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REPORT OF THE STRATEGIC DIRECTOR OF CUSTOMER AND SUPPORT SERVICES


TO THE BUDGET AND AUDIT SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

ON WEDNESDAY, 6TH SEPTEMBER 2006


TITLE:  

    BUDGET CONSULTATION 2007/08

RECOMMENDATION: 


Members are asked to consider the proposals for the framework of the budget consultation process in relation to the 2007/08 budget and to recommend any amendments to further improve the process.


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

The report outlines the key elements for consultation with the public on the council’s spending priorities and budget proposals for 2007/08.


BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS:

Various working papers and reports. (Available for public inspection)


CONTACT OFFICER:

Geoff Topping Tel. 793 3240 geoff.topping@salford.gov.uk 


ASSESSMENT OF RISK: 

Not applicable


SOURCE OF FUNDING: 

Revenue Resources


LEGAL ADVICE OBTAINED: 
Not applicable


FINANCIAL ADVICE OBTAINED: 


The Finance Division of Corporate Services has produced this report.


WARD(S) TO WHICH REPORT RELATE (S) :      All wards


KEY COUNCIL POLICIES: 

Budget Strategy


1.
Introduction
1.1 
A report was submitted to Budget and Audit Scrutiny Committee on 11th January 2006 on the outcome of the budget consultation process for 2005/06 and the key issues raised by the public during that process.

1.2
A special meeting of the committee was held on 14th July 2006 to consider the consultation framework for 2006/07. This report sets out the proposed consultation arrangements for consideration by members.

2.
Budget Consultation 2007/08
2.1 
Last year the “Big Listening” consultation group was utilised for the first time in order to achieve an increased response rate to the council’s spending plans. This was successful with 1102 questionnaires completed and it is therefore proposed that the “Big Listening” consultation is the key element of the framework for 2007/08.

2.2 
The Big Listening is a joint consultation initiative with the PCT and is facilitated by MORI. There are therefore set timescales for accessing this consultation process and following discussion with the Marketing and Communications division it became clear that if the results of consultation were to be available for consideration by members in advance of key budget decisions being made it was necessary to finalise the budget element of the questionnaire by 23rd August.

2.3 
In view of the very tight timescale proposed consultation questions were drafted and circulated by e-mail to members for comment or amendment. The proposed questions were a development from last year seeking views on the council services on which the public would like to see more or less money spent, and also on the level of council tax. The questions have been refined further by MORI to reduce the number of “open questions” which are very difficult to analyse, report and tale decisions on. The budget consultation questions to be included in the survey are shown in Appendix 1.

2.4
The “Big Listening” survey will be conducted between 11th September and 20th October 2006 with results being available for reporting to members after 17th November 2006.

2.5. In addition to the “Big Listening” it is also planned, similar to recent years, to consult directly with members of community committees and other members of the public on the council’s consultation database. Last year 721 questionnaires were issued and 115 responses were received (16% return rate). For consistency or reporting it would be appropriate to use similar questions to the “Big Listening” but more information could be included about the background to the budget and the cost of services. It is proposed that this consultation would take place during October/November 2006 so that results are available for consideration at the same time as the “Big Listening”.

2.6 In addition to consultation by post, public meetings have been held in recent years to provide the opportunity for members of the public to give their views on the council’s proposals. The success of these meetings has varied considerably but generally attendances at the meetings have been disappointing. Efforts have been made to publicise the meetings by posters in public buildings, in The Advertiser and on the council’s website with limited success. Last year around 85 people attended a combination of 6 special or community committee meetings at which budget proposals were considered.

2.7 Member’s views are welcomed on the effectiveness of public meetings particularly where budget issues are included as one item in a much broader community committee agenda. An option could be to hold two special public meetings with one at the end of November when the results of the postal consultation could be reported and a further in mid-January when the council’s budget proposals for 2007/08 have been further developed. To make the meetings more interactive “ask the audience” type technology could be used at the meetings to provide immediate feedback on preferences.

2.8 It is also proposed to use the council’s website to give the public the opportunity to give their views on spending plans. A small number of authorities have used an on-line budget “game” where members of the public can effectively balance their own budget by increasing or reducing spending on a range of services to reflect their priorities. A software provider does provide such a solution which would cost around £3,500 to implement for Salford plus officer time to develop the available options. However the effectiveness of such a development would depend on attracting enough “hits” to the council’s website and therefore publicity would be important. Also the “game” would be accessible to all via the internet and not just Salford residents. Member’s views on this type of proposal are welcomed. Further details are available from the supplier’s website at http://www.delib.co.uk/products_and_services/budgetsimulator An example of the model is shown at Appendix 2.
2.9 Consultation with youth groups with the assistance of the youth service has been undertaken for the last three years. This year it is planned to undertake consultation at schools during National Youth Week which takes place during the first week of November 2006. This consultation would be facilitated by youth workers so that results are quickly available for analysis and reporting.

2.10 It is also proposed to include consultation with other representative groups of older and disabled people with the assistance of colleagues in the Community Health and Social Care directorate.

3.
Recommendation

3.1
It is recommended that members consider the proposed approach to budget consultation for 2007/08 and any suggestions to further improve the process for the benefit of the public and members are welcomed.
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