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REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF CORPORATE SERVICES


TO THE BUDGET SCRUTINY COMMITTEE ON WEDNESDAY, 31st MARCH 2004


TITLE:  BUDGET CONSULTATION

RECOMMENDATIONS: Members are asked to consider the Council’s approach to budget consultation in relation to the Revenue Budget for 2004/05 and how the process could be developed and improved for the 2005/06 budget.


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

The report summarises the consultation process for 2004/05, views of the public on the process and ways in which budget consultation could be improved.


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


CONTACT OFFICERS: 

Geoff Topping Tel.  793 3240 geoff.topping@salford.gov.uk
Carolyn Haslam Tel.   793 3057 carolyn.haslam@salford.gov.uk

ASSESSMENT OF RISK: Not applicable


SOURCE OF FUNDING: Not applicable


LEGAL ADVICE OBTAINED: Not applicable


FINANCIAL ADVICE OBTAINED: Not applicable


WARD(S) TO WHICH REPORT RELATE(S):      None specifically


KEY COUNCIL POLICIES:  2004/05 Revenue Budget


REPORT DETAIL

Introduction

The Council has undertaken budget consultation exercises since 1996 and each year has sought to develop the consultation process.  In 2003/04 the Council engaged Community Pride to assist in the planning, organisation and presentation of the consultation events with the aim of generating greater community involvement in the budget setting process.

Consultation Events

At a meeting of the Participatory Budgeting Group in September 2003 it was agreed that there should be a two stage consultation process with three meetings in different areas of the City in November 2003 followed by three further consultation meetings in January 2004.

Consultation meetings took place at the following venues:-

	Salford CVS, Eccles Town Hall
	24th November
	12th January

	Novotel, Worsley
	25th November
	13th January

	Salford University
	26th November
	14th January


The events were publicised in a number of ways

	Publicity
	November
	January

	100 posters and 1,000 flyers via community network
	(
	

	Letters to budget consultation database (800)
	(
	(

	Invitations to November participants
	
	(

	e-mail to all Councillors
	(
	(

	Article in Advertiser
	
	(

	Article in Manchester Evening News
	
	(

	Article in Salford Life
	
	(

	Posters in libraries and public buildings
	(
	(

	Article in CVS newsletter
	
	(

	Mail out to 1,000 local community groups via CVS
	
	(

	Flyers sent to business representatives
	(
	(


Following a number of complaints about the publicity of the November series of meetings, publicity was broadened for the January meetings.  However attendance at the meetings was broadly similar for the two series:-

	Attendance
	November
	January

	Eccles

Worsley

Salford
	10

30

8
	8

30

15

	Total
	48
	53


In addition to the public consultation events views were also invited by telephone, letter and e-mail.

With the support of the Youth Service a consultation exercise took place in January 2004 with members of youth centres in the City.  A wide range of issues and priorities were generated through this process.

Feedback

At the end of each meeting attendees were asked to give their views on the consultation events and how consultation could be improved in the future.  The comments made – positive, negative and suggestions for improvement – are shown at Appendix 1.

Addressing the issues raised

At the consultation events a wide range of issues were raised by members of the public.  The Council gave an undertaking that each issue would be referred to the responsible Director and a written response would be provided.  This document has recently been completed and is a comprehensive response of over 50 pages.  The document has been sent to all those who attended the meetings and e-mailed to all councillors.  The document is also on the City Council website at www.salford.gov.uk/consultation.

How could the consultation process be improved in the future?

With assistance from Community Pride the consultation process was reviewed after the January meetings and the following areas for improvement were identified:-

· Rather than hold all meetings in the evening, at least one event could be in the afternoon.

· At least one event could be held at the Civic Centre.

· Consultation could be expanded to one meeting in each community committee area.

· Consultation document could be developed to include specific budget options on savings/investment – the timing of such consultation would need to be carefully planned.

· More detailed information could be provided on the cost of providing Council services including more unit cost information.

· Techniques for involving the public in practical exercises to prioritise services could be explored.

· Training could be provided in the form of an "Introduction to Local Government Finance".

· Extended briefings could be held during the year to improve understanding of budget issues.

· Venues for consultation meetings should be reconsidered – may be more appropriate at Community Committee level.

· Promotion and publicity of events should be reviewed.

Consideration of other consultation options

In addition to reviewing the Council's existing consultation processes other options could be considered to develop budget consultation such as:-

· Establishing a consultation forum of say 500 people who could be consulted on a more regular basis about budget issues and an understanding of the Council's budget could also be developed.

· Increased use of the Council website to provide an option to "vote" on specific budget proposals.

