by the Cabinet and reversed – for which I am grateful – but nevertheless Scrutiny and thus proper democracy in Somerset is almost dead. 
Having just 10% of the Scrutiny we all had in the last quadrennium is appalling. 

With the massive cuts we have to the Community Governance Department, coupled with the amendments we have to the Constitution later today in Paper E there is no doubt there will be virtually no resources for Democracy in Somerset – probably another  “NICE TO DO”. 
However Scrutiny CAN help the Administration, it can be positive and helpful – but the rushed and secret process in this Budget round has not done it justice and there has certainly not been a rigorous and full debate in public until today.

Talking about debates – the Cabinet does not seem to debate in public. They just nod and put up their hands when Ken asks. (Although in Confidential Session like on Monday they seemed more willing to open up).
We do need transparency and openness. We need open and honest politics in Somerset – not decisions taken behind closed doors, by one or two people. 

As Jill said the Annual Budget is the most important decision that Council members have to make each year. It is our decision – not just the Cabinet’s decision. It is a heavy responsibility for each of us and there is no doubt that the Cabinet have made a number of very serious mistakes already – do not let them compound their errors.

This Budget is all about choices and the choice today is to vote for a high risk, damaging budget or to vote for a reference back. We can ask the Cabinet to reconsider the options with all of us, so that we can look at this again next week at the Reserve County Council meeting. 

In saying this I am appealing to my colleagues to my left – that they do not need to follow slavishly the dictats of the Leader and Cabinet. They have the ability to vote for common sense and to retain important services for the public. 

Let’s have some common sense shining through in Somerset, rather than out of date  ideas.

We can however show that we do listen to the public, we do care about democracy; we do want Ken and the Cabinet to think again. 
Please vote for a reference back – with a meeting next week to look at an amended budget.

Sam Crabb
17.02.10
