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TO THE BUDGET SCRUTINY COMMITTEE
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TITLE:  

    BUDGET CONSULTATION 20010/11

RECOMMENDATION: 


Members are asked to consider the proposals for the framework of the budget consultation process in relation to the 2010/11 budget and to make suggestions about the approach to budget consultation.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

The report outlines possible approaches to consultation with the public on the council’s spending priorities and budget proposals for 2010/11.


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: 


Report produced by City Treasurer.


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


KEY COUNCIL POLICIES: 

Budget Strategy


Budget Consultation 2010/11

In the last two years the budget consultation process has been based on the following elements:

· Big Listening questionnaires 

· Budget consultation database questionnaires

· Salford website and e-mail 

· Public “Any Questions” style meeting

The number of responses received during the consultation process in October/November 2009 was 1316 made up of :

	
	Number
	Response %

	Big Listening
	1170
	17

	Budget consultation database
	125
	9

	Website and e-mail
	21
	

	Total
	1316
	


Following a report on the outcome of budget consultation in relation to the 2009/10 budget, Budget Scrutiny Committee had some concerns about the effectiveness of the process and wished to consider options for the 2010/11 budget process.

Consultation Options

Based on a review of a number of other council websites and other sources possible approaches for consideration and implications are:

	Approach
	Comments

	Questionnaires
	This is used by a number of councils including Salford (Big Listening) and is a cost effective method in getting a significant number of responses. Questions used need to be relatively straightforward to answer. A copy of the questionnaire used last year is included at Appendix 1).

	Public Meeting
	Attendance is generally with typically around 15 members of the public attending. Questions raised are often service rather than budget related. It presents an opportunity for the public to put questions to councillors but does not significantly contribute to the budget process.

	Focus Groups
	In previous years we have consulted with the Older Persons Forum, young people and ethnic groups. Again interest has been limited. It would take a greater  investment of time to operate this type of consultation effectively and for it to be representative.

	Area Based Meetings
	In previous years public meetings in different areas of the city have been arranged but again attendance has generally been low and issues have related to specific resident’s issues rather than overall budget priorities.

	Community Committees
	In previous years community committees have had the opportunity to include a budget consultation item on their agenda. This was taken up by some committees but due to the other items of business on the agenda there was limited time to consider the issue. 

	On-line surveys and e-mail
	The budget consultation questionnaire has been available on the council website together with other background information on the council’s budget. Very few responses have been received electronically to date.

	Participatory Budgeting
	A small number of authorities have organised a workshop day where residents are invited to debate alternative service options and to assess the impact on the council’s budget. This would take a significant amount of organisation and we would also need to be clear about how the results would feed into the budget process. Ensuring the attendees were a cross section of the city would also be a challenge.

	Budget Simulator
	A small number of authorities have asked residents to complete an online budget simulator which enables them to choose increased or reduced spending on a range of services with the effect on the budget and council tax level being shown as each choice is made. An example of this can be seen at http://www.budgetsimulator.com/barnet 

Whilst this is an interesting approach there would be a cost of around £10,000 for the software and set-up and also time to develop the options. Its benefit would depend on a significant response however to date response to budget consultation on-line in Salford has been very low.

	In depth interviews
	An organisation called Simalto has undertaken in-depth face to face interviews with members of the public on alternative budget options for some authorities. For a representative sample to be interviewed is likely to cost around £15,000.


The most effective means of getting a reasonably representative sample of responses has proved to be the Big Listening in recent years. However as the budget consultation elements form part of a larger questionnaire the questions need to be fairly quick to answer which limits the financial context that can be provided and answers are based on resident’s perceptions of the area and council tax levels.

Results of this consultation in the last three years have consistently identified the three services in which residents would like to see additional investment as:

· Crime and Community Safety

· Maintenance of roads and pavements

· Health and social care

The same priorities are generally identified in consultation undertaken by other authorities.

It has proved difficult to generate significant interest in budget consultation in recent years although advertisements have been placed in The Advertiser and publicity placed in public buildings. This tends to be a common issue with other authorities unless there is a specific budget proposal (e.g. closure of a facility) or a proposal for a significant increase in council tax that generates local involvement.

Other options that could be considered are to publish an article and questionnaire in Salford Life (subject to consideration by the editorial board) or to promote questionnaires or undertake interviews at Gateway Centres.

Summary

A number of options for undertaking budget consultation and the issues and implications of each are described above. Member’s views on the alternative approaches are welcomed.

John Spink

City Treasurer
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