· A small number of authorities have held referenda on Council Tax options although the cost of such exercises is very high.

· Use of decision-making techniques such as decision conferencing or SIMALTO modelling – again this has been applied by a small number of councils.

· Developing youth consultation with schools and colleges.

· Developing consultation with ethnic, disabled and other communities of interest.
Recommendation

Members are requested to consider the approach taken by the council to budget consultation for 2004/05 and how this can be developed and improved for 2005/06.

Alan Westwood

Director of Corporate Services

APPENDIX 1

BUDGET CONSULTATION PROCESS 2004/05
POSITIVE FEEDBACK

· I found the consultation on the budget very enlightening and helpful.

· Presentation was excellent each presenter was very good gave the right amount of information and right tone, manner and body language

· Excellent presentations repeat please in 2004

· I think this meeting was superb - informative, user-friendly.  It needs to go to more people!  Go to the people - don’t wait for them to come to you.  Tenants associations, community meetings, schools, churches.

· I think the evening has been excellent.  I would simply suggest we need a more wide-ranging - going out to a diverse range of groups earlier in the year.  Salford Disability Forum could host an event for example.  Get more people to organise events for you.

· If you desire to have a more representative group of people attending consultation meetings communications must be improved in order to increase attendance

· This meeting helps - greater awareness.  Use council publications to inform the public

· Well researched and presented but answers leave a lot to be desired.  Too many lay people hogging the floor

· Applaud council on opening up discussion with people. Ideas were given on last year’s consultation exercise on how to get more people involved – why were these ideas not taken up?

NEGATIVE FEEDBACK

· Why were there no council members present to the end of the meeting
· Meeting let you get the feel of how good the councillors are (if they bothered to attend).  Wide spread belief that councillors are waste of time

· Some Councillors told me all residents are “well aware” of budget issues.  This meeting proves most haven’t got a clue from where the money comes and where it goes to
· Consultation - supplied various options few years ago +% balance of funding changing. Council didn’t like answers so stopped asking.  Want to have their say and be listened to

· Cynicism about the council.  They ask all the time and never take any action or respond to comments made

· Poorly advertised.  Bad start time for families and working people.  No firm options/alternatives to enable a choice to be made between services Meeting not successful.  Childish not representative of the area concerned.  Too many officials - not enough community residents - this meeting always a success at Civic Centre in past years

· Poorly advertised, size of room needs consideration not enough members of the public involved

· There is no main bus route from Irlam & Cadishead to the consultation meetings and no public transport. No flyers were seen around Irlam and Cadishead.  Can a meeting be held in the Irlam & Cadishead area next year?

· Resident tried to hand out flyers that were sent but general apathy with consultation.

· Using Novotel as a venue is not appropriate.   Could we not have used a council venue?  

· In previous years the consultation exercise provided a list of what services cost.  Residents went through the list and prioritised.  Stopped doing it because you didn’t like the answers. 

· From the last round of meetings no actual figures or background information was given to provide people to give true consultation.  It was asked for in November but disappointed that no figures were provided with consultation papers

SUGGESTIONS TO MAKE THE CONSULTATION PROCESS BETTER

· Earlier in year. What has been achieved in previous consultation meetings.  

· To advertise more efficiently and broadly

· Longer term projections for next three years

· Inflation/Investment, not detailed spending plan, projections

· Go out to the public - don’t expect them to come to you

· Tenants associations should be added to database

· Please make the meeting at more convenient times

· Community committees/tenants associations to be consulted on venues and times of meetings

· More advertising needed of future meetings

· More advertising to encourage more people to attend meeting.  This area has numerous excellent community associations who could contact members

· Not advertised enough.  Very few people attended - not representative if attempting consultation.  Need to encourage others from all aspect of the local community to attend

· There must be many organisations not represented at Budget consultation – may be not invited – e.g. Home Watch, United Norwest Co-op (Salford Area Members’ Group), leaders of youth groups such as Salford Lads’ Club, and representatives of Sunday football, cultural groups (Salford Symphony Orchestra) trying to bring music, theatre to the citizens (remember the Liverpoool St Playhouse?), CHC, Eccles Traders.

· Budget details were put before people in previous years with actual figures.  More information is required to make informed comparisons.  Excellent in the past but could more details be provided in future meetings?

· Liaise with Homewatch Co-ordinators who could disseminate budget consultation information to a wider audience.

· Big part of budget already spoken for. Residents need to know what part of the budget that they can have some input to as part of the consultation process?  Can free cash be set on one side so they know what is available to be able to have an opinion on?
